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BACK OF THE BOOK

The threat of discovery creates a chasm between friends and in the process reunites erstwhile enemies.

As the future beckons, the past becomes a door that needs to be closed forever to allow passage to new and exciting beginnings.


DEDICATION

To everyone out there fighting hard not to give up. Make us listen.

Please.

You’re not alone. Really.


I

“Florence. Florence, wake up! There’s someone at the door.”

With a small groan, Florence opened her eyes and saw Chester standing next to the bed, fully dressed. That woke her up completely.

“You’re dressed? Why are you dressed?”

“There’s someone at the door for you.”

“Who?” A glance around the room showed that it was still dark outside. “What is the time?”

“Almost midnight.” She raked her hand over her face. “Who would drop by this late?” Chester helped her into her dressing gown. “Please don’t leave.”

The dark eyes were soft. “I’m not leaving your sight, my darling.”

“Good. Maybe you could help me hide the body of whoever dared to wake us at this hour.”

Chester snorted softly. “I’ll meet you downstairs,” she said as she moved to the hidden door.

The lanterns on the landing were lit as she made her way down the stairs. She was on the last step when Chester appeared at the foot of the staircase. Her face was impassive as she waited for Florence. They hadn’t spoken about what had put Chester in such a morose mood earlier. Both had succumbed to sleep unexpectedly, but she hoped that they would have the chance to discuss it once she had seen to her visitor.

“We put them in the study,” Chester added.

Them? She frowned. Everyone she knew was known to Chester. Who else could it be? She waited for Chester to open the door leading to the study for her. A stocky man and a rather tall, slender woman were whispering furiously to each other.

“…the inconvenience is too much,” the man was saying and Florence stiffened as she recognized the voice.

“Good evening, Father.”

Mason Stafford spun around to face her, his face still showing his annoyance. “Florence.” His curt greeting made the woman with him turn slowly, but it was difficult to see the heavily-veiled woman’s face. “I take it you received the letter announcing my arrival?”

She held his gaze, for once not flinching by her father’s complete disregard towards her. Any other person would’ve recognized the discourteousness of rousing someone at this late hour and make apologies for it. Not her father. He never saw her as worthy of his respect since she rebuffed his attempts to marry her off and she eloped with Charles.

“It didn’t stipulate that you would arrive at such an ungodly hour.” Her response had surprised him, maybe even annoyed him some more. “In anticipation of your arrival, my staff have readied guestrooms for you. I wasn’t expecting a female companion, though. It will take but a few minutes to prepare a room in my wing for your guest.”

Her father dismissively waved his hand. “That won’t be necessary. I’ve arranged for accommodation at the Gentlemen’s Club. My guest…” He sighed. “Well, I guess you and my companion are already well-acquainted.” He folded his arms over his chest and glared at the woman.

Florence followed his gaze, assessing the lady. She was tall, almost as tall as her and dressed in dark clothing with a heavy cloak. There was too little for her to make an identification. Her mother was shorter than her guest. She watched as the woman’s hands lifted and she threw back the veil. Blue-grey eyes met hers and Florence had a vague sense that she knew the person. Her eyes roamed over the rather strong face, trying to gather as much detail as she could to nudge her memory along. It was only when the woman spoke that Florence blinked.

“Hello, Florence.”

She gasped as she stumbled back slightly and felt Chester’s presence behind her.

“Is…Israel?”

She gaped at the woman as her brain spun madly as it tried to make sense of what she was seeing.

***

Jane held onto the crumpled note as if her life depended on it. She had been awakened by Anais with a note from Hirsh. The simple one-liner had spurred her into action and in less than five minutes she was dressed and on her way to Oliver’s house with his driver.

She opened the note again and read the line. It still made her blood run cold even after the tenth read.

I urgently need your help.

Her hand trembled slightly as she brought it to her mouth. She had known that one day she would get a summons like this, but she hadn’t expected it to be so early on in their relationship. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears as she watched the nightscape passing by the window. Was Hirsh hurt? Dying, perhaps? The tears came with the last thought and she sobbed into her fist. At that moment, she was overcome by the overwhelming regret that she hadn’t professed her love for Hirsh enough times. The carriage rounded the block on which Oliver’s house was located and she had to physically stop herself from jumping out of the moving carriage to reach the house quicker. When they stopped, she already had opened the door and the driver rushed to help her out. She hammered on the door and when it swung open, Jane barrelled past Oliver.

“Where is Hirsh?”

He mutely pointed in the direction of the library. She entered the room to find Hirsh and Jeremiah glaring at each other from across the room. At first glance, they both appeared uninjured and that was enough for her. Jane rushed into Hirsh’s arms and clung to her lover in desperation.

“You’re unharmed,” she croaked as she burrowed even deeper into her body. “I was so scared that something had happened to you.”  She looked up at Hirsh and her heart melted at the adoration she saw in the hazel eyes. Hirsh wiped at the tears on her cheeks and Jane stood on tiptoe to kiss Hirsh. “I love you. Don’t ever forget that.”

“I’ll never forget it.” The soft wonder in Hirsh’s voice made her tear up some more. “I love you, too.”

They kissed again—a gentle kiss of affirmation. When it ended, Jane pulled away from Hirsh to search the handsome face.

“What happened?” Hirsh’s face almost instantly grew hard as her gaze slid over to where Jeremiah stood. “Jeremiah? What is the problem?”

Jeremiah pursed his lips in disapproval. “I believe Hirsh hasn’t been honest with you about his true identity.”

Jane’s anxiety gradually began to fade as she studied her godfather. She was mildly surprised by his ignorance about Hirsh’s secret. “You didn’t know?”

The shock on Jeremiah’s face was almost comical as he blinked at her. “You know already?”

“I do. Hirsh told me.” She reached for Hirsh’s hand. “We have no secret between us.” Jeremiah was stunned as his gaze darted between her and Hirsh. She was sorry that he had to find out this way. “I genuinely thought that you knew.”

“How would I know that you were in love with a dangerous pirate if you weren’t going to tell me?” He sounded equally incredulous and angry. “You have put us all in danger by keeping this from us.”

It was on the tip of Jane’s tongue to snap back at him and assure him that Abigail was well-aware of Hirsh’s identity. Instead, she nodded at Jeremiah.

“I’m sorry you feel that way. Hirsh and I can assure you that you were never in any danger from him or anyone else.” She squeezed Hirsh’s hand. “I would have you know that you won’t need to fear for your safety anymore. The Raven should arrive anytime now and we will all leave England as soon as possible.” Jeremiah’s gasp corresponded with the shattering of glass nearby. Oliver stood frozen with a brandy tumbler broken at his feet. “I would appreciate it if you would not say anything until we’ve gone.”

“How soon do you…”

“You can’t leave with…”

Both Jeremiah and Oliver spoke at the same time. Jane held up her hand.

“I suggest we leave things for now and get some sleep. If necessary, we can continue with the conversation at a later stage.” She was tired and all she wanted was to fall asleep with Hirsh in her arms.

“Why?” Jeremiah’s tone was bitter. “Why are you speaking for them?” His eyes glittered with anger as he glared at Hirsh. Jane sensed, more than saw Hirsh’s reaction.

“Because I won’t waste my breath talking to you.” The insinuation was crystal clear as was the deadly edge to Hirsh’s tone. Jeremiah appeared angrier at the threat, but wisely decided to not respond. He focussed his attention on her instead.

“You and I will talk some more. There is no way you can leave England with…”

“Stop right there,” she snapped as she approached Jeremiah. “That is my decision and I’m not asking for your permission.” Before too much was said that would be impossible to take back, she tugged on Hirsh’s hand and led her to the door. “Goodnight.”

It was only when they were in the carriage and on their way to Geon’s that it all sunk in. She dropped her face in her hands and felt the gentle touch on her head.

“I’m sorry.”

She lifted her head. The regret in Hirsh’s eyes was painful to see. Without a word, she moved over to sit next to her.

“You have nothing to apologise for, darling.” She kissed her gently. “Let’s not talk about it now. I just want to hold you and know you’re safe.” She stifled a yawn as she leaned against Hirsh.

***

Oliver was shaken as he stood before the fire. She was leaving soon. The piercing pain in his heart almost brought him to his knees. The prospect of losing Geon forever filled him with dread. She had wormed her way into the deepest crevices of his body and soul. It almost felt like they were sharing the same organs to stay alive.

It would kill him if she should leave.

“Oliver? Oliver!”

He was startled from his morose musings by the sharp call. Jeremiah stood next to him, a worried look on his face.

“It’s late. Maybe we should get some sleep.”

Sleep. The concept sounded so foreign to him, because of its elusiveness. There was no way he would get any sleep tonight. Or ever.

“You go ahead. I need a few more minutes to…” To what? He sighed. “Goodnight, Jeremiah.”

But Jeremiah didn’t move. He remained next to him as the silence stretched. Oliver stiffened when Jeremiah spoke, breaking the silence unexpectedly.

“I wish I knew what to say, Oli.”

Oliver closed his eyes tightly to stop the threatening tears. He hated to cry. It destroyed everything he had been conditioned to feel, expect and endure. An image of his father standing over him with a riding crop whipping him and at the same time threatening him not to cry. Crying was one of the ultimate weaknesses for a man, he was taught. A tear slipped through his closed eyes.

But he wasn’t a man.

Geon had made sure that he didn’t forget that. Her kisses and tender touch had coaxed his femininity to the surface.

“Oh, Oli,” Jeremiah whispered and Oliver felt more tears escape. He wiped at his cheeks.

“I can’t live without her.” He took a shuddering breath. “The simple thought of her leaving makes me breathless with fear.”

Jeremiah placed a hand on his shoulder. “You need to talk to her.”

“And say what?” He angrily wiped at the tears. “I left her standing there as I fell over my feet to flee her presence after she had confided in me.” The urge to put as much space between him and Geon at that moment had been so great; he hadn’t even risked taking a last look at her out of fear that he would crumble at her feet.  Now that he thought of it, he wished he had. Maybe then, he might have had an indication of what kind of a welcome to expect should he approach her again.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t leave it too late. Go see her later today and explain why you felt the need to leave so abruptly.”

“I can’t.” At Jeremiah’s questioning look, he shook his head. “I’m invited to the Palace for an audience with the French king, before the Welcoming Ball.”

“Perhaps afterwards?”

Afterwards, he had a meeting with the Morris’ to finalise the baptism of Eddie that was taking place the next day, on Friday. Maybe he could ask her to dinner that evening.

“I’ll send her a note and ask her to join me for dinner.” Jeremiah nodded his approval and turned to leave. “Why are you doing this, if you’re obviously not happy about Hirsh and Jane’s relationship because of who Hirsh is?”

There was a long silence before Jeremiah spoke. In that time, a myriad of emotions flitted over his friend’s face.

“I’m disappointed.” He exhaled noisily. “I’m disappointed that I was unaware of the danger to us. That Jane had kept it from me.” He raked his hands over his face. “I don’t know how to handle this, Oli. We could be accused of treason by way of association.”

That had been Oliver’s last thought before he had fled Geon’s house. His inconsiderate reaction to her disclosure would probably haunt him for the rest of his life. It remains to be seen whether Geon would even accept his dinner invitation. How many times did he have to abandon her before the woman finally expelled him from her life?

Treason could cost him everything. His reputation, his freedom and even his life. But weighed against losing Geon it didn’t have much impact.

“Goodnight, Jeremiah.”

“Goodnight, Oli.”

He reached for the brandy decanter as he listened to Jeremiah’s footstep on the stairs.

***

“What…I don’t…” Florence stumbled over her words as she gaped at the familiar, yet unusual face of her erstwhile paramour. Gone were the expensive three-piece suits and the neat men’s haircut. She took in the dreary, voluminous black gown and demure bonnet before she blinked slowly and turned her gaze to her father. He threw his hands up.

“Don’t ask me. You women would make better sense of this than I ever could.” He lifted his walking stick. “It’s late and I have a breakfast meeting with associates.”

“But…” She glanced at Israel who was watching them calmly. “Your rooms are ready,” she ended lamely. This was a little too much, too unexpected and too late in the day to take in for her.

“I’m staying at the Club. You and Is…” He pursed his lips. “You two can catch up in the meantime. Goodnight.” He practically fled the room and the front door closed behind him a few moments later. Florence knew it was rude to stare, but she simply couldn’t help herself. Israel hadn’t been the most exciting ‘man’ she had ever met, but he had been a man in all the sense of the word. She recalled him as having been just as maddening as all the other men in Boston. He used to drive her insane when he took her out for lunch and ordered for the both of them. That had been one of the many reasons she had refused to continue seeing him. Her mother had been flabbergasted when she had cited his tendency to take control of her life as one of the reasons that she didn’t want him courting her anymore.

“But that’s what men do, my dear. They are there to take care of us—to make our lives easier for us.”

“I can practically see your mind racing from where I stand.” The voice was still the same, low and oddly seductive. Maybe the seductive part she had only added now that she knew Israel was a woman.

She took a deep breath. “Well, you can’t blame me now, can you? It’s late and you must be exhausted after your journey.”

Israel shrugged and took a step closer only to stop abruptly just as Florence felt a presence moving up behind her. Israel’s eyes were hooded when they met hers.

“I see you’re well protected.” The remark was a subtle enquiry to Chester’s identity, which Florence ignored.

“Alexander will show you to your room. Feel free to sleep in tomorrow. I’ll have the kitchen send up a breakfast tray.” She nodded at Alexander and noticed Israel hesitate briefly to glance at Chester before following the butler out of the room. As soon as they were alone, she exhaled loudly and turned to face Chester who gave her a concerned look. Florence held out her hand and felt her confusion ease somewhat at the sure grip on her fingers. “I’m tired.”

“Let me help you to your room.”

They were quiet as they made their way upstairs and Florence’s footsteps faltered as they passed the room Israel had been assigned. As exhausted as she was, she doubted she would get much sleep tonight.

***

Geon felt sad and betrayed as she met the eyes of the others around the table.

“I guess my choice in whom to trust with our secret was flawed?” The faces remained impassive. “I’m sorry.”

“No need for that.” Hirsh took a sip of her tea. “He didn’t betray you as much as he was shocked and needed someone to talk to. Maybe you two could…”

“No.” Her sharp tone drew everyone’s gaze to her. It even surprised her. “It’s over and done with. As soon as The Raven arrives, I’ll be ready to leave.” Her heart shattered as she uttered the words, but there was no other way for her to deal with the situation. Her family was more important to her than a capricious love affair. She had survived a decade without it, another decade or more wouldn’t make a difference. Once she was back on the deck of The Raven, she would be fine. There was a big world out there filled with many potential lovers. She rose and met the three pairs of eyes directed at her head-on. “It’s late. Maybe we could talk about this some more later.” Hirsh and Marlin nodded curtly, but Jane only stared at her with a deep sadness in her eyes. She would love to know what the woman was thinking about at that moment. As long as it wasn’t pity. Geon couldn’t handle any pity right now, not when she was fighting so hard to keep the tears at bay.

Her tread was heavy as she climbed the stairs to her room and locked the door behind her. She didn’t want any company tonight—not even from Marlin. She began to disrobe and as she was stepping out of her breeches, the first tear fell. She barely made it to her bed before the torrent came.

***

The morning dawned with a tired Jeremiah turning over in bed to find Abigail getting dressed. He recalled that she had made plans to meet with Florence and Emily. The idea had been that he would accompany her, but after last night’s discovery he wasn’t sure what to expect should Jane and Hirsh also be in attendance. The events of the previous night flitted through his mind and he sighed heavily as he closed his eyes. 

Jane was planning on leaving England. For good, it would seem. A shaft of pain sliced through his heart at the mere thought of never seeing his goddaughter again. Once again, he seemed to have failed his friend. Vincent was turning in his grave for sure and rueing the day he had made him his beloved daughter’s protector. 

A soft touch on his cheek made his eyes fly open. Abigail sat next to him on the bed, her fingers stroking his cheek. He had been so absorbed by his thoughts that he hadn’t even felt the bed dip under her weight.

“What’s the matter?”

He twisted his head to kiss the fingertips. “I’m still a bit tired.”

“I’m not surprised. You were restless in your sleep.” She brushed a lock of hair from his forehead. “Do you want to tell me why you were tossing and turning for most of the night?”

Jeremiah knew he could trust her—that he trusted her with his life. But he wasn’t sure how she would react to him having been the one to push Jane to leave England. Jane had become Abigail’s closest and only friend. He couldn’t live with the thought that he would be responsible for reverting her life to a time before she had enjoyed the camaraderie and joy of Jane’s acquaintance. 

But could he lie to her?

“Jane and Hirsh were here last night.”

Abigail frowned. “When? We went to bed around ten.”

Kicking himself for forgetting that he had slipped from their bed to trail Hirsh, Jeremiah steeled himself for telling her the truth.

“I actually left an hour after you fell asleep.” He noticed a wary look entering her eyes. “I met with Oliver.”

“To drink brandy and smoke cigars?” Abigail’s tone showed her relief. She tapped his cheek. “As long as it doesn’t become a habit, my darling.”

He could leave it there and she would be none the wiser of what his role had been in last night’s events. But he couldn’t run the risk of Jane confiding in Abigail. Nothing terrified him more than losing Abigail. Of her cancelling their wedding. He slowly sat up and reached for her hand.

“We went out to follow Hirsh.”

The wariness was back in Abigail’s eyes. “What? Why?”

He held her gaze, wanting to let her know that he would protect her, if what he was about to say caused her to be afraid for them.

“We suspected that Hirsh could be Cutthroat Beau.”

Twin eyebrows shot upwards as Abigail pulled away from him. “Who…? How did you come to that conclusion?” Her eyes narrowed. “What were you two planning on doing when you followed Hirsh?”

Jeremiah didn’t have an answer for the second question, but he bought some time answering the first one. When he was done filling her in on Geon and Oliver’s conversation, he noticed that she was still watching him expectantly.

“Why did you follow Hirsh, Jeremiah?”

Still at a loss for an answer, he went on the defence. “Why should that matter? I’m telling you that we’ve unveiled the truth about Hirsh and you’re more worried about us having followed her. Why’s that?” Abigail was unpredictable, maybe even fearless, but this was big news. Even she should be rocked by the truth. Unless…

Abigail watched him closely. “Because Hirsh is the love of Jane’s life.”

Shame and regret made his gaze slide from Abigail’s. “I know.”

“And? What were you going to tell Jane after you’d alerted the authorities and Hirsh had been dragged off to Newgate Prison?”

Was that perhaps the elusive answer to their late-night pursuit of Hirsh, Jeremiah wondered? Were they going to turn Hirsh and the others in? Even Geon?

“She knows.”

“Of course, she does. There are no secrets between those two.”

Jeremiah’s head snapped up to fix a piercing look on Abigail. Realizing what she had said and how it could be interpreted, Abigail bit down on her lip. He wasn’t sure how to react, but anger and betrayal came to mind. Abigail stood and walked over to the window.

“How long have you known?”

The slender shoulders sagged. “She told me that day we returned from getting my wedding dress.”

He did the calculation and pursed his lips.  That was almost a month ago. More than enough time to have confided in him…if she had wanted to. Why didn’t she?

“You had ample time to tell me. Why haven’t you?”

Abigail turned away from the window. Her face was tense as she gave him a humourless smile. “And have you react the way you’re doing right now?” It hurt hearing her say that and it must’ve shown on his face. Abigail came to sit on the bed, but when she reached for his hand, he gently pulled away. She exhaled softly. “You’re an officer of the law, Jeremiah. I knew you might be caught in a predicament as to what to do with the information. I was going to tell you, but I wasn’t sure on how to deal with the outcome.” She stood and walked over to collect her bag. “I’m running late, but I hope we can talk about this when I get back.” She approached the bed, but Jeremiah turned his head away to look at the window. He needed time to think about this and to rid himself of the guilt and anger he felt.

“I’m sorry for keeping the truth from you.”

He heard the door open and close softly.

***

The sound of a bottle smashing jerked Marlin upright, a hand under the pillow to find her pistol. Geon stood frozen at the bedside with wide, bloodshot eyes.

“Sorry,” she said in a stage whisper before she was overcome by giggles, which almost immediately changed into soft sobs.

Marlin swung her feet out of bed and pulled the woman onto her lap. Geon’s body shook with the power of her silent cries. Seeing Geon like this was really starting to annoy her. She didn’t care how much Geon loved Oliver Potts; she was having murderous fantasies about the butch. How stupid could the painter be to allow a rare gem like Geon to slip through his fingers? More powerful men than him had put everything on the line to be in the presence of the redhead. Kings, princes, dukes and maharajahs had offered jewels and castles to entice Geon to become their paramour. The butch didn’t deserve her.

She slowly lay back on the bed and took Geon with her. She knew it wouldn’t take long before the copious amounts of brandy the woman had imbibed and the lack of sleep would do her in. As expected, the sobs grew softer until soft snores echoed in the room. Marlin carefully undressed Geon and covered her with a blanket before she took a quick bath and got ready for the day. She had a few errands to run but hoped to be back before Geon woke up. The woman shouldn’t be left alone today.

Bloody Oliver Potts.

An hour later, as she was about to enter the registry office to submit the wedding license application, she spotted the tall butch crossing the street. The urge to approach Potts and punch him in the face was strong, but she quickly suppressed it. Geon loved the idiot and probably wouldn’t want anyone messing up his handsome face.  Oliver looked up probably having felt her hostile glare and their eyes met.  He stopped and stared at Marlin. She was too far away to make out the expression on his face before he tapped his hat and continued on his way.

Marlin cursed softly as she entered the building. Ten minutes later she rushed down the stairs towards the nearest carriage. It deposited her in front of Anne’s house and Marlin had to take a moment to compose herself before she knocked on the door. It was only half past eight and she hoped she wasn’t going to wake the women with her early call. A maid opened the door and invited Marlin in with the news that both Anne and Catherine were awake and having breakfast. They hadn’t expected any visitors for both women were surprised to see him. Anne quickly invited her to join them, whereas Catherine’s eyes were trailing over Marlin’s form before she looked away with a soft blush on her face.

“Thank you. I left the house quite early this morning to make it to the registry office before any lines had formed.” She took a sip of her tea and carefully placed the cup back on the table. “In fact, that’s the reason for my unannounced…early visit.” She removed the folded license from her jacket pocket and held it out to Catherine. “We’ve received a date.”

Catherine hastily reached for the document and blushed when Anne softly cleared her throat in amusement. She scanned the document and Marlin saw her blanch. Catherine was taking it much better than she had.

“Tomorrow?! We’re getting married tomorrow?” She glanced up from the document to blink at him. “It’s…I…”

“It’s sudden, I know.” Marlin shrugged. “They had a cancellation for tomorrow with the only other available date being in three months.”

“Three months!”

Anne chuckled. “I guess we’re having a wedding tomorrow.” She pushed away from the table. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a few appointments to postpone.”

Catherine was still staring at the document with wide eyes and it made Marlin wonder if the young woman had perhaps changed her mind.

“There is so much to do before tomorrow.” She looked up with a small smile on her lips and Marlin returned it with one of relief. Catherine Poole would never realize how much she was looking forward to marrying her.

“You should leave everything to me. Just give me an indication of what you would like to see happen and I’ll make sure it’s taken care of.”

A soft look washed over Catherine's face. “I’ll never be able to thank you enough for doing this, Marlin.”

“I can say the same about you, Catherine.” He reached out and squeezed her hand that rested on the table. “Once you’re done with breakfast, we’ll start planning our life together.”

Catherine blushed and nodded.


II

Florence panted into Chester’s mouth and opened her legs wider as her lover rubbed her sex with quick, firm strokes. The lack of sleep, thanks to the late arrival of her guests, coupled with the anxiety of the pending treatment of her injured knee, had resulted in her waking up in a tense and morose mood this morning. The only ray of light had been Chester’s presence in her bed. It had been Chester’s fabulous idea to help her relax even as she sullenly tried to convince the woman that she wasn’t in the mood for lovemaking.

How wrong she had been, Florence thought as she arched into her lover’s touch. Her body was humming with pleasure and the approaching explosion. She had come once already—in Chester’s mouth. But the other woman had quickly replaced her mouth with her fingers as she subjected Florence to the most delightful, open-mouth kisses that carried her own intimate taste.

She felt the sharp pricks of her orgasm gathering in her toes and clutched the strong hand that pumped vigorously between her legs. When her orgasm struck, it caught her mid-thrust and she shuddered as her cry of release was caught in Chester’s mouth. Waves of pleasure crashed over her as she clung desperately to Chester and murmured her praise.

There wasn’t much time to bask in the afterglow when a soft knock on the door pulled her from Chester’s arms. With a hurried kiss and the promise to be by her side during the examination, Chester made a dash for the hidden staircase. She invited Elodie in and was rushed through her morning routine since her guests were about to arrive.

She made it downstairs for breakfast just as a knock sounded to announce the arrival of her first guest. Hirsh and Jane both looked tired and sombre as they greeted her and joined her at the breakfast table. Assuming that their dejected mood had something to do with the early hour, she didn’t pry any further. Next to arrive were Abigail and the bonesetter, Emily. Florence noticed that Abigail’s mood mirrored Jane’s and that made her realize that something was definitely afoot. Before she could address the issue or at the very least come up with a plan to get the other two women alone, she was distracted.

It was with increasing concern that Florence’s attention was grabbed and held by the bonesetter’s table etiquette, which she frankly could only describe as reckless. The woman paid little to no heed to the location of the sharp knife which at times dangled precariously close to edge ready to slip off and lodge itself, blade first, in her lap or other sensitive areas. The pieces of food she crammed into her mouth were so big at times that Florence took sympathetic sips of her tea in solidarity with the woman’s poor, overtaxed trachea. If the bonesetter was going to apply the same carelessness to the treatment of her injury, Florence thought that a private talk with Abigail was in order.

She glanced at her friend to catch an amused smile on her face. Jane seemed to be just as amazed as she by the woman’s eating habits.

“So, where would you like to do it?”

Florence cleared her throat softly to distract herself from the fact that the woman had just spoken whilst taking a sip of her tea which resulted in the hot brew trickling down her chin only to be mopped up by the back of a calloused hand.

“I thought we should do it in your bedroom, Florence. The procedure might require you to remain abed for a few days.”

She glanced at the bonesetter and encountered a piercing look. “You need not worry, dearie. I’ve been cracking bones for as long as I can remember.”

Hearing a huff, Florence’s gaze moved to the corner of the room to find that her lover was studying Emily with an eerie unblinking stare.

“Maybe we should get on with it then,” Emily said suddenly and this time there was a slight edge to her voice as her gaze flicked between Abigail and the motionless Chester. Emily was from the streets and knew a threat when faced with one. Florence had to admit that Chester’s quiet perusal was somewhat unsettling, even to her.

***

Chester waited until the others had left the room before she approached Hirsh. The woman’s sullen look spelt trouble for someone and she wanted to know how involved she was going to be in the scenario.

“My room is down the hall.”

Hirsh followed her quietly. When the door closed behind them, she stepped closer to Hirsh, keeping her voice low. She didn’t want them to be overheard.

“What’s wrong?”

“Jeremiah and Potts know about us.”

Chester had expected that the two had to be brought into their confidence eventually, but judging from Hirsh’s countenance, the revelation hadn’t been received positively. It could also be a consequence of how they had come by the information.

“How?”

In a flat tone that demonstrated her frustration, Hirsh informed her about Geon’s disclosure to Potts, who in turn informed Jeremiah. When she heard about the two having stalked Hirsh, Chester’s jaw clenched in displeasure. She took great offence at people contemplating any harm against her family. Even if they were considered close allies.

“Jane?”

“She warned them off and assured them that we would all, herself included, leave as soon as The Raven arrives.”

Her admiration for the young blonde grew some more at hearing that. If they hope to survive this and remain intact as a family, they needed Hirsh’s undivided attention and leadership. Jane’s full support guaranteed that that would be the case. She reckoned the idea didn’t go down well with Jeremiah. The man adored Jane.

“What do you want me to do?”

Hirsh gave her a small smile. “Your duty as Florence’s partner. In the meantime, I’ll sort this out. Geon will need our help, too.”

Chester frowned. “I take it she wouldn’t want Potts to be harmed.”

“Not expressly, no, but it is assumed.”

She nodded. “Jane is a phenomenal woman.”

The hazel eyes warmed, even as a shade of sadness darkened them.

“I only wish she didn’t have to choose between us.”

Chester squeezed Hirsh’s shoulder. “Believe me, she didn’t.”

Knowing what little she did about Jane assured her that the young woman was extremely loyal and contrary to what Hirsh thought, she hadn’t made a choice. She simply allowed Jeremiah to see that there would be a place for both him and Hirsh in her life. It was up to her godfather to decide how he wanted to handle the issue. As they made their way to Florence’s room to join the others, Chester did so with a heavy heart. The Raven was expected to arrive within days and the thought of leaving Florence behind was tearing at her insides.

She had to discuss the matter with Florence as soon as possible, lest her pending departure destroys the one thing she valued as much, if not more, than her family.

***

Oliver wasn’t oblivious of the honour bestowed on him to be meeting privately with the French King. Besides his own monarch, King Louis was the second most powerful man in the world. Thus, to be considered ‘un talent exceptionnel’ and invited to the French capital to meet the other French greats was indeed flattering. Yet, Oliver struggled to conjure up the enthusiasm and mood befitting the moment. He handled the conversation well as he strode through the Palace gardens with the King and laughed where he was expected to, but his heart was too heavy to do anything else. To make matters worse, the inclusion of Pierre Caron in the King’s entourage added to his misery. The chef was dressed in the latest fashion and appeared every bit the professional, suave gentleman.

He wondered if the man knew about Geon’s identity. What unsettled Oliver even more, was that if the man knew and he was still pursuing Geon as he was, what did that say about him? The Frenchman had more to lose than he did, yet he wasn’t allowing that to stand in the way of love. The quiet looks the man threw his way were indicative of someone measuring Oliver up and probably preparing himself for another attempt at Geon. And this time Oliver couldn’t do anything to halt the man’s pursuit of his lover.

After yesterday evening, Geon Degas wasn’t his anymore. No matter how much he regretted his actions, he doubted the woman would want anything to do with him anymore. Why else would she be leaving England if she had even a little hope that they might reconcile?

The only bright spot in all his misery was the fact that Caron wouldn’t stand a chance either if Geon left England for wherever it was that deadly pirates hid to avoid capture.

An hour and a half later, Oliver stood in the foyer of the Morris’ home for their meeting to finalise Eddie’s baptism arrangements which would take place the next day. The atmosphere was way less stiff than his meeting with the French king, but still, the despondency in his heart remained which didn’t make this gathering any better. As he was ensconced with Lord Morris in his office for a pre-lunch drink, the older man immediately brought up the issue of the Duke’s request to see Eddie.

“Veronica and I decided not to tempt the Duke’s darker impulses by allowing him a private moment with Eddie.”

Oliver hadn’t expected another outcome. He didn’t trust the powerful Duke and it seemed Lord Morris was of the same mind. Lord Bannon hadn’t remained a steadfast adviser to the King because of his geniality. The man was known to have employed ruthless strategies to cling to his position and the power it afforded him. He was also known to get what he wanted—almost every time.

“However, we decided that it wouldn’t appear too suspicious if he and his wife were invited to attend the baptism.”

“That is quite generous of you, milord.”

The man sighed. “Thanks to your generosity, we have gained a grandson and the last tangible link to our late daughter. What would it say about me if I selfishly refused to expand on your generosity to include others, who by their own underhandedness aren’t fully deserving of the act?”

Oliver shrugged. “I still think you’re being extraordinarily generous and I hope the Duke and Duchess recognize the act for what it is.”

Lunch with the boisterous Morris clan managed to somehow lift his mood and he was happy to be included in the preparations for the feast after the church service. It kept his mind from straying to Geon every other second.

***

Florence glanced over her shoulder to where Emily and Elodie were folding bandages and then back to where Abigail was conducting a last-minute examination of Florence’s knee.

“Something happened that you’re not telling me,” Florence whispered as her golden gaze flicked between Jane and Abigail. “What is it?”

Abigail sighed softly before she looked at Jane, confirming Florence’s suspicion that she hadn’t imagined it.

“Shall we talk later? I don’t think this should be discussed out in the open where it could be easily overheard.”

That request had the opposite effect on Florence. Her heart raced as she asked. “Chester? Are Chester and the others in trouble?”

Jane’s gaze moved to where Emily and Elodie were talking quietly. “We can’t talk about it here, Florence. But yes, it affects all of them.”

Oh no! Florence frowned. They were in London. Newgate Prison was in London. As was the king. She clenched her fists.

“I can’t do this now.”

Abigail blinked in surprise. “What do you mean?”

She sat up amidst the protestation of her friends. “I want to see Chester.”

“You can’t do this,” Jane gasped. “Your health is of the utmost…”

Florence gave her a cold stare. “Not to me.” She rose and drew the attention of the bonesetter. “I apologise for this, but we’ll have to postpone this until I…”

“Florence, please, think about this. This can’t be delayed. You urgently need to…”

“Milady?” Chester stood in the doorway, a fierce expression on her face. “Is anything the matter?”

Jane and Abigail exchanged a look before they moved away from the bed, and taking Elodie and the bonesetter along, left the room. Florence was seated on the bed as they waited for the others to leave and close the door behind them. When they were alone, Chester briskly approached the bed.

“What’s wrong?”

She held out her hand, waited until Chester took it, and then pulled her down to sit on the bed next to her. “Why don’t you tell me? Abigail and Jane know something that they’re not telling me.”

Chester sighed. “It’s not important. We can talk about this after you’ve had the procedure.”

“No. I want to know before I do anything that would render me helpless to come to your assistance should you need me.”

The black eyes were deep and dark as they stared at her. “Florence.” Her name sounded soft on her lover’s lips. Almost like a prayer. “I will always need you. Today, tomorrow, forever.”

Florence’s eyes welled up and she cradled the beautiful face in her palms. “It’s not fair for you to use my own words against me. Even if it sounds so much sweeter coming from you.”

Chester took a shuddering breath. “Doesn’t make them less true, though.” She wiped at her wet eyes. “Promise me that you’ll go through with the treatment. I need to know you’re alright while I focus on solving the other matter.”

Finally. This was her opportunity to get to the truth. “Has someone found out about you?”

“Jeremiah and Oliver.”

“Jeremiah didn’t know? But…Abigail does. How is it…?” She mentally chided herself for digressing. “Who told them?”

“Geon and Potts are…were together. She confessed to him and he didn’t take it well. He confided in Jeremiah and his reaction prompted Jane to threaten to leave England with Hirsh, something Jeremiah is completely opposed to.”

She bit down on her lip to stop it from quivering. “Are you leaving, too?”

The dark eyes slid from hers to focus on their joined hands. “We made a promise to never leave anyone behind.” Chester looked tormented when she looked at Florence. “I never thought I would be blessed with you. Never. Some nights I wake up to look at you to convince myself that I’m not dreaming.”

Florence leaned forward and rested her forehead against Chester’s. “I feel the same, my love.” She placed a kiss on Chester’s lips.

***

Hirsh noticed that Abigail was quiet and slightly withdrawn as they waited in the lounge while Chester and Florence had their talk in the bedroom. Jane was quiet too, but she had been that way since the previous night when she had cried herself to sleep in Hirsh’s arms. Bloody Jeremiah! She could break the man’s neck for the emotional toll this was taking on her lover. Jane’s tears were precious to Hirsh and to see them again shed in pain, threatened her self-control. Besides that, Hirsh was also struggling with her personal disappointment in possibly having lost Jeremiah as a friend. The man possessed a courageous, noble character and she admired him immensely. Liked him even—a lot.

The sound of raised voices coming from behind the closed door made her eyebrows shoot up. Hirsh couldn’t remember the last time she had heard Chester raise her voice. And at Florence? Chester was unreservedly devoted to the Viscountess. Thus, for her to be arguing with Florence must be serious. The door swung open and a furious Chester stomped from the room. They were all gaping at her when Florence appeared in the doorway.

“You can’t run far enough from this. Nor can you force me to reconsider,” she called out. Chester kept on walking. “Coward!”

Oh! Chester came to an abrupt stop and Hirsh grimaced. She took a wary step that placed her between Chester and Florence, trying awkwardly to protect the noblewoman. Her action earned her a withering look from Chester and she silently inched back to her original position. Chester would hurt herself first before she would lift a hand to her beloved. She felt a small hand slip into hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.

Chester slowly approached Florence. “Coward? You dare call me a coward? If it means protecting you—even from yourself— then yes, I’m proud to be a coward.”

“You’re hiding behind that because you’re too scared to take a chance,” Florence hit back. Her eyes glowed like polished gold as she pierced Chester with a challenging look.

Chester’s mouth opened and closed. She spun towards Hirsh. “Tell her!” She pointed a finger at Florence. “Tell her what I am. That I’m not a good person as she would like to believe.” Her eyes gleamed with fear. “Come on, Hirsh. Tell her!”

Hirsh was stunned. She had never seen Chester like this. Chester simply wasn’t prone to histrionics. But that had obviously changed.

“Tell her, Hirsh!”

There was a cautious silence in which Hirsh watched Florence’s reaction. The expression in her eyes as she looked at Chester made Hirsh want to cry. The look was filled with so much love that it was almost physical. It oozed from her, reaching like grasping hands for Chester.

“Well, since no one wants to say it, I will.” Everyone’s attention snapped to the bonesetter, who took a careful step forward. She had a warm look on her round face. “I’ve learned over the years that when someone tarnishes themselves with such passion and desperation, they are attempting to hide the fact that they’re the complete opposite of what they accuse themselves of.” She offered a brilliant smile. “Thus, it would appear that you’re a wonderful person with a seemingly immeasurable capacity to love and the courage to make sacrifices for that love.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry, but you’re failing miserably in trying to make your point.”

Hirsh could only stare at the stranger. If ever she had needed someone to step in for her, she couldn’t have chosen a better substitute. The woman’s words were direct and true. Both Chester and Florence were left speechless as they gaped at the woman. Florence was the first to shake off her surprise and rush over to Chester, who opened her arms to receive her. They stood in a close embrace for a timeless moment.

“Please, tell me you will at least think about it,” Florence murmured.

“As long as you promise to reconsider your plan to postpone the procedure.”

Hirsh felt Jane pressing closer to her and she squeezed her hand again. They shared a look and Hirsh saw the same love she felt reflected at her.

“Fine. I’ll do it.”

The two lovers kissed and Abigail and Jane quickly stepped forward, most likely for fear that Florence would change her mind again. The maid followed and just as the bonesetter was about to leave, Hirsh spoke.

“Thank you.”

She shrugged and left. Hirsh turned to Chester and found her staring at her hands. She could almost hear Chester’s thoughts. Her friend was regretting the fact that her hands were stained with blood. Hirsh had the same reaction some days when she realised just how much she loved Jane. How much she wished she could offer her an unspoiled version of herself.

“She knows you and she loves you just the way you are.”

Chester nodded and looked up. Her eyes swam in tears. “I know.”

***

Jeremiah cursed under his breath as he asked himself what he was doing here. He should leave and never come back. Just as he was about to leave, the door opened and he sighed.

“Jeremiah?” The tone was hopeful. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Mother.”

“Please, come in. I was just about to sit down for breakfast. Have you eaten already?” The older woman sounded breathless and nervous as she stepped back. Jeremiah wondered if perhaps he should make his apologies and leave. He could go and find Anne. She was a good listener. “Mary is making pancakes.”

He almost smiled. Pancakes. His mother remembered. As a child, he believed that everything could be fixed by pancakes. Miraculously, after a beating from his father, the cook always served pancakes. He had thought it was Anne’s doing and that she had perhaps bribed the cook. He knew better now. That little titbit of knowledge was what made him cross the doorstep into his parental home. He stood in the garish foyer and looked around. He still hated the place. Speaking of hate.

“Where is Father?” It was difficult not to have his disdain for the man seep into his tone.

“He takes his breakfast in his room.” Eyes like his own held faint regret. “Shall we?”

The pancakes were divine even as they reminded him of the most painful times of his young life. They ate in silence for a while until his mother spoke.

“The last time I saw you, you weren’t wearing a sling.” Jeremiah saw her debating whether to ask what happened and quickly discarded the idea. The bridge that spanned the divide that had grown between them over the years, was rickety at best, due to mutual neglect. His mother realised that too.

“An accident.” He supplied shortly and took a sip of his tea. “How is the business doing?”

“I’m not sure.” Jeremiah was shocked. “Your father never shared his business dealings with me.”

What? Jeremiah blinked. This wasn’t making sense. His mother had always sounded so confident when she spoke about the business and how prosperous it was. Was she lying to him? If so, why? What would she gain from her lie?

“You used to know more about it when I was living here.” He could hear the accusation in his tone.

“I lied.”

“What?” Jeremiah was confused. “Why?”

Rachel daintily put a piece of pancake in her mouth and chewed it slowly. Jeremiah took the moment to study his mother. She was still beautiful. A little drawn, but still beautiful. Yet, there was a steeliness in her now. His memories of his mother were of a woman who stopped talking when their father entered a room and who kept her silence even when Edward tore into both Jeremiah and Anne with his belt. She was a good wife, but a quiet mother. Renewed bitterness rose in him and he threw his napkin on the table, ready to leave.

“I lied so that you didn’t feel the need to give in to your father’s wishes for you to remain here and run the business with him.” She didn’t look at him as she spoke. “I wanted you to be free and that could only happen if you were far away from here.”

Jeremiah was staggered, to say the least. Could it be true? Had his mother been an ally all this time and he didn’t know?  He studied the woman opposite him with sharp eyes. She was tense and he noticed a slight tremor in her hand. Could she be trusted?

“Why should I believe you?”

“It doesn’t matter. You’re free and you’re about to get married to a strong, independent woman who loves you.” She looked up and to his surprise, he could read the truth in her open gaze. “I succeeded in doing what I had set out to do.”

The reference to Abigail made him uncomfortable. That was the main reason he found himself here. But his mother’s unexpected confession had ambushed his need for an understanding ear. What was he supposed to do with this information? He hadn’t come here to mend fences, even though he had willingly found himself on the doorstep.

“If what you say is true, then why didn’t you reach out earlier to tell me?” He frowned as he recalled the dismissive way his mother had spoken to his father the last time he had been here. “You obviously are not under his sway anymore?”

Rachel carefully put her cutlery down and met his gaze head-on. “That is a recent development. After the countless visits, he had to make to the house after dark to treat my injuries, a letter from Doctor Wilbur threatening to expose your father’s brutal inclinations, had gifted me the freedom to speak my mind.” She gave a sad smile. “By that time too many years had passed between us and I didn’t want it to be a reminder of your painful past.”

Jeremiah sat, frozen in horror as he stared at his mother. He recalled running into Doctor Wilbur a few times at night as he was slipping either from Anne’s room or from the library to return a stolen book. The man had always looked miserable and Jeremiah had thought it had been the late hour of the summons that had affected his mood. Still… He wanted there to be something he could cling to that would justify his hatred for his mother and her wrongdoing during his youth. Rachel’s eyes held no deception. Jeremiah shook his head slowly as he felt the first cracks appearing in his heart. She wouldn’t lie to him knowing that he could verify her account with Anne.

“I…I’m sorry.”

She smiled then, a beaming smile. “No, my child, don’t be sorry. As your Abigail rightfully stated, you’ve grown to become a better man than your father. That is all you need to remember. That makes it all worth it to me.”

Jeremiah was ashamed to feel tears well up in his eyes. Abigail again. Fear seeped into his heart and he blinked to clear them.

“Abigail and I…we…” What? Were they still a couple? Abi hadn’t said otherwise when she had left. He looked at his mother and saw real concern there. “Could we talk in private later?”

“How about now?” Rachel pushed her chair back and stood. Jeremiah followed suit.

***

Geon wanted to crawl under a rock and stay there for as long as possible. Her head felt like it was about to explode. She grimaced at the taste in her mouth and sat up gingerly.

“Here, this will help.”

She stiffened at the voice so close to her and opened her eyes. A sombre Marlin came over with a glass in her hand. Geon eagerly reached for the milky concoction and gulped it down. Marlin had saved her from the clutches of a hangover on numerous occasions over the years. She lay back with a soft sigh, willing the medication to work faster.

“What is the time?”

“Ten o’clock. Teresa already enquired about your whereabouts but I told her you came down with a cough. She said not worry and that she’d be fine running the Grill for today.”

Teresa, for all her meddlesomeness, was a godsend. Geon became more and more comfortable with the idea of leaving the woman in charge when she eventually left London. She might even bequeath her the establishment. As things stood, she wasn’t sure if she would be returning to London once she left. The dull ache in her heart roared to life at the thought of why she would be avoiding the city. She pursed her lips. It was time to begin to put Oliver to the side. She wasn’t a stranger to heartache and it had been proven that she could survive even with half a heart.

“I’m getting married tomorrow.”

Geon’s eyes jerked open. “Tomorrow?”

“Yes. There was a cancellation and the only other available date was in three months.”

Bloody hell! Geon ignored the hammering in her head as she jumped out of bed to Marlin’s surprise. She gave the stunned woman a tight embrace.

“You should’ve wakened me. There’s a lot to do. We’ve got a lot to do.” She took a moment to breathe through the pain in her head. “You need a suit. The menu needs to be decided.” She gave Marlin a wide smile. “Your room needs to be cleaned and prepared for your first night as a married couple.”

Marlin’s face blanched. “No!” She held up her hand. “None of that. There are two more rooms open on the second floor. With your permission, I would like to move into one of them.”

Her mood dimmed a little by the reality of the situation, but Geon kept the smile on her face. She wanted more for Marlin and having brought Catherine over last night; she had hoped that the two had settled their misunderstanding.

“Does she still think you’re a man?”

Marlin grinned brightly. “She knows.”

That was very positive. “That’s splendid news.” She wanted to ask her more, but a glance at the watch made her brush over her hair as she walked to the door. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”

Her bed was unmade and there was a stain on the carpet that strongly smelled of brandy. Geon stared at it for a moment before she fell to her knees and began to sob. She was broken and it was time she acknowledged it. Wasn’t that what Pristine always said? It’s only when something is broken that the need to repair it becomes an active focus. She’d get through this, but she would count on having more days like this.

Soft hands pulled her to her feet and into a loving hold. She held on to Marlin as she cried.

***

Jeremiah tried not to squirm under his mother’s penetrating look. He had given her a heavily obscured version of the previous night’s events. Rachel finally blinked.

“I respect your need to shield whoever it is you’re protecting by not telling me everything.” A small smile pulled at her lips. “I’m not Abigail and I understand that you don’t…can’t trust me. However, one thing about this situation stands out. You’re doing the same thing—Abigail and you. You’re protecting that person for the same reason. Trust is everything in a relationship, my child, but sometimes, in very few instances, the absence thereof doesn’t mean a betrayal.” She threw her hands up. “But I’m the last person to talk about trust and lies.”

Jeremiah didn’t respond. He sat in quiet contemplation, processing his mother’s words. She was right. She wasn’t Abigail nor did she enjoy the level of trust and love that he felt for his fiancé. It would be irresponsible of him to expose Hirsh and the others without knowing what the consequences would be. Was that why Abigail had held back? She wasn’t sure what he would do with the information. That was what she had said this morning. Had it even been her place to disclose such a dangerous secret and would she have been strong enough to have dealt with the fallout? So many people’s lives could be affected if this information fell in the wrong hands.

Jane.

It would destroy her beloved godchild.

All this had been done to protect Jane. Could he hold that against Abigail if both their intentions were the same?

He was still wrestling with his thoughts when he returned home after a long detour through the park. Oliver was home, a glass of brandy in his hand as he stared out the window of the study. His shoulders were slightly stooped and the sadness clinging to him was almost palpable. Jeremiah joined him for a drink and together they stood in mutual silence as they stared out into the drizzle outside.

“Abigail knew.”

Oliver sighed and sipped his brandy. “What should we do?”

Jeremiah knew what he had to do when Abigail returned home, but he couldn’t begin to think what Oliver would have to do to rectify his situation.

“I sent a note to invite her to dinner tonight, but she hasn’t responded.”

Jeremiah squeezed his friend’s shoulder. “Maybe she wasn’t home.”

“Killian met her as she was leaving the house and handed it to her.” The grey eyes were dark with remorse. “I think I’ve made the biggest mistake of my life and I will regret it forever.”

The torment in his friend’s voice made chills go down Jeremiah’s spine. He should remember to send his mother some flowers later this afternoon. This could very easily have been him caught in this predicament.


III

Marlin watched Geon as she hovered over the tailor’s shoulder making the man incredibly uncomfortable in the process. She grinned. It still surprised her how, after all this time; Geon was unaware of her effect on people. Men and women alike were affected by her looks and personality. The tailor was an elderly man, but Marlin noticed the man’s gleaming eyes and slightly flustered cheeks every time Geon moved into his personal space to explain something or touched his arm to get his attention.

Oliver Potts was a fool.

Or maybe not.

She had been there when the butch’s driver had come to deliver a message. Geon had accepted the note without a word. As hard as the redhead had tried not to be affected by the note in her purse, Marlin had noticed her glancing at the purse a few times now.

“Tighter around the waist, Master Clarence. It would set off his strong shoulders beautifully.”

“And make me collapse from lack of oxygen.”

“Pshaw!” Geon exclaimed as she turned back to the tailor. “Would the suit be ready for tomorrow? Say noon?”

The man wiped at his brow and Marlin could see him trying to think of a way not to disappoint Geon.

“It will take us all night. With the king’s ball the day after tomorrow, we have received many requests.”

“I understand and I would make sure that your sacrifice is well-rewarded, sir. You just name your price.”

The man’s eyes lit up and Marlin groaned inwardly. Master Clarence gave Geon a hopeful look. “I don’t exploit my clients, Ms Degas, and I always only ask for what I’m due. Yet, I do have one request.” He blushed. “Actually, a favour, madam.”

Geon’s eyebrow shot up. “Yes.”

“My wedding anniversary is coming up and both my wife and I had hoped to one day be lucky enough to dine at the Baker’s Grill. However, it’s not easy to get a …”

“Consider yourself my esteemed guests on the day of your anniversary, Master Clarence. You will dine in my private room and I’ll personally cater for the event.” The man’s eyes were growing wider as Geon spoke. “All I ask is that you send me a reminder two days before the occasion for me to work out a menu.”

Master Clarence’s mouth opened and closed as she gaped at Geon. “I…I don’t know what to say, Ms Degas.”

Geon beamed at him. “Go tell your wife that you have a surprise for her.”

The man returned the smile and brushed his lips over Geon’s knuckles. “Thank you, ma’am. You can collect your suit tomorrow at noon.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Marlin only shook her head as she waited for Geon to finish her discussion with the tailor before they left the store.

“Where to next?”

Geon hooked her arm through Marlin’s. “The rings. After which you’ll go back home while I meet with the bride to be.”

They navigated the busy after lunch traffic to reach Bond Street when Marlin decided to broach the Potts issue.

“What are you going to do?”

“About what?”

Not fooled by the redhead’s attempt at playing dumb, she pushed further. “The note from Potts?”

“I don’t know. Read it, perhaps.”

They arrived at the shop. “And then?”

Geon stopped and turned icy blue eyes on her. “Then I’m going to start to forget about him.”

***

“What the hell is…? Florence?”

Chester shot to her feet and rounded on the new voice. Florence’s guest stood in the doorway of the bedroom.

“What are you doing to her?” Dressed in the same clothes of the previous night, Israel approached the bed only to be brought up by Chester’s bulk as she blocked the American’s path. “Let me through right now.”

Already worn thin as a result of Florence’s cries of pain as her limbs were being twisted and set, Chester was aching to hurt someone. The American, even dressed the way she was, would do. Fixing a lethal stare on the newcomer, Chester watched with satisfaction as Israel took a step back.

“Chester… it’s fine.” Florence was out of breath and her pale face was wet from sweat and tears. The sight made Chester’s heart clench painfully as she went back to her lover’s side. She dunked a rag in water and began to mop Florence’s face.

“I heard screams and… Florence, are you all right?” Israel sounded alarmed but kept her distance from the bed and Chester. “What’s…what’s happening?”

Jane held out her hand. “Jane Egerton, I’m a friend of Lady Florence.” Israel took the hand warily. “The lady over there,” she pointed at Emily, “is Ms Emily Merrick, a bonesetter and assisting her is Dr Abigail Adams.”

“Why are you here? What happened to...?”

“I was involved in an accident a few weeks ago which has gradually aggravated an older injury. They are here to fix it.”

Israel took a cautious step forward. “But it sounds painful. Are you sure you…?”

“The alignment is out,” Emily interrupted curtly. “We have to do it again.” Chester pursed her lips at hearing that and she felt a weak squeeze to her hand. She tried to smile at Florence. The older woman was exceptionally brave and she was proud of her. First, Abigail had drained the fluid around the swollen knee joint which had been uncomfortable but nothing compared to what followed. The sound of bones snapping and creaking combined with Florence’s moans and cries had been hard to bear. The agony was clearly reflected on Florence’s face as she perspired heavily and panted through the pain.

Even then, Florence tried to comfort Chester. Her heart swelled with love as she returned the squeeze. Their earlier argument was almost forgotten, but that selfless moment brought it back instantly. Chester leaned closer until her face filled Florence’s view.

“I will marry you,” she whispered and watched as the golden eyes lit up. “Once you are healed, I’m taking you to a beautiful place to marry you.” Fresh tears welled up in Florence’s eyes and spilt over. “I love you, my brave darling.” She gently stroked over the damp locks. “I love you.”

Florence began to smile, but the action quickly morphed into one of anguish as the chilling sound of bones creaking sounded. Chester closed her eyes tightly and absorbed the pain of her lover as Florence’s grip tightened around her hand. She could feel a tear slipping through her closed eyelids and down her cheeks.

How could she not want to marry this woman? She had been horrified earlier when Florence had suggested that they get married and that she would defend Chester against any accusations that would arise should Jeremiah turn them in. That meant linking herself to Chester and increasing the risk of being branded a traitor and thrown in Newgate.

Chester leaned forward and kissed away a tear that had run down the pale cheek. She wouldn’t allow that to happen. Never. She would defend Florence with her life even if it meant taking her away from here.

***

Catherine gaped at Geon in shock. The dressmaker had named the price of the dress and it had almost made her eyes bulge out of their sockets. That was too much. Yet, Geon hadn’t even blinked at the price; instead, she had asked for more accessories to be added. Catherine waited until the dressmaker had left before she spoke.

“This is too much, Geon. I won’t be able to afford it; let alone the additions you’ve ordered.”

The redhead gave her a blinding smile. “Well, then it's a good thing that you’re not the one paying.”

“Who’s paying?”

“Marlin.” She chuckled. “You’re a very rich woman now, my dear Catherine.”

Rich? She blushed. “I didn’t marry Mar…Doctor West…”

Geon shook her head. “I know.”

The conviction in the woman’s voice made her smile tentatively. It was delightful to be confronted with sincere people for a change. Her hand moved to her belly. Her child would be in wonderful company.

“Now, Ms Hindley will be expecting you to fit on the dress when she returns. Will you need help with disrobing?”

Catherine glanced at the dress. It was beautiful. She never owned anything that pretty and never thought that she ever would. It bothered her that it was so expensive, but she wanted to look beautiful for her wedding day. For Marlin. She turned to Geon and found the older woman looking at her with a warm smile.

“You’re only going to do this once, Catherine. Make it as memorable as you can.”

Yes, she was right. No matter the circumstances that led to their nuptials, Marlin West would be the only person she was ever going to marry.

“I’ll manage to get undressed. Thank you.”

“Good.”

***

Geon moved to the chair where she had placed her purse and retrieved the note. She read the three lines twice and then she crumpled the note and pushed it back into her purse. A sense of finality came over her. She had tried and yet again failed to secure a lifemate. Her identity would always come in the way of her happiness. Who she was…what she had become after Pierre’s abandonment, had made her happier than she ever thought she could be. She was her own woman and she had earned the respect of her family and peers.

Geon Degas aka Red Widow was a survivor.

She delicately crossed her legs as she waited for the dressmaker to return. She may love Oliver more than she had loved anyone before, but she wasn’t looking for someone to bring happiness to her life. She needed someone to enrich it. If it meant that Oliver wasn’t that person, then so be it. The dressmaker entered the room.

“The parasol needs a little airing, but it should be available within the hour. Shall we continue with the fitting?”

“Yes, please. She should be ready in a short while.”

The dressmaker nodded. They waited in silence until Catherine signalled that she was ready from behind the divider. As Ms Hindley went to join her, Geon retrieved the note again and straightened it out for another read.

I love you. Please, meet me for dinner so we can talk. I deeply regret my hasty departure yesterday. Oliver.

Oliver Potts had been given more chances than he deserved. Her acquiescence the other times had probably given him the wrong impression about her. She had learned the hard way that loving someone with total disregard for oneself is a recipe for heartache. Thankfully, that lesson had remained.

She wasn’t going to meet with Oliver.

Not again.

Not ever.

A nearby sound made her crush the note in her hand and stand. She smiled at the sight. Catherine looked gorgeous. She might not look like the usual type of woman that Marlin favoured, but the petite Catherine was beautiful. A pink stain coloured her cheeks and a shy smile came over her face as she endured Geon’s frank appraisal. As she examined the woman, Geon experienced a slight pang of regret. Like every young girl, she too, had dreamed of her wedding day, but life had other plans for her. Her present situation was evidence that settling down was probably not what was in store for her.

She noticed the smile faltering on Catherine’s face and she quickly approached the woman to cup her cheeks.

“Tu es magnifique, ma cherie. Marlin is very lucky to have such a beautiful bride.” She kissed Catherine’s cheeks. “Now, let’s try the more intimate articles and then we can have tea somewhere to discuss the reception.”

***

Jane tenderly stroked Florence’s hair, noticing the slight frown on the woman’s brow, even in sleep. The argument between the noblewoman and Chester had been about the recent events, she was sure.

She never expected love to be easy. Nothing worthwhile comes without some effort, her father used to caution her when she was younger. Thus, she anticipated love to be hard to come by, but hadn’t expected it to be so challenging to maintain. How wrong she had been. The previous night spent sobbing in Hirsh’s arms was confirmation enough of that fact. Their love was in constant peril because of who and what Hirsh was. Yet, Jane wouldn’t want it any other way. Her heart had made its choice and the rest of her accepted it. She rubbed her thumb over the eyebrow of the sleeping woman to ease the frown. Poor Florence. She found herself in the same situation.

Approaching footsteps made her look up. It was Israel. She still struggled to make sense of why a parent would name their daughter Israel. The woman’s eyes were troubled as she watched Florence. Jane took the time to study her. She was tall and slender with a rather erect bearing. Attractive, but not necessarily beautiful. She recalled Israel’s American accent and wondered what the link was between the two. The way Israel was looking at Florence at the moment, was worrisome. Chester wouldn’t appreciate another woman looking upon her lover in that way.

“She’s a remarkable woman.”

The husky voice startled Jane from her impolite perusal. “Yes, she is.”

Blue-grey eyes turned to her. They were hooded, a sign that the woman was hiding something. Jane thought it needless since for a few unguarded moments Israel’s true emotions had been displayed on her face.

“Surviving two carriage accidents and losing her husband. Now this.” She waved in the vicinity of Florence’s knees, which were both heavily bandaged. She agreed completely. The Viscountess had been extremely brave. The pain had been so bad it had made Florence bite down so hard on her lip that she drew blood. It happened a few times and every time Chester had directed an eerily blank gaze on the bonesetter that had made the woman falter in her task.

“As painful as it was; it was necessary. At least now, she can heal properly and enjoy previously limited activities such as dancing. She can live a full, active life once again.”

“With him.” The softly uttered words held some condemnation.

That irked Jane almost instantly. Who did this woman think she was to disapprove of Florence’s life?

“I don’t see how it is anyone’s business with whom she finds happiness.” Her tone made Israel’s eyes narrow slightly.

“I see.” She shrugged. “To my defence, I’ve not been to London in a long time. A lot seems to have changed in my absence.” She reached out to touch Florence’s hand.

“Don’t touch her.”

They both turn to find Chester standing in the doorway. She had a tray with her. As she approached the bed, her eyes were flinty as they pierced Israel with a warning look.  Jane hoped Hirsh was close by in case this quiet standoff turned physical since Israel was returning the deadly glare with a challenging one of her own. It made Jane rise quickly. She didn’t know why Israel thought she could take on Chester, but Jane wasn’t willing to find out.

“You will not interrupt Lady Florence’s sleep.”

The two were still locked in a stare-down for few tense seconds before Israel nodded.

“You’re right. This is not the place; nor the time.” She left the room without a backward glance. Chester was still glaring at the door long after the woman had gone.

“I don’t understand what happened just now.”

Chester pursed her lips. “That…that person is here under false pretences.”

“I didn’t think that you knew each other,” Jane asked cautiously.

“We don’t. Israel used to court Florence in the past. Their fathers thought their union would ensure a prosperous alliance between the two families.”

Jane blinked rapidly as she looked at her sleeping friend. “But Israel is…I’m not sure what think.”

Chester placed her hand on Florence’s hip, the act blatantly possessive. “Israel was raised as a man by his father. Don’t let the dress fool you.”

No wonder, Jane thought. Israel’s upbringing as a man probably came with ways on how to defend herself. Still, she would do well to be warned off Chester. Another question surfaced.

“Did Florence know? Did she know that Israel was a woman?”

“She only found out last night. It wasn’t a welcome surprise.”

Jane shook her head as she watched Chester tenderly stroke Florence’s cheek. The surprises only keep on coming.

***

Hirsh trailed Abigail and Emily as she carried the bonesetter’s heavy bags to the carriage. The woman had her arm hooked through Abigail’s.

“Your friend handled herself better than most men I have treated.” She patted Abigail’s arm. “But I didn’t expect less from you. You’ve always associated yourself with strong, independent types. Even dangerous ones.” She threw a look over her shoulder at Hirsh and Abigail chuckled.

“What can I say; I can’t seem to resist good, wholesome company.”

“Keep it up; you’ve done quite well so far. Send my regards to Jeremiah.”

Hirsh handed the bags to the driver and held out a hand to help the woman into the carriage. Emily giggled as she looked at it.

“You should come visit more often, Abi. I could get used to the chivalrous treatment I get when in your presence.” She winked at Hirsh and to her utter horror reached out to pinch Hirsh’s cheek. Behind her, Abigail let out a loud gasp. “What? They’re all gorgeous and dangerous. Every woman’s fantasy.”

Hirsh closed the door and watched as the carriage pulled away, Emily’s laughter still echoing from within the cabin.

“I apologise, Hirsh. She’s…”

“Herself.” She turned to Abigail and grinned. “I like her.”

Abigail snorted, amused. “Jeremiah said the same.” Her mood abruptly became sombre. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

“I’ll have none of that. You don’t have to apologise for anything, nor does Jeremiah. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“But he followed you and…”

“And it could’ve ended very badly for both of them,” Hirsh answered honestly. “Let’s leave them to digest the news for now. I can’t imagine the shock it must’ve been for them.”

Abigail nodded and squeezed Hirsh’s arm. “Thank you.”

“I do wonder about something, though.”

“Yes?”

Hirsh had thought about it as she laid awake last night. “You knew and you didn’t react to the news. Why?” She saw the woman hesitate before she looked around. The walkway was not too busy at this early evening hour.

“There are many reasons.” She combed her hair back as she held Hirsh’s gaze. Her dark eyes were open and direct. “Jane loves you and you make her deliriously happy. Secondly, contrary to your frightful reputation, you’re honest and honourable.” Hirsh felt herself feeling a little awkward at the compliment. “Lastly, you were my saviour.”

Her saviour?  “When?” She couldn’t remember ever having met Abigail before she did all those months ago.

“My husband was a cruel man. He hit me, and in the process, killed the baby in my womb.” Hirsh’s blood boiled at the image that Abigail’s account brought up. Abigail’s eyes glittered when she looked back at Hirsh. “Someone suggested I send word to you. You see, your reputation as a butcher is only equalled by your reputation as a champion for battered women. My husband overheard the advice and fled. I received a letter of marriage dissolution in the mail a few months later.” She smiled. “When Jane told me, I pieced it all together. I even feared that you might’ve been the one who had…visited… McAllister when he had his accident.”

Hirsh grinned. “Chester would’ve felt cheated had I been granted that favour by the gods.”

They both laughed as they entered the house. Hirsh was relieved. At least Jane would still have Abigail’s friendship no matter the outcome of this situation.

***

Geon took off her shoes and groaned as she rubbed her throbbing toes. The day had been long, but fruitful. They had managed to finalise everything. After they bought the dress, Geon had enlisted the help of a friend to do Catherine’s hair for the event. Evelyn had previously worked for a dowager marchioness but with the woman’s passing her daughter in law had sent all the old lady’s staff away. With Geon’s assistance, Evelyn now operated a small hair salon from her house in the slums. Geon loved to think of what this kind of exposure could mean for the woman.

A knock on the door sounded.

“Enter.”

Anais came into the room. She had a bucket of water in her hand and Geon could see another one at the door.

“Ms Peabody thought you might like a warm bath.”

Ah, how she loved her staff’s intuition. “I would love that.” She heard Anais emptying the buckets into the large copper bathtub in the water closet and leave to retrieve more. She used the time it took the young butch to fill the tub, to mentally plan her schedule for the next day. The ceremony was at noon and according to both Marlin and Catherine, they would only cater for their closest friends. By her estimation that would mean between eight and ten guests, which meant she could get away with a more exotic and expensive menu. If she hoped to be up by five, she needed to turn in early tonight. That meant no thoughts about Oliver to keep her awake. Still, she found herself reaching for her purse and the note.

***

Oliver looked up from the report he was reading

“Come in.”

“Sir, there is someone here to see you.”

He had decided to do some work to distract himself from the fact that it was getting late and still he hadn’t heard back from Geon. But at Jacob’s announcement, he quickly dropped the document.

Geon.

“Who is it?”

“She didn’t say, sir.”

She? Oliver was almost lightheaded with expectation, but just as quickly his exhilaration fizzled out. Jacob knew Geon. Why would he admit to not knowing her name? Unless it wasn’t Geon.

“Please send her through, Jacob.”

He heard the soft footsteps and stood as his guest entered.

“Ms Hindley.”

“I apologise for the late hour. I had hoped to come earlier, but with the King’s ball and other events, we’ve been inundated with orders.”

Oliver skirted his desk and pulled out the chair for the dressmaker. “Could I offer you something to drink? Tea? Something stronger, perhaps?”

The woman glanced at the brandy decanter and blushed. Oliver smiled and went to pour her a small brandy. He’d had several business associations with the woman over the years and had quickly established that the elegant, poised woman was at her core, a free-spirited woman who shunned societal conventionalities.

“Thank you, sir.” She took a small sip and smiled. “After a day like today, this is quite relaxing.”

“Indeed. I indulge in a glass or two myself in the evenings to wind down the day.” He took a sip of his drink as he studied the woman over the rim. Their working relationship had also revealed the woman’s attraction to him, which he had gracefully ignored. Lilian Hindley was excellent at her craft and it happened often that Oliver would enlist her help to design costumes for his portraits. He wasn’t going to jeopardize that connection by seducing the woman. Lilian’s attraction hadn’t waned over time, but Oliver was convinced that the woman was aware of his reluctance to change the parameters of their association. She met his eyes and held them for a long, silent moment.

“You must be wondering why I came by this evening?”

“I do.”

She gracefully placed her glass on the table and reached inside her purse. Oliver frowned when she held out a wrinkled piece of paper to him. He took it and when he opened it, his heart sank.

“Where did you get this?”

The blonde took a sip of her brandy. “Ms Degas dropped it during a visit to the shop today.”

Geon threw his note away in public. That was sending quite a strong message. Maybe he should take the hint and forget about the redhead. He glanced up from the note.

“Why was she at your store?”

“There is a wedding tomorrow. The bride’s name is Catherine. I didn’t get her last name.”

Doctor West, or whatever his pirate moniker was, was marrying Catherine. Oliver knew that it was silly, but he couldn’t help feeling relieved at the news. Geon wasn’t going to get married overnight to Caron. She was an assertive woman who wouldn’t attempt such a spiteful act. He had found the woman to possess some integrity. Had she not, she wouldn’t have entrusted him with her secret. He, in turn, destroyed that trust that was borne from her love for him. He gulped down his drink and walked over to pour himself another. He held up the decanter in silent invitation, but Lilian shook her head.

“I have to be on my way. With the wedding tomorrow and the pending Ball, I’ll be working late and getting up early for the next two nights.” She stood and Oliver was surprised when she approached him. They watched each other in silence for a moment and then she leaned forward and gently brushed her lips over his. “She’s an extraordinary woman, unlike anyone I’ve ever met. You should know that she lost the note and hadn’t discarded it. Goodnight, Oliver.”

Oliver soaked up the words greedily—desperate for them to be true. Was there still some hope for him? He pecked the dressmaker’s cheek.

“Thank you.”

***

Jeremiah was anxious as he listened to the footsteps on the stairway. Oliver was a night owl and wouldn’t be turning in at this early hour. Thus, he was surprised when the footsteps moved past their bedroom door in the direction of Oliver’s bedroom. Eddie’s baptism was tomorrow. Maybe Oliver wanted to be refreshed for the event.

He glanced at the clock on the mantel. It was only after eight o’clock. They had a quiet dinner an hour ago with Abigail still not having returned. Jeremiah assumed that she was probably on her way home right about now. Unless she decided to stay over to monitor Florence’s condition. But then she would’ve sent word. Florence was a considerate woman.

Maybe not when she had no reason to return to you. The small voice inside his head had been vicious all day. It had challenged him, jeered at him and at times, gleefully fed on his anxiety. He closed his eyes and laid back on the pillow. To be honest, he was starting to feel sorry for himself. What would he do without Abigail? She was an integral part of his life. Was that maybe why he had felt upset at her silence about Hirsh’s identity? People who loved as deeply as they do shouldn’t keep secrets from each other.

Or was he mistaken?

He heard footsteps in the hallway. Oliver was restless. He wished he could help his friend, but it would seem any attempt to do so would be fruitless. Geon wasn’t a coward. If she had wanted to see Oliver, she wouldn’t have hesitated. She simply didn’t want to see him. His eyes shot wide at the sound of the door opening. Abigail entered, looking uncertain. Time stood still as they stared at each other. The look in her dark eyes was unreadable and her face drawn.

To Jeremiah, she was a magnificent sight. He left the bed to approach her and pull her into a one-armed hold.

“Jeremiah,” she breathed as her arms slid around him and held him close. Tears welled in his eyes at the relief he heard in her voice.

“Forgive me, my love. I shouldn’t have reacted that way.”

Abigail brushed her lips over his cheek. “You have nothing to apologise for. I should’ve told you.” She pulled away to look up at him. “I should’ve trusted you.”

He sighed. “Maybe you had reason not to if the way I reacted to the news proved anything.” He kissed her and silently rejoiced at the opportunity to do so. “Can we start again?”

“No, we build on this. We’re bound to make more mistakes in the future, but I want us to remember them and learn from them.”

Jeremiah smiled. That was his Abi. “I agree.” He cupped her cheek. “How did it go with Florence? You look exhausted.”

“She’s going to be all right. The procedure was difficult and painful, but she endured it. It will take a few weeks for her to recover, but I’m optimistic that she’ll make a full recovery.”

He wished he had been there, but the time wasn’t right for him to face Hirsh. He doubted that Hirsh would try to harm him. Jane and Abigail would never allow that, nor did he think Hirsh would want to. Yet, he was sure he had overstepped the boundaries of friendship and trust when he had followed Hirsh.

The time to make good would come soon enough.

***

Chester looked up with surprise when Marlin and Hirsh entered the bedroom. She was particularly confused to see Hirsh back so soon after she had left here with Jane. Marlin placed her doctor’s bag on a nearby chair and approached the bed to stand next to Chester.

“How is she?”

“Still sleeping.” The knot in her throat was back. It happened every time she recalled Florence’s hoarse cries of pain. She reached out and stroked the pale cheek. “It was a terrible thing to witness.”

Marlin squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sorry you had to experience that.”

“But she’ll be fine. Abigail is convinced that she’ll recovery fully. There’s also no sign of a fever.” She agreed with Abigail that Florence would have to stay in bed for the full two weeks to prevent ruining her recovery, as had unfortunately been the case previously. Chester would make sure that she did so this time around. There was simply no way in hell that she wanted Florence to suffer the same agony she had to suffer today.

“I’m getting married tomorrow at noon.” Chester surged to her feet, completely speechless. “Before you ask, they had a cancellation for tomorrow.” She walked to the bag and retrieved a bottle of brandy. Their favourite French brand. Chester chuckled.

“A stag night?” She watched Hirsh leave the room to collect glasses from the lounge. “How is it even possible for you to be the last one to meet a woman and yet you’re tying the knot ahead of us all?” She embraced Marlin. “You’re a sly one, Doc.”

Marlin blushed as she cracked the seal on the bottle.


IV

They were a small group in attendance, but Oliver wasn’t bothered by that. What bothered him was the glaring absence of Geon as well as the unwanted presence of the guest sitting two rows behind everyone else. He had made it a conscious point not to extend an invitation, but that had seemingly not been an effective deterrent.

The clearing of a throat drew his attention back to the proceedings and Oliver shoved all thoughts aside to concentrate on the baptism of his son. When the ceremony concluded, Oliver thanked the minister and allowed Lord Morris to pull him aside.

“How would you like to do this?”

The presence of the Duke and the Duchess already attracted some inquisitive looks. Oliver glanced over to where the ducal couple sat, their eyes riveted on Lady Veronica, who held Eddie in her arms.

“We could introduce him to each of the guests and by doing so; defuse any rumours as to their presence. You and Lord Bannon are known to work together on occasion thus having him here could be easily explained away.”  The older man didn’t look convinced. “Unless you would prefer that they join us at the house for brunch and we do the introduction there.”

Lord Morris frowned. “No. We’ll do it here. Shall we?”

They approached a beaming Lady Veronica and shared their plan. Her smile waned a little, but she nodded. The three of them made their way to where the guests had gathered outside the church and introduced Eddie to the small group. As they moved in their direction, Oliver couldn’t help but feel his heart clench at the emotion in the Duchess’ eyes. The elegant lady maintained her poise, but her eyes burned with a mixture of regret and nervous expectation.

“Your Grace, Lord and Lady Bannon, it’s my pleasure to introduce young Edgar Martin Potts to you.”

The Duchess’s eyes warmed as she stared into the sleeping face of the infant. She touched her finger to his rosy cheek.

“He is very handsome.”

Lady Veronica chuckled. “I concur. He’ll be a little heartbreaker one day.”

Lady Emma Bannon, the Duchess of Kempton smiled sadly and nodded. “I’m sure he will.” She gave Eddie a lingering look before she moved away.

“Would you like to hold him, Your Grace?”

The duchess lifted startled eyes at her husband who had stood by quietly, not once taking his eyes off Eddie. He gave her a slight nod and the woman’s hazel eyes lit up as she reached out to accept the sleeping boy. The duke slyly moved closer so he could peer into the baby’s face. This time, the regret on his face was evident for everyone to see. As if he realized what he was giving away, his face shut down and he cleared his throat.

Lady Emma’s face held an expression of fierce tenderness and she held the baby a moment longer before reluctantly handing him over to Lady Veronica.

“Congratulations to all of you. He truly is a beautiful boy.” She smiled weakly before she turned and walked away. Oliver heard the soft sob as she hurried away.

“Thank you,” the Duke muttered before he followed his wife.

Silence prevailed as the three of them watched the couple get in their carriage and ride off.

“That was excruciating to witness.” Lady Veronica wiped at her eyes. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

“But it is, darling. They were willing to subject our Eddie to a life in an orphanage—an innocent pawn in a ruthless game of pride.”

Well, Oliver thought, if put that way, he could breathe a little easier after observing the achingly tender reaction of the duchess to her grandson.

“I hate to agree, but I do.” He glanced at where their small group of guests were waiting. He had no doubt that the small exchange would set off a torrent of rumours before the day was over. “Shall we return to our guests?”

“Oh, yes!” Lady Veronica said quickly and moved towards her approaching daughters.

“What do you think?”

“Only time will tell. Lord Bannon seemed to have made peace with the issue, but he’s an unpredictable man.”

Lord Morris nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Let’s go see about food. I’m starving.”

Oliver felt eyes on him and looking around, encountered an amused pair. “You go ahead, I’ll be along shortly.”

***

Geon stood back and smiled. The platters were perfect. Only the best for her beloved Marlin. She had been up since five and a glance at the large clock against the wall showed that her feast had been completed in just under four hours. She loosened the apron and gulped down the last dregs of coffee. There still was enough time left to get to the house and prepare for the event. She only needed to make one little detour before she went home.

“What do you think, Chef?”

She smiled as she looked at the cake. It was a delicate, three-tier confection in brilliant white and soft yellow. Even at such short notice, her student had managed to dazzle her. She placed her hand on his shoulder.

“Exceptional work, Francis. Thank you for offering to do this.”

The young earl smiled shyly. “You’re most welcome, Chef.” He removed his apron. “If you won’t need me anymore, I was hoping to leave and join my grandmother for a late breakfast before she travels to the country estate later today. I’ll be back in an hour to start on the menu.”

“Of course,” she said as she shooed him out the door. The kitchen was getting busy with the apprentices arriving for their daily shift. She enlisted the help from two to transfer the platters to the icebox. Teresa would have it delivered to her house after the ceremony.

The start of the weekend always caused a stir with the streets swarming with vehicles and pedestrians. As a result, it took her a little longer than usual to reach the store, only for her to be assailed by doubts. What if the woman had found the note and read it? Oliver had signed it with his name. How would she explain their liaison to the woman? Maybe losing the note had been a sign, although she was sure that she wouldn’t have accepted the invitation.

It was time to make a clean break.

She turned on her heel and walked back the way she had come. She wasn’t going to allow thoughts of her failed romance to sour such a beautiful and promising day.

The moment she walked through the door of her house her mood improved dramatically. The place pulsed with activity and noise. She was met by a harried-looking Ruth.

“Good morning, Ruth.”

“Speak for yourself, Geon. I doubt we’ll make it to the venue on time.”

Freeing her hair from the braid, she asked. “Why’s that?”

“Both Doctor West and Mr Hirsh are hungover and they’ve been trying Ms Jane’s patience. Poor Anais has been running herself ragged on the staircase hauling water for their baths.”

“I’ll help her.”

“No need. Ms Jane ordered both Doctor West and Mr Hirsh to each get their own water,” she grinned, “as well as to fill up Anais’ tub.”

Geon laughed and found that she had missed doing so. She had been asleep when a stupendously drunk Marlin had slipped into bed with her. It had warranted a nightly intervention of waking the woman to give her a drink of water to help minimize the impact of her overindulgence.

“At least they’re all up and getting ready. Are you done?” She gave the elderly housekeeper a once-over. She was dressed in one of her regular dark outfits. “You’re not going to the ceremony dressed like that,” she said, aghast.

Ruth self-consciously touched her hair. “I thought I would stay and prepare everything for when you return.”

“I’m having none of that. We all go.” She grabbed the woman’s hand and dragged her up the stairs. “I have just the dress for you.”

***

Jane couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Hirsh stood in the middle of the room, naked and sulking. Or something very close to what a six-foot-plus, dreaded pirate captain could look like when she was moping.

“Is it because I told you to get your own bathwater? Anais was…”

“No.”

The curt reply made her sigh. “Then what? You overslept and we have very little time to get ready.”

Hirsh stiffly made her way to the tub and climbed in where she began to roughly wash her face. Jane knelt next to her and stilled her hands.

“Here, let me.” She met and held the slight bloodshot eyes. What were they thinking staying out so long after midnight? She had waited for Hirsh until she couldn’t keep her eyes open anymore. It was hours later when a cold body had slid over her and eager lips had kissed her neck. Alarmed, by the memories the smell of alcohol breath and the roving hands had dredged up, she had begged off of intimacy, but had offered to hold Hirsh. The woman had barely laid her head on Jane’s chest before she was fast asleep. Even though Hirsh’s attempt at lovemaking would’ve failed eventually, due to the state she was in, could that be the cause of the slight temper she was witnessing?  

She wet her hands and gently lifted Hirsh's face and began to rinse it. The hazel eyes were hooded as they stared into hers.

“I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings last night.” There was a tiny flare in Hirsh’s eyes, but she didn’t respond. “I’ll always want to be with you. Every chance I get.” She ran her thumb over the sculpted lips. “I crave you.” Hirsh was looking at her and this time her eyes were warmer. “I was just startled by your approach last night and the memories of Richard that…”

Hirsh’s eyes filled with horror and then shame. She leaned into Jane’s touch and turned her head to brush a kiss in her palm. “Please forgive me.”

“There is nothing to forgive, darling Hirsh. Like I said I know who you are and I wasn’t scared of you. It was the memories that alarmed me.”

“You’ll never have to fear that it will happen again.” The regret in Hirsh’s eyes made her kiss the older woman. “I promise to be more considerate when I approach you after having imbibed liquor.”

“I know you will.” She reached in the water for the soft cloth and ran it over the strong shoulders. “Tell me about your party. Did you enjoy…Of course you enjoyed yourself,” she teased.

Hirsh shrugged. “It would’ve been nicer had you been there.”

“Why?” She soaked the washcloth in soap and began to wash Hirsh’s chest. “I only would’ve embarrassed you with how easily affected I am by alcohol.” She lifted Hirsh’s arm to run the cloth under her armpit.

“Chester kept checking on Florence throughout the night and it made me miss you. I love having you close.”

Jane’s eyebrow lifted. “You do?”

“Of course.” Hirsh sounded offended and Jane laughed.

“Well, in that case…” She rose and loosened the ties of her dressing gown. Hirsh’s eyes made a slow tracking down her body. “I trust you wouldn’t care too much if I were to share your bath.”

She laughed heartily when Hirsh squeezed and angled her bulk to accommodate her. When she was seated, facing Hirsh and with her legs thrown over Hirsh’s, she handed the cloth to her. “If you do my feet, I’ll do yours, too.”

There was a wicked glow in the hazel depths. “Are you sure we’ll not be delayed by this?”

***

“Don’t you think you’re taking this a little too far?”

Oliver bristled, but didn’t show any outward signs of anger. “What are you doing here?”

“I wouldn’t miss attending my nephew’s baptism, now would I.” The emphasis on Eddie’s relation didn’t go unnoticed.

“You weren’t invited, so why are you here, Lawrence?”

The young man threw up his hands. “Curiosity? If only the people here today knew what a miracle they were witnessing, I swear they would’ve fallen to their knees and praised the Lord.”

Oliver pursed his lips as he tried to suppress his rage at his little brother’s taunt. It still baffled him how the affable young boy he had loved so deeply had turned into this cynical and conceited man standing before him.

Oh, but you do, a small voice whispered in his mind. He is the chosen one.  

“We’re leaving now and you’re not invited back with us. If you follow us, I’ll make sure that you are locked up for trespassing.”

Lawrence’s handsome face pulled into an ugly mask of malevolence. He stepped closer and looked up at Oliver. He noticed the anger flaring in his brother’s eyes. If there was one thing Lawrence hated even more than he hated Oliver, was Oliver’s height. He towered over his shorter brother. The younger man had stated once that he couldn’t understand how such stature hadn’t been gifted to him. Instead, it went to a slovenly broad. That was the first and only time Oliver had hit his brother. They had kept their distance since that day until now. Had the idiot forgotten so quickly that Oliver had broken his nose before and could do it again?

“That little charade between you and the ducal couple wasn’t very convincing. People know that where there is smoke, a cheerful little fire was lighting up the shadows.” He leaned closer still. “Imagine what they would say if they found out the truth about you, sister dear.”

It used to fill him with absolute terror when Lawrence made the threat until he realised that nothing would come of it. The Potts name and the business, everything that Young Lawrence cared about, would also be affected by such a leak.

“Goodbye, Lawrence.”

She turned and walked away. The first time he walked away from his family had been the hardest for him, but that was years ago. Now he did so with very little regard for any of them.

***

Marlin warily lifted the glass to her lips and saw that her hand was shaking hard.

“Oh no. Terrible idea.” Geon rushed over to her side, took hold of the glass, and held it to Marlin’s lips. She drank deep and long until the glass was empty and nodded her thanks to Geon. She was so nervous she felt her skin itch all over. Geon’s sympathetic look made her swallow.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Geon poured herself a brandy. “You must like her. Otherwise, this wouldn’t have meant anything to you.”

“Not that again, Geon,” she snapped. “We are not like that. She needs help and…”

“You’re only helping her out. I know.” The ice-blue eyes brimmed with amusement and Marlin stepped around the redhead to reach for the decanter. She needed something to settle her nerves. She cursed when she spilt brandy on the counter as well as on her hand.

“For heaven’s sake, Marlin, you can’t meet your new bride smelling like a tavern server.” Geon removed a handkerchief from her purse and dabbed at Marlin’s hand. “What the hell is keeping those two?”

Marlin had an idea, but she wasn’t going to exacerbate her situation by thinking about sex right now. As she passed their room to wait downstairs, she had heard very familiar sounds coming from Hirsh and Jane’s room.

“I’ve no idea.”

Geon sighed, but didn’t say anything else. Instead, she pulled Marlin into her arms. “I’ll miss waking up in your arms, my darling Marlin,” she sniffed. “No matter the circumstance of your union, Catherine Poole is lucky to call you hers.” The blue eyes were swimming in tears. “I love you.”

“Bloody hell, Geon.” Marlin wiped at a stray tear on her cheek. “This isn’t helping.” She leaned her forehead against Geon’s as she inhaled her exotic French perfume. She recalled their first meeting vividly. Hirsh had bundled the redhead into the carriage, leaving both her and Chester staring in mute wonder at the gorgeous creature.

“This is Geon and she’s coming with us.”

Rendered speechless by the woman who had met their eyes boldly, they had nodded and that was that. A few nights later, the door to her quarters had opened and a bedraggled Geon stood there looking at her. Her shock and hesitation at how to react had vanished the moment she had noticed the anguish in the blue eyes. Without a word, she had moved over to create space on her sleeping bunk. Geon had crawled under the covers and into her arms. Marlin had spent the rest of the night holding the crying woman. The habit had stuck and she had alternated between her and Chester’s beds over the years.

“We’re going to be late,” she muttered after they had moved apart. “We need to get Hirsh and Jane.”

Geon nodded and kissed her cheek. “You look dashing.”

***

Jeremiah pulled at his tie and sighed when Abigail tapped at his hand.

“Enough. There’s nothing wrong with the tie.”

He looked around her. They were standing outside the church. The priest stood nearby waiting rather patiently considering that one half of the wedding party was more than twenty minutes late. A carriage careened around the bend to stop a few metres away and the door flew open. Marlin jumped out and helped Geon and Jane out. Hirsh was the last to disembark and Jeremiah stiffened when the hazel eyes instantly landed on him. The tense stare was broken when Abigail waved at the group and called out for them to hurry.

“Catherine is waiting inside.”

Marlin’s eyes widened and rushed to the door with Jane and Geon in close pursuit. To Jeremiah’s chagrin, Abigail followed them, leaving him with Hirsh. He steeled himself as the towering pirate approached him.

“Jeremiah.” The tone was curt.

“Hirsh.”

The pirate gave him another piercing look before she continued on. The priest was having a short conversation with the bridal couple when Jeremiah entered and took a seat next to Abigail who had been looking around for him. She gave him an apologetic look and he smiled to reassure her. Their hands locked as they sat through the short ceremony. He had hoped for them to be the first ones in the group to make their relationship official, but that wasn’t going to make their day any less special. Soft sniffing drew his attention to where Geon and Jane sat, leaning against each other. Jane was happy and comfortable with her new family. It made him wonder if Jane would ever trust him again. She hadn’t even looked at him at her arrival, pointedly ignoring him. He suppressed a sigh and shifted his gaze to the front as he tried to ignore the pain that weighed heavy on his heart. Her eyes rested on the tall frame of Hirsh Miller. How was it possible that someone like her—someone capable of such infinite tenderness for her loved ones; unyielding loyalty towards her friends and a champion to the oppressed—could garner such a fearsome reputation? Hirsh chose that moment to turn and look at Jane; her face awash with utter adoration and concern. That look answered his earlier question easily.

Hirsh Miller felt a lot; deeply. That alone made her dangerous because she cared enough to execute anyone who dared to harm or exploit those that she considered to be under her protection.

Strangely, until two nights ago, that had included him too. He sat, stunned, as he realized what that meant. He had been part of Hirsh’s collective and the pirate would’ve destroyed anyone who dared to cause him injury. Jeremiah bowed his head until his chin rested on his chest.

What was he doing?

Was he trying to justify Hirsh bloodthirsty reputation?

Or was he simply becoming aware of the selfless responsibility that someone like Hirsh carried every day to ensure that her friends and the poor, voiceless masses were represented? Why else had he accepted Oliver’s offer for him to stand as Eddie’s godfather in absentia so that he could attend this wedding? 

A silence fell over the church and it drew his eyes to the altar where the priest was looking expectantly at the bridal pair. Anne, who was Catherine’s maid of honour, had an intrigued look on her face.

“What’s happening?”

Abigail frowned at him and Jeremiah shrugged. “It’s time for the kiss.”

Oh! He was aware of the unusual context of the union, but no one had thought of how they would get around the kiss.

***

Marlin was speechless as she stared into Catherine’s eyes visible behind the veil. She wondered if Catherine had been agonising about this moment as much as she had. It started last night already at her impromptu stag party when after a long absence she went in search of Chester to find her friend speaking quietly to her sleeping lover. She ended the one-sided conversation with a gentle kiss to the slack lips. It sunk in there that she would be expected to kiss her bride.

Now the moment was upon her.

And everyone was watching—waiting.

She took a deep breath and lifted the veil. Her hands were shaking, unsurprisingly. With the veil lifted, Marlin stared. Catherine was a beautiful woman, but she was simply breath-taking at that moment. Her eyes were downcast and her long, reddish-brown eyelashes threw sleek half-moons over her creamy, flawless complexion. Her red lips were slightly parted and held Marlin spellbound.

She wanted to kiss her.

As if she had sensed her resolve, Catherine looked up. Their eyes met and Marlin fell into the deep brown depths. Unsure of how long she had been staring into Catherine’s eyes, Marlin suddenly realised that she was gradually moving closer. Before she could make out what was happening, she felt soft lips against her own. A sharp jolt made them both gasp and they broke the kiss to stare wide-eyed at each other.

“Ladies and gentleman, I present to you, Doctor and Mrs Marlin West.”

The priest’s voice sounded hollow as if it came from far away. Yet, they couldn’t stop staring at each other. Something happened just now. The sound of applause made them both jump and they smiled.

They were married!

Marlin’s smile grew wider as he took Catherine’s hand and turned to face their friends.

***

A burst of laughter startled Oliver out of his reverie. He was standing in a circle with some of Lord Morris’ business associates. A scan of the faces determined that his short lapse of concentration had gone unnoticed. He took a sip of his drink and pulled at his tie. He needed fresh air. Making his excuse, he left the group and walked over to the large glass double doors that led to the garden. The potent scent of roses and frangipani was a welcome reprieve from the overpowering scent of cigar smoke in the billiard room. The Morris’ were great hosts and he suspected that most of the guests would remain for a while longer. That meant that he needed to hang around for a while longer, too.

Oliver wasn’t sure if he would be welcomed, but he had hoped to attend Marlin and Catherine’s wedding. He wasn’t close to the quiet doctor and had barely exchanged ten words with Marlin. Remembering their short meeting yesterday morning, Oliver wasn’t even sure if the man liked him.

But he didn’t care too much about that, since he was only interested in one other person’s opinion of him.

Geon would be at the wedding.

After receiving the rumpled letter from Lilian Hindley, he had spent the rest of the night staring at the note. No matter what Lilian said about it not having been tossed aside, its physical state spoke louder than words. He rubbed his hands over his face. Would his heart ever be able to forgive him for the pain he had caused it? He pulled his hands from his face and stiffened.

He wasn’t alone.

The youngest Morris daughter sat a few feet away on a bench. She blushed when she noticed that he had become aware of her presence.

“I didn’t mean to intrude,” she said shyly.

Oliver smiled. “I should be the one apologising, Lady Juliette.”

Her blush grew deeper as she lowered her gaze. The Morris girls were all very beautiful and fiercely independent. That came from having a father who encouraged individuality and did not allow society to dictate to him or his daughters. He once again regretted not having met the eldest Morris daughter. But her misfortune had been the catalyst for him being forever linked with her family.

“I was about to go inside. You could have the bench, if you like.”

“I would rather have you stay and talk to me. Unless, of course, you have to leave.”

The girl’s eyes widened slightly before she quickly averted them. “I could stay for a while.”

Lord Morris loved to brag about what crack shots his daughters were, but Lady Veronica had ensured that her girls knew how to act and be proper ladies when the occasion called for it.

“If I’m not mistaken, both you and sister will be attending the Debutante Ball next month.” He saw her grimace and couldn’t stop his grin. “You don’t seem taken with the idea.”

Juliette shrugged. “Mother thinks it would be a great opportunity to scout for potential husbands. Father, on the other hand, believes he could use our potential husbands for target practice.” The last part was added with a wicked grin. Ah, this was definitely Lord Morris’ favourite. She was shy, but not insecure. Her gaze was open and strong when she met his and Oliver believed that she was going to be a force to be reckoned with one day. Beautiful, strong and fierce.

Just like Geon.

Men would fall at her feet, clamouring for her attention.

Just like Geon.

And young Juliette would be assertive—true and strong—in her decision for a mate.

His heart ached to think that he had been the sole focus of a woman like Geon and that he had squandered the opportunity.

“I apologise if I said anything to offend you, Mr Potts.” The light panic in the young girl’s voice shook Oliver from his melancholy. He quickly held up his hand.

“No, you didn’t.” She still looked wary. “You simply remind me of someone special. A strong, beautiful woman with an exceptional character.”

Juliette blinked at him. “Ms Degas? Really?” The girl blushed even as her eyes gleamed with excitement. “She’s an incredible woman.”

Oliver was stunned. He hadn’t expected her to have known about Geon. Perhaps their mother had told them the news about him and Geon. The girl was clearly an admirer of Geon and had accepted the comparison with delight. His hesitant silence seemed to make her realise what she had said and she stood abruptly.

“I didn’t mean to…I have to go.”

“I wasn’t aware that you knew Ms Degas.” He didn’t want her to go, because he found it refreshing to have someone to talk to about Geon. “But yes, you do remind me of her.”

Juliette beamed at him. “I’ve not met her before, but I’ve seen her a few times in town. She’s gorgeous and confident. All the ladies envy her.”

Oliver chuckled. “She’s not easy to miss.”

The young girl looked around her, maybe to see if someone would overhear her. “Helen and I plan to visit her establishment with a group of friends, next week. I hope she’s there and that she will come to our table.”

Witnessing the girl’s enthusiasm at the prospect of meeting Geon, Oliver couldn’t help but remember his own eagerness at seeing Geon before they had officially met. Not much had changed since then, except now he was pining for her.

“I hope you will at least come to say hello should we bump into each other on that day.”

“Of course. Our friends are eager to meet you, too.”

It was Oliver’s turn to become flustered as Juliette grinned at him. Geon would adore the girl.

***

She tried hard to appear cheerful, but Percy could see the sadness that clung to her. After his accident, she had been unhappy and cried a lot, but it was different this time. His mother looked gutted. As if something vital had been cut from her body and she was struggling to cope with the loss.

“You don’t have to pretend with me, Mother.”

She opened her mouth to say something, but changed her mind. “It was difficult.”

Percy felt horrible at that moment for having put his mother through so much, especially this. Since his accident, he’d had a lot of time and cause to think about his life. He had taken too much for granted. His parents, his health and his future. The only thing he had left now was his parents and he needed to find a way to make it up to them.

“I’m sorry.” This was probably the first time that he had said that and meant it. By the surprise in his mother’s eyes, he could tell that she knew that too. It made him feel even worse. She had known when he had lied and plotted and yet, she had borne his treachery with a smile. His eyes welled up, distorting his vision and the image of his pale, broken mother. “I’m deeply sorry, Mother, for not having been a good son to you. You deserved better—much better.”

Warm arms slid under his shoulder and with surprising ease, the older woman drew him into a strong embrace. He couldn’t remember when last she had held him like this— when he had allowed her this close to him.

“Some things shouldn’t be rushed. We all eventually grow up and are forced to change the course of our lives.” She kissed his cheek. “I only wished you hadn’t had to suffer so much in the process.”

Percy held onto his mother. He deserved this—everything. Had he not been so set on claiming Geon Degas, he wouldn’t be where he was now.

Yet, that same woman had given him a new lease on life. He refused to die little by little every day, on his back, with only his remorse for company.

“I will see the doctor again.”

His mother pulled back to look into his eyes. The sadness was still present in hers, but there was a spark of hope as well. He had refused to see the doctor after his diagnosis, especially since the man wanted to stick him in a wheelchair. But life was happening outside this room and he couldn’t take his bed out into the world with him.

“That’s excellent news, son.”

He nodded and waited until she had gently laid him back on the pillows before he spoke again.

“Is he handsome?”

The older woman’s face split into a wide smile even as her eyes welled up with fresh tears. “Yes, very handsome. He will be a tall, strong man one day.”

Percy wiped at his tears. He wanted to live so he could see his boy become the man he, himself, was never destined to be.


V

Florence slowly surfaced from her sleep to the sound of soft breathing nearby. Just as she was about to panic, she caught a whiff of a familiar scent and relaxed instantly as she opened her eyes. She almost swooned at the sight of the black eyes looking back at her. She lifted a hand to smooth out the frown on the broad forehead.

“I’m fine.” Chester didn’t look convinced. “It hurts, but not too much.” That seemed to appease Chester, who nodded before she moved away to return with a glass. As much as she needed the pain relief, she wanted more time with Chester. She didn’t know how it was possible, but she had missed her—even in an unconscious state. “Not now, darling. I want to spend more time with you first.” She wanted to kiss her. Her desire for intimacy must’ve shown in her eyes, for Chester placed the glass on the bedside table and leaned over to kiss her. It was a beautiful kiss. Every kiss was unique and memorable, but this particular one was her favourite for now until the next one. She wholeheartedly enjoyed it and reluctantly broke it when the pain forced a groan from her. Chester gave a final peck before she handed her the glass.

“It’s willow bark.” There was a twinkle in Chester’s eyes.

Florence’s smiled. That meant that she wouldn’t be incapacitated by the tonic. They could kiss some more. She eagerly reached for the glass. The sooner she got the bitterness of the root over and done with; she could enjoy more of Chester’s sweet kisses. She grimaced as she upended the contents of the glass in her mouth. Chester removed the glass and returned to the bed.

“Lie down with me, Chester.”

“You need to eat something first.”

“Later.” She held out her hand. “I want to be close to you.”

Chester glanced at the door. Florence’s heart sank. She appreciated Chester’s concern when it came to her reputation, but she ached for her lover’s nearness. But Chester’s hesitation was fleeting. She stretched out on the bed next to her and placed her head on the same pillow, which brought them in close contact. Florence drowned in the dark eyes and her heart exulted at the love she read in them. They lay in silence, watching each other. In that quiet moment, she found that she would forever be amazed by her lover. She learned something new about being in love every single day. Like this moment right here. The silent eye contact and the bubble of love that enveloped them were surprisingly intimate. It reminded her of that night in her study witnessing Jane and Hirsh’s reconciliation. The intimacy of that moment had made her yearn to experience the same with Chester. She cupped Chester’s cheek.

Whereas with Jane and Hirsh the air had crackled with fiery emotions, theirs was a soft, tender moment that seeped into her chest and blanketed her heart.

“Chester.” She couldn’t keep the emotion inside from spilling into her voice.

“I know.”

She could sense the truth behind the quiet statement. They were completely in tune with each other. They both moved closer so their lips could meet. Florence hummed in pleasure.

This kiss was her new favourite.

***

Geon sipped her champagne as she took in the room. The mood was cheerful and she hoped it would get even better as Anais opened two more bottles of champagne. It was still early, but she was sure that they could move the furniture to the side and make some room for a dance floor. Only Chester and Florence were missing, for obvious reasons, of course. Soon enough they would see the couple in action on the dance floor when Florence was healed. She hadn’t been there for Florence’s treatment, but Hirsh had looked queasy when she filled her in on how it went. The Viscountess was a strong lady, a very brave one too. She was a suitable match for Chester. Her eyes fell on Marlin and Catherine. They were talking quietly with Abigail. With Catherine’s hand resting on her belly, it was easy to guess what the conversation was about. Realisation struck suddenly.

There was going to be a baby on The Raven.

Her gaze shifted to Hirsh. She and Ruth stood at the buffet talking. Had Hirsh already come to the same conclusion? Hirsh was a highly adaptable individual, but captaining a ship the likes of The Raven with a baby in tow was not common, to say the least.

Unless… She didn’t wait to finish the sentence in her mind, but rushed over to Hirsh’s side. Ruth noticed her first and drew Hirsh’s attention to the arrival.

“Geon?”

Ruth discreetly moved away.

“Have you spoken to Marlin about what will happen when The Raven arrives?”

Hirsh stopped chewing. “Why?”

“Is she leaving with us or staying behind?”

Hirsh’s eyes widened in comprehension. “The baby?”

“Yes.”

“We leave no one behind.” The steely finality in Hirsh’s voice settled her concern. All they had to do was wait and see how Catherine responded to the news that she was going to leave England on a pirate ship. “We might have to leave for Plymouth in the next few days.”

“Oh.”

Hirsh’s eyes hardened. “Marlin has unfinished business in Plymouth.” She glanced over to where Marlin stood. “I thought we could finish it for her.”

Geon didn’t have to ask to know what Marlin’s unfinished business entailed; nor did she have to consider her availability for the journey.

“I’ll be ready.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Hirsh said quietly as her eyes moved past her. “We still have to decide what we’re going to do about the other issue.”

She glanced over her shoulder. Jane and Jeremiah were in a quiet, tense conversation. “What do you suggest?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Jeremiah couldn’t simply be ignored like Oliver.

***

“I’ve made my choice.”

Jeremiah hesitated. “I know, but…”

Jane took a sip of her drink and glanced over to where Hirsh stood. She appeared relaxed where she stood sampling the delicacies of the buffet whilst talking with Geon, but Jane knew better. Hirsh was aware of her every move and was ready to step in should the need arise. She turned her attention back to Jeremiah to find him watching her with quiet desperation in his eyes.

“I’m leaving with Hirsh, Jeremiah. I want you to know that I’m not planning on changing my mind about that.”

Her tone wasn’t harsh or disrespectful, but the words seemed to have cut Jeremiah deeply. He actually seemed to have aged over the past forty-eight hours. His eyes were sad and his shoulders were slightly stooped. He had removed the sling and there was a fine sheen of perspiration on his forehead. She hated to think of him in pain, either physically or emotionally. No matter what the circumstances, Jeremiah loved her and was simply expressing his concern.

“Why do I always get it wrong with you, Jane? I seem to only make matters worse for you.” He quickly glanced away.

His voice sounded broken and just before he had looked away, she had witnessed a suspicious sheen in his eyes.

“You got it right when it mattered the most.” He might not agree with her, but he needed to know that he was the architect of her happiness. She watched as his eyes moved in the direction of Hirsh. “Even if you don’t agree. Thanks to you, I’ll be happy for the rest of my life with Hirsh.”

“It may be, but I’m scared for you.”

“Hirsh as well.”

Jeremiah frowned. “Why?”

“Why do you think?” Jeremiah had taken it upon himself to vouch for Hirsh once before because he saw something in her. For them to settle this situation amicably Jeremiah needed to see past Hirsh’s reputation to rediscover those qualities which had compelled him to endorse her. They were both upright individuals, more alike than different. She wanted them both in her life. Hirsh wanted the same almost as much as she did. “Please, excuse me.” Jeremiah needed time to think, alone. She joined Hirsh and instantly relaxed when Hirsh reached out to take her hand.

“Are you all right?”

“I am now.”

***

“What are you thinking about?”

Chester hesitated. “Marlin. It’s her wedding day.” She frowned when Florence pushed herself up on her elbows. “What are you doing?”

“You need to go…now. You can’t miss your best friend’s wedding.”

Warmed by the sentiment, Chester kissed the soft lips and helped Florence to lie down. “She understands that I can’t be there today.”

“But you can be there,” Florence countered. “I want you to go.”

She searched the golden eyes. “I spoke to Marlin last night and she told me she understood our situation.”

“Yes, my situation. I’m the one who’s incapacitated; not you.” She caressed his cheek. “I want you to go. You should be there.”

Chester nodded. “I’ll return as soon as possible.”

“Don’t rush back on my account, my love. Elodie will be here to take care of me.”

***

Oliver closed the door behind him and felt himself deflate as soon as he was in the privacy of his own home. It had been a difficult day for him. As joyous as the occasion had been, his brother’s arrival had left a sour taste in his mouth. It had aggravated his mental torment even further.

“Sir? Everything all right?”

He looked up to find his butler looking at him and smiled. “Yes, Jacob. Everything went smoothly. Ms Combs will stay over at the Morris’ tonight.”

“Yes, sir. Shall I notify Cook that you’ll be ready for dinner at seven?”

Answering in the affirmative, Oliver dragged himself up the stairs and to his bedroom. He didn’t bother to undress as he threw himself on the bed. He was tired of feeling miserable, but had no one to blame but himself. The more he replayed the past two days in his mind, he realised that Geon had given him ample warning before she had confessed.

He was the one, pressuring ahead with his ardent declarations of love as well as his premature announcement to the Morris’. Oliver groaned. How was he going to tell them that they had broken up without revealing the reason behind it? Lady Veronica was a very observant woman and he could already tell that she suspected something. She had been throwing puzzling glances his way all day and Oliver knew to expect her to approach him soon. He rolled onto his side and closed his eyes.

He desperately missed Geon.

***

Catherine hummed in pleasure as she chewed. She opened her eyes and blushed when she caught Marlin’s eyes. They were darker than usual and she quickly lowered her gaze but a soft chuckle made her look up. Marlin’s eyes were twinkling and his beautiful dimples were visible. She couldn’t help but stare. Heaven behold, this was her spouse!

“I believe you and Geon will become great friends. She loves it when people enjoy her food.”

She cleared her throat. “Well, whatever this is, it’s delicious.”

Marlin’s eyes warmed further. “It’s called a samosa. It’s usually spicier, but due to your condition, Geon toned it down. Once the baby is born, you should try the spicy version. I’m sure you’ll love it.”

Catherine had never eaten anything spicy before, but she would try it if Marlin said so. She had introduced her to many firsts and she hadn’t led her astray yet. She took another bite of the samosa just as a tall, imposing man entered the dining room behind Anais. His dark eyes swept the room before they landed on Marlin. The handsome features immediately softened as he came towards them. She watched as the two embraced tightly.

“You came.”

“Yes, I did.” They embraced again. “Florence sends her love and regrets.”

“Thank you.” Marlin turned to her and Catherine noticed the sheen of tears in her eyes. She realised then that there was still so much she needed to learn about Marlin and the peculiar people she surrounded herself with. This enigmatic stranger obviously meant a lot to her new spouse. It was there in the way they embraced and the tender expression in their eyes. “Catherine, I want to introduce you to Chester Vaughn. Chester, this is Catherine, my bride.”

The black eyes shifted to her and Catherine felt herself caught in an almost hypnotic gaze. A small smile quirked at the end of beautifully sculpted lips and it grew until it lit up the swarthy features. Chester Vaughn fit in well with the rest of the enthralling, beautiful crowd. To her shock, he cupped her cheek and brushed a soft kiss over her forehead.

“Welcome to the family, Catherine.”

Blushing wildly, she nodded. “Thank you, Mr…”

“Chester. We’re family now, remember.” The dark gaze was gentle.

“Thank you, Chester. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” With a soft squeeze to her shoulder, he kissed Marlin’s cheek and moved to where Geon, Hirsh and Jane were in conversation. She turned to Marlin and found her smiling broadly as she followed Chester. “He seems nice.”

“He is. If you like, we could visit him and his paramour tomorrow. I’m sure the Viscountess would love to meet you.”

Catherine’s mouth fell open in surprise. “Viscountess?”

“Yes.” Marlin held out the small plate to her. “She couldn’t make it to the wedding due to a medical issue that kept her in bed today.”

She was going to move in the same circle as the upper class? Catherine was tempted to pinch herself. From a lowly house girl to the wife of a handsome doctor with aristocratic links. Who would’ve thought? She reached out and squeezed Marlin’s arm as if to make sure she wasn’t dreaming all this. Their gazes held.

“I would be honoured to meet the Viscountess.”

“Good. Now, you need to eat more if we hope for the baby to grow strong.” The casual remark filled her eyes with tears and she blinked rapidly to clear them as she cradled her growing bump.

She had done well for her child and herself. All she had to do was to make sure that Marlin also benefited from their beautiful union.

***

Abigail was quiet on their walk over to Oliver’s house and Jeremiah debated whether he should enquire into her mood. The reception had been wonderful; the food delicious and the company great. Aside from the subtle strain that was present between him and the four pirates, Jeremiah had enjoyed the day. The arrival of Chester had increased the tension, especially since she had blatantly ignored him. He was sure that Abigail had picked up on it for not long after Chester’s arrival, she had sought him out and stuck close to him. It was frustrating how this was affecting the one-time camaraderie between them. He did miss the closeness he had shared with the group, and especially with Jane.

“I shouldn’t have asked you to accompany me. I apologise.”

He sighed and glanced at Abigail. From the side view, her expression was tense. “No apologies needed, my love. I’ll have to wade my way through this if I hope to reach Jane again.”

They continued in silence for a while. “I need to tell you the real reason why I kept Hirsh’s secret.”

He stopped abruptly and she continued before she noticed and turned to look at him. There had been another reason besides the one she had told him? Jeremiah felt a tightness in his chest. The feeling worsened at the hesitation he read in Abigail’s eyes.

“It’s personal, but it affects you as well.”

He cleared his throat. “Yes.” She looked around and he stepped closer to avoid anyone overhearing them. “I’m listening.”

“The reason my husband, Ben, left and didn’t contest the divorce was because a friend suggested I contact Cutthroat Beau to avenge my suffering at his hands. Ben overheard and left the same day.” Abigail blinked at the tears in her eyes. As was the case every time Abigail brought up her ex-husband, Jeremiah’s anger welled up inside. “I’m not sure I would’ve left him otherwise. I wasn’t strong enough to walk away or to fight him for my freedom. Not so soon after losing my baby.” Her valiant fight to quell her tears failed when a lone one trickled down her cheek. “The threat of Cutthroat Beau and his reprisal saved me from the hell I had lived through and most probably still was going to bear with Ben.” She wiped at her cheek and met his eyes. The expression in hers was strong and unapologetic. “I can’t apologise for my gratitude towards Cutthroat Beau for saving me from Ben by the mere mention of his name, Jeremiah. When I found out who Hirsh was, I knew that I would never betray him. Moreover, I didn’t want to tell you this and inadvertently influence your decision about Hirsh, especially since I know how you feel about Ben.”

Jeremiah stared at Abigail in silence, taking in the determination in her eyes and the rigid way she held herself. It made him wonder whether he would ever get to truly know the woman. Her strength amazed him constantly and it hurt to think that she had once found herself in a situation where she had been completely defenceless. And then she was gracious enough to suffer his anger because she refused to use his love for her to sway his opinion in a matter that meant so much to her. Jeremiah understood why she had reason for concern, because although he had already concluded that his life would forever be entwined with Hirsh and the others, she had transformed him into a lifelong champion of Cutthroat Beau and his noble pursuit as a guardian for the victimised.

“Let’s go home, Abigail. I have this overwhelming need to hold you in my arms.” The dark eyes welled up again and she hooked her arm through his. “Thank you.” He didn’t specify what the gratitude was for because there simply was too much he had to thank her for.

That she loved him was the greatest gift of all.

***

Anne helped her to step out of the dress and over to the bed. She sighed as she took off her shoes to rub her feet. Her friend came to sit next to her.

“It was a beautiful ceremony.”

That is was. She had been slightly anxious when Marlin had arrived late and then there had been the kiss. She blushed as she thought about the kiss. It had been brief, yet pleasant. Catherine glanced at Anne and found her smiling at her knowingly. The woman seemed to always know what was on her mind. She would make an excellent spouse and mother. She wondered why such a beautiful woman had never married. It took a moment for her to debate whether she should ask the woman or not. She reckoned that they had shared a lot, more than she had ever shared with anyone else, and thus had forged a close bond that offered her the privilege.

“You are an exceptional friend, Anne, and would make a wonderful wife.” She saw the woman’s smile wane a bit and wondered if she should continue.

They sat in silence for a long moment with Anne watching her closely. She knew when the woman had made up her mind because she pursed her lips.

“We have more in common than you know, my dear,” she finally said and brushed over her hair.

Catherine gaped at the woman. She surely must be joking. Except for their love for reading, they had very little in common.

“I beg to differ.” She waved her hands over Anne. “You’re independent, smart, strong and…” She shook her head. “There’s simply too much to name. I’m none of those things.”

Anne gently cupped her face. “Not yet, dearest Catherine. You’re young, but I already recognise those same traits and more in you. Give yourself time.” The older woman stood and Catherine looked up at her. The grey eyes were impenetrable, but she could sense that Anne had more to say. “I enjoyed reading Innominate because I could relate to it.”

Catherine was sure she hadn’t heard correctly as she blinked at Anne. Did the woman just admit that she, too, was a lover of women?  That didn’t make any sense. There was nothing about Anne that hinted at her preferring the attention of women. Had she been with a woman…women before?

“I can see the questions swirling in your eyes.” She smiled and sat down again. “No, I’ve not been with a woman before, but I had hoped to try it before I die. Yes, I’ve been with a man before and didn’t find it all that unpleasant. Which, I assume, means that I may be attracted to both sexes.”

Catherine licked her lips, a little nervously. This was only the second time that she could talk about her love for women with someone.

“Is there someone that you like?”

Anne shrugged. “There are a lot of women that I admire, yes. However, I doubt I would settle down with one. I’m too old for children now, but I would still want to spend my twilight years with a man.” She squeezed Catherine’s hand. “Enough about me, dear, let’s talk about you and what to expect tonight. Are you ready?”

Still, absorbed by their earlier discussion, she was slow to catch on to the subject change, but when she did, her face flamed. Marlin had kissed her hand when she had said she wanted to take a nap earlier and there had been something in her eyes when they had raked over her.

“You look pretty.”

She had thanked her new spouse and with a quick round of greetings and with Anne in tow, had left the dining room. Now that she knew Marlin’s gender, she wondered if their earlier agreement of a marriage in name only was still in effect. Or would her ‘husband’ find his way to her bed later tonight? Her sex clenched at the thought. It had been too long since she had been with someone and her pregnancy had intensified her need for intimacy.

Catherine knew that should Marlin come to her bed tonight, she doubted she would turn her away.

***

Cigar smoke hung heavy in the air and the atmosphere was relaxed as they talked and laughed together. Chester had missed this over the past months of being on land. This had been their evening ritual on The Raven. It was a time for them to speculate about the future and make plans for the months ahead. Geon was the one who first turned these quiet moments into discussions of her conquests and soon everyone had joined in. However, Jane’s presence amongst them tonight was a tangible reminder that their sexual escapades were something of the past. She watched with amusement as Jane took a drag on Hirsh’s cigar only to be overcome by a bout of coughing.

“This is awful,” she wheezed as she took a sip of the wine Hirsh held out to her. She loved to see Hirsh with Jane. The blonde heiress was ideal for her friend. She brought out a side of Hirsh that Chester had never seen before. Hirsh had always been gentle with women, but loving Jane had made her so much more acquiescing. Sadly, Jane’s love also made Hirsh more dangerous.

“What are you thinking about?”

She hummed when Geon pushed her fingers through her hair scratching her scalp in the process. Her body’s reaction immediately made her think of Florence. The noblewoman loved doing that, especially since she found out that it drove Chester wild.

“It’s almost time for me to leave.”

Marlin chuckled. “Yes, I understand. You live amongst the titled folks now.” Her remark was met with laughter by the others. She wondered what they would say if she told them about her real father. Why not put it to the test right now?

“Come to think of it. I recently found out that the man I thought was my father was just a drunk, who abused my mother and me.” The room grew silent, the question hovering in the air “My real father, it would seem, was Lord Antony Winston, the Earl of Lennon.”

She watched in smug glee as the faces before her changed into varied expressions of shock and disbelief. She puffed on her cigar as she waited for them to recover from her revelation.

“You’re not joking, are you, Chester?” Geon asked quietly. “How did you find out?”

Chester hesitated. They wouldn’t laugh at her, she knew that, yet she was scared they might not believe her. “I dreamt of my mother and she told me.”

“You said was. Have you followed up on your father?”

“Not yet. He perished at war. My mother wasn’t specific.”

Four pairs of eyes watched her closely.

“Did you say the Earl of Lennon?” Jane asked.

“Yes. The title obvious moved on to someone else, but yes, that’s what my mother said.”

“Well, I happen to know one of your relations.”

Chester sat up slowly. She had told Florence that she wouldn’t want to upend the family, but against her will, her curiosity had been growing stronger each day. Here she was offered the opportunity to have a peek into where she came from. 

“Who?”

Jane’s eyes shone brightly. “Your second cousin. He’s Oliver Potts’ son.”

“Mon Dieu!” Geon exclaimed as they stared at each other, wide-eyed.

***

The sounds of raised voices woke Florence from her sleep and she sat up just as the door opened to admit Elodie. The maid looked furious as she closed it behind her.

“Elodie? What’s wrong?”

“It’s your father,” she spat out the word ‘father’. “He wants to see you.”

Florence had expected to see her father again, though not so soon. He had left here in such a hurry after he had dumped Israel in her lap, that she had thought he wouldn’t be around for another few days. She waved Elodie closer and waited until the woman was close enough.

“No need to fret, Elodie. I’ll not give him a penny if that’s what you’re worried about.” She glanced at the door. “Chester?”

“He’s not back yet, but I’ll wait in the lounge. If he takes too long, I’ll have one of the footmen remove him.”

Florence squeezed the agitated woman’s hand. “I’ll ask him to leave before it gets to that. Now, help me freshen up.”

Her father, when he entered, carried a thunderous expression, which Florence completely ignored. He had used his anger and displeasure like a weapon against her when she was younger. She had hated it. Still did.

“Good evening, Father. What brings you here?”

The man’s scowl darkened even further. “Do I need a reason to visit my daughter?”

She was glad that Elodie wasn’t in the room with them for Florence was sure that her maid wouldn’t have been able to hold her tongue at that moment.

“Well, you’re here. Would you like something to drink?”

“I’m not so sure. I wouldn’t put it past that harpy of a maid of yours not to spit in my drink.” He loosened the buttons on his jacket and took a seat on the chair reserved for visitors. “She needs a good talking to and perhaps a docking of her wages for her insolence.”

Florence hid her grin behind a yawn. She, too, wouldn’t put it past Elodie not to do spoil her father’s drink. Even then, her father had no authority over her staff.

“How are your accommodations?”

He pursed his lips. “Damn expensive. I can’t remember ever paying this much for board and room at any of the Clubs. The food leaves a lot to be desired. Not to speak of the cleaning services. They forgot to leave a space between the two pillows, even after I instructed them.” He held up two fingers. “Twice. I hate it when the pillows touch. Your mother knows that. It’s simply unhygienic to contaminate pillows. I will report…”

The years away from her family, especially her father, had made her forget what a pain in the butt he truly was. He nagged about everything and his misplaced sense of entitlement had been a source of many embarrassing moments for both her and her mother over the years.

As Elodie expected, his visit had to do with money. He was a scrooge and hated spending money if he didn’t have to. She’d probably have to ask Elodie to prepare a bedroom for him.

“For heaven’s sake, girl, are you listening?”

“I beg your pardon?” Only her father would still think of her as a girl at this age.

His face was a mask of displeasure. “I spoke to Israel and he…she told me that you share a very close bond with one of your manservants. Do you think that’s appropriate?”

Her already surly mood at her father’s presence sparked and she fixed him with a hard stare.

“If both you and Israel hope to be welcome here, it would serve you well to remember that my employees and my dealings with them are no one’s business but mine.”

He shot to his feet, his handlebar moustache quivering in his indignation. “I will not be spoken to like that by anyone, least of all my daughter.”

“Father, if you don’t want to adhere to the rules of my house, then you are free to leave and never return.” She held his cold gaze with one of her own. “I run my house the way I see fit.” Their standoff lasted a few moments, in which she could see her father’s brain making calculations regarding his expenses and the free board and lodging she was offering. He mumbled under his breath as he took a seat.

“Your mother will be disappointed, I tell you. Disappointed.”

She ignored the bait. “Shall I have my staff prepare a guestroom for you?”

“It’s farther away from all my business associates than I would like, but since you’re offering, I have no choice but to accept. My luggage is in the foyer.”

Florence wondered if perhaps she should station one of the footmen at her father’s door at night. Elodie wouldn’t be happy to know that she would have to see his face for the next few days. Maybe the footman could also serve as a deterrent for herself not to sneak into her father’s room and strangle him in his sleep.

Where was Chester? She needed a kiss.


VI

Marlin curled her hands into fists and squeezed tightly before she opened them again. To her frustration, she found that they were still shaking. Nonetheless, she lifted them and rapped on the door. She could make out sounds behind the door and swallowed when she heard approaching footsteps.

The door opened to reveal Catherine in a nightdress. Her hair was loose and Marlin gaped at the gleaming length. It was longer than she had imagined. Realising that she was staring, she smiled awkwardly and almost drowned in the dark, warm depth of her spouse’s eyes. Spouse. She had a wife. A beautiful, young, pregnant wife.

“I wanted to make sure that you had settled in fine and to bid you goodnight.”

The dark eyes widened slightly. “Are you not joining me?”

“Joining you?” Marlin was stumped. Did she really ask her that? Had they not reached an arrangement very early on about the conditions of their union? “I thought we…?”

Catherine stepped back in quiet invitation. “That was before you told me about you.”

What happened to the shy woman of the past few days—and the past few hours? He hesitated.

“Catherine, I made a promise to you.”

“I know, but as I said just now. I trust you.”

Marlin cocked her head. “Because I’m a woman?” Catherine nodded. “I still don’t think it makes a difference. You…” She gasped when Catherine took her by the hand and pulled her into the room and closed the door. Marlin spun around to Catherine. The woman was acting strange. “You’re acting strangely, Catherine. Are you sure you’re alright?”

The woman nodded. “Yes. All I want is to make it clear to my spouse, whom I trust completely and am convinced wouldn’t force herself on me, that I believe we can share a room without any worries.”

She listened and watched as the woman spoke, taking in everything. Her tense facial expression, the nervous fluttering of her hands that kept brushing her hair behind her ear. This was a conscious decision. Catherine, it seemed, wanted to begin this union not as strangers, but at least as friends. Marlin wasn’t going to oppose such a prospect.

“If you’re sure, then I agree to your suggestion that we can share a bedroom without any expectations.”

There was a slight hesitation before Catherine nodded and moved away, leaving Marlin standing there unsure of what to do next.

“Do you need help changing for bed?”

What? Marlin scratched her head. She had never undressed in front of anyone in over twelve years. Catherine may have seen her scars before, but it still rattled Marlin every time she saw them. How would Catherine handle seeing them again? Not sure she could deal with any rejection at the moment, she turned to leave the room.

“Your scars do not bother me, Marlin. I guarantee you that they do not detract from you in any way.”

The words were spoken softly and with such conviction, it made Marlin slowly turn around to face Catherine. With her big dark eyes, flowing hair and soft expression on her face, she resembled some mythical being. The soft light from the nearby lantern enhanced the luminous aura surrounding Catherine and Marlin slowly moved towards the bed to sit next to her.

“I’m confused.” She folded her hands in her lap to hide their shaking. “What are you trying to tell me?”

She caught a tremor in Catherine’s hand, but she quickly balled her hands. “I want us to have a good life for the…our child as well as for the both of us.” She glanced at her and Marlin could see how uncomfortable she was and reached out to cover her balled fist.

“What do you want us to do to become good parents to our child?” Marlin’s heart skipped a beat at the idea of being an expectant parent. “If you tell me what you need, I’ll promise to try and do whatever it costs to achieve that.”

A soft sob broke the ensuing silence and Marlin threw an arm around the shaking shoulders.

“I want to do this for you. It’s not fair that you should make all these sacrifices and have nothing to show for it in the end.”

Marlin slid to her knees in front of Catherine and lifted her chin. The self-doubt in Catherine’s eyes made her sigh.

“I’m gaining more than you realise.” She wiped at the tears. “I get to spend the rest of my life with a beautiful and talented woman. As if that is not enough, I’m going to be a parent.” Marlin smiled tenderly. “I’m on the receiving end of more than I could ever dream of, Catherine. You have nothing more to give because you’ve already given me everything.” She brought one of Catherine’s hands to her lips. “You owe me nothing more.”

“What…what if I want to.”

Marlin blinked. “I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean.”

Catherine wiped at her eyes and bit her lip. “What if I want to be more to you at a later stage? Would you be open to that?”

Would she be open to being a spouse in the full sense of the word? Marlin slowly came to her feet and pulled Catherine up with her. She stared into the damp eyes and smiled.

“It is an honour to be considered, dear Catherine.” The dark eyes widened slightly and a deep glow started in their depths. Marlin’s heart sang when Catherine wrapped her arms around her waist and leaned into her with a soft sigh.

***

Chester laid down on the bed careful not to wake Florence. The clock on the landing had marked the midnight hour when she had entered the room. Elodie had left a light on for when she came to check up on Florence during the night and in its soft glow, Florence’s face appeared relaxed with no visible signs of discomfort. Her lips were slightly pouted in sleep and Chester couldn’t resist kissing them. The more time she spent away from Florence, the stronger her craving for the woman’s nearness. For the first time in her life, she didn’t look for The Raven’s arrival with anticipation. Not even the usual comforts such as the swaying of the deck under her feet, the sensation of the sun on her bare arms and the taste of the salty air on her tongue, could change her mood. She was leaving her heart behind.

“Darling?”

She turned her head to meet sleepy amber eyes. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

“You didn’t.” Florence was unable to move with her bandaged legs keeping her stationary. “I was waiting up for you…or rather, I tried to wait up for you.” She held out her hand. “I wanted to kiss you before I fell asleep.”

Chester’s eyes burned with tears as she rolled onto her side. They had unconsciously developed the habit of sharing a pillow and the move brought their faces close. The kiss was gentle and familiar, yet it rocked Chester’s core. When it ended, she rested her forehead against Florence’s and took a shaky breath.

“How will I survive without you?”

“What do you mean?” Florence pulled away to look at her with apprehension. “Are you going somewhere?”

“The Raven will arrive soon.” She swallowed. “I can’t think of being without you.”

“Then ask me to come with you.”

Not sure she had heard correctly, Chester gaped at Florence, unable to breathe.

“Florence.”

The golden eyes were serious. “Ask me to come with you, Chester.”

Images of Florence on The Raven flitted through her mind. The tall frame silhouetted on the moonlit deck. Her golden eyes looking up when Chester entered their quarters. Their bodies straining together on the narrow bunk as their moans echoed through the room. The desire on Florence’s face quickly morphed to one of terror as the ship shook and the sound of cannon fire overpowered their passionate gasps. Florence avoiding her eyes as Chester entered the cabin drenched in the blood of her enemies. Her body grew tight with fear. She could handle everything; even time spent away from Florence, knowing that she would see her again. What she couldn’t deal with was having Florence look at her with revulsion or fear.

“No.” She sounded curt, even to her own ears. Florence’s disappointment was evident, but Chester had made up her mind. She loved her too much to lose her.

“Is that your final answer?”

What? She had expected some pushback, not the quiet acquiescence. It unsettled her, but still not enough to change her mind.

“Yes.”

“In that case, you won’t object to me finding alternative means should I wish to follow you.”

“WHAT?” Chester surged into a sitting position.

***

Oliver folded the newspaper and took a sip of his tea. A sense of satisfaction thrummed through him. The front-page story had greatly improved his mood. Niven had been unanimously voted off the Parliamentary Urban Planning Advisory Committee and his lucrative project with the city council had been revoked. It would seem that the Committee had found his lack of foresight in the changing trends unable to be overlooked. Two new architects had been appointed in his stead. They so happened to be Reginald and Charles. Oliver was happy for his two friends. They were incredibly talented, but had to come second to Niven’s mediocre abilities. All because of the latter’s extensive political connections. He should ask them to have lunch with him today. With the Ball scheduled for the evening, he had time to kill. He needed to get out of the house and keep busy, lest thoughts about Geon hold him hostage in his study, drinking himself into a stupor. After a restless night, haunted by visions of Geon and Pierre, he needed to exert some energy. Maybe a visit to the Gentleman’s Club and a few rounds of cards could keep him entertained until he was due at the Palace.

Approaching footsteps made him look up to see Abigail enter the dining room. He stood to pull out her chair and she smiled her thanks at him.

“How was the reception?”

“Wonderful. I won’t even start on the food.” She nodded at a servant girl who approached the table with a fresh teapot. “Geon outdid herself.”

Oliver was dying slowly inside at the mention of Geon’s name. It would take him a lifetime to get over the loss. He doubted Geon was even thinking about him. She wasn’t the type of woman to remain idle for long. If Lord Morris was correct, she was probably already fending off the attention of multiple suitors. Most probably younger and or much wealthier than him. Maybe it would help him to get over her if he realised that he really never was a match for her in the first place. Yet, the thought of being with another woman left an unpleasant taste in his mouth. Geon Degas had spoiled him for other women.

“And the baptism?”

He heartily welcomed the change in topic and quickly launched into an account of the previous day’s event. After breakfast, he rushed to get out of the house. Reginald and Charles had agreed to meet for a celebratory lunch. Oliver was quick to suggest another restaurant before his friends could name the Grill. His heart wouldn’t be able to handle the pain of seeing Geon and have her ignore him. Not after everything that had passed between them.

The food at Vauxhall was unexceptional but he managed to force it down. Reginald actually looked pained as he chewed on his pheasant breast.

“No offence, Oli, but we should’ve gone to the Grill. The food is great and we get to catch a glimpse of the magnificent Madame Degas.” He stabbed at the potatoes before dropping his fork with a pitiful sigh and reached for his wine. “I can’t force myself to take another bite.” He sipped on his wine. “How was the baptism? Did the Duke try anything funny? I wouldn’t put anything past that man”

“He didn’t, but that doesn’t mean that he wouldn’t in future, though.” He swallowed a piece of carrot with difficulty. This was pure torture. After having dined at the Grill for over a year and a half, his palate wasn’t accommodating to the food of other restaurants. It lacked something. But what he…

“This food lacks love, I tell you,” Charles huffed finally giving up on his fish dish. “I think we should make this a liquid lunch instead.”

Reginald grinned. “Alison will kill me if I come home drunk. She had hoped to rope me into helping her in her rose garden. I wouldn’t stop you two at all if you want to indulge a little.”

“I’m meeting the in-laws later this afternoon to discuss the sale of their country home.” Charles sat back in his chair. “The older I get; the more London seems too noisy and busy for me. I plan to retire to the countryside one of these days.”

“You? I don’t believe that. You who are allergic to sunlight and birds,” Reginald scoffed.

“Not anymore. The children could do with some wholesome country upbringing before I let them loose in the hedonistic depravity of London society one day. It would make me and the wife sleep better at night knowing we have instilled some principles in our brood.”

Oliver was quiet as he listened. He recalled a conversation a few weeks ago at the Grill about him moving to the countryside. Maybe Charles had something going there. London was too big and dark for his taste, too. He wouldn’t mind a quiet place to raise Eddie one day. That was an idea worth revisiting.

“Rumour has it that there is trouble brewing on the horizon between Spain and France. That’s why the French king is in town. He hopes to find an ally in King George.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that.”

Reginald shrugged. “My brother swore me to secrecy, but it would appear as if some influential person is caught in the crosshairs between the two countries.”

The discussion took a political turn from there and Oliver was happy since it kept his thoughts from straying somewhere else.

***

Anais entered the dining room and came over to whisper in Hirsh’s ear. She left quickly and Hirsh looked up.

“Marlin is not in her room.”

Jane and Geon looked surprised and Hirsh grinned. That could only mean one thing. The newlyweds found their way to each other. With Marlin happily paired up, that only left Geon. The Frenchwoman looked particularly sombre today. It couldn’t be a hangover, since they all went to bed before midnight and the decanter had still been half full. That left only Oliver Potts. Hirsh had seen the way the butch looked at Geon. It was the same way that she looked at Jane.  

Oliver Potts adored Geon and she him. Hirsh could never understand how people could proclaim that love wasn’t enough sometimes. Even she, with her own roving eye, had known deep inside that once she fell in love, all else would fade into nothingness. Love had been the last boundary for her. She had promised herself that she wouldn’t fight it were it to cross her path. And she hadn’t. She had fought hard and won the ultimate prize. Her eyes fell on Jane as she was conversing quietly with Geon.

Love had been both enough and more for her.

Yet, Geon and Oliver’s situation threatened to prove that adage right for now. They loved each other deeply, but Geon’s secret had proved too big to overcome. Maybe time would tell in the end.

“I would love to accompany you. Shall I meet you at the Grill?”

“I won’t be going to the Grill today. Teresa promised to handle it for the day. Instead, I was hoping to see how things are going at the soup kitchen. There are rumours of some disturbances.”

Hirsh, who had been quietly listening in on the conversation between the two women, couldn’t help but get involved.

“What kind of disturbances?”

“After Percy Bannon’s attack, police officers have been raiding taverns in the area looking for the culprits.”

She had grown up in the slums and knew all about police brutality when it came to raids. Her eyes hardened as she thought of all the innocents getting caught in the middle.

“I would like to come with you.” Her mother had been well-loved and after her passing, Hirsh had enjoyed the generosity of the community while she waited for her aunt to make arrangements for her. Many of her childhood friends still resided in the area. She glanced at Jane who smiled at her.

“You go ahead. I’ll visit with Florence after we’ve collected Geon’s dress for the Ball.” She leaned over to peck Hirsh on her cheek. “Just be careful, love.”

“Always.” She drowned in the verdant depths of her beloved’s eyes. “I promise.”

***

“You weren’t serious about what you said last night, were you.”

Florence took her time to chew on a piece of bread. “You’ll have to refresh my memory.” She knew exactly what Chester was referring to. In the light of day, she realised she had let her lover off the hook too easily.

“What you said about following me.”

“Oh, that.” She shrugged. “What do you think?”

The dark eyes narrowed dangerously but Florence stubbornly held the cool gaze.

“You shouldn’t joke about things like that, Florence.”

“Who said I was joking?”

Chester dropped the fork on the plate and moved the tray off her lap so she could stand. She towered over Florence’s prone body for a moment before she began to pace. It was uncommon for her to see the other woman so agitated. Chester rarely, if ever, panicked.

“A ship is not a place for a lady.”

She rolled her eyes. “Then how come you’re there?”

Chester’s mouth fell open in surprise. “What do you mean? I belong on the ship.”

“And I don’t because, according to you, I’m a lady?”

“Well, yes.”

“The same could be said about you. I wasn’t born into nobility, you were.”

The room fell silent as they glared at each other. Florence could see that she had cornered Chester. She could almost see Chester’s mind work behind her opaque gaze, probably regretting ever having told her the truth about her origins.

“You’re being purposefully obtuse, Florence. You know exactly what I meant.”

“Obtuse, you say?” Florence knew she was getting angry, but that had not been her intention when she woke up this morning. Chester had her reasons for not wanting to take her along. Fear of the danger she would face on The Raven was a definite possibility, but if she allowed Chester’s fear to remain unchallenged, then Florence would be expected to make allowances for it every time Chester’s insecurities flared up. Love wasn’t going to be Chester’s comfort zone nor was Florence willing to be turned into a grass widow. Their love should define the fearless spirit they had shown when they decided to embark on this affair. She didn’t expect to accompany her on every voyage, but she wanted to experience the lifestyle so she could assure herself that she hadn’t much to worry about when Chester was away from her. The world may tremble at the mere mention of Cinnabar but, to her, Chester was a normal, flesh and blood woman whom she loved dearly. The anger abruptly dissipated. It would only escalate the situation now. She needed a different approach—one coated in stealth and cordiality.

“You’re right, I’m being obtuse.”

The dark eyes widened slightly from their narrow glare and Chester looked downright disturbed.

“What does that mean?”

Florence almost laughed at the suspicious tone. Obviously, this was a situation that the pirate was unaccustomed to.

“What I mean, is that I understand your fear, especially since you’ll already have a baby on board that would need your protection.”

To say Chester was shocked was an understatement. The woman was stunned as she gaped at her. She mentally crossed her fingers, even as she experienced a sliver of guilt at her masterful manipulation of her lover.

All’s fair in love and war.

***

Marlin’s eyes flickered open to encounter wide dark ones and for a moment she was confused as to her location. Then it struck her.

She was married!

And the eyes staring back at her belonged to her new bride. A slow smile quirked at the corner of her lips. She had slept through the night. There were no night terrors.

“Good morning.”

Marlin stretched languidly. “I believe it is.” She reached out and cupped Catherine’s cheek. “How did you sleep?”

“I overslept.”

She chuckled. “Better get used to it then, Mrs West. Until you decide what you want to do with your life, you’re going to be a woman of leisure.” Catherine wanted to protest. “Your duties will include making sure that the baby is healthy and that you’re happy. Anything else, I’ll handle.” The dark eyes grew damp and she gently pulled Catherine close until her head rested on her chest. “You’ve done enough crying for a lifetime, Catherine.”

The woman’s arms tightened around him. They needed to talk soon about where Catherine hoped to settle down until the baby was born. She didn’t relish the idea of having that discussion so soon after their agreement last night, but she didn’t want to deceive Catherine any longer either.

“There are a few urgent things we need to discuss, but the most crucial now is for you to go shopping to get everything you might need for you and the baby.” Catherine lifted her head to look into her eyes. “Anything you want.”  

Marlin found she loved the idea of providing for Catherine. Her practice in Plymouth was simply a front to spy on the royal navy and their pursuit of The Raven’s crew. At least now, her vast accumulated wealth could be spent on something instead of gathering dust in a dugout at her West Indies plantation.

With more peaceful nights like the previous one, she could apply her mind to thinking of some investment opportunities for Catherine and the baby. She could even buy a house here in London since Catherine and the child wouldn’t always be travelling with them.

She didn’t know how long they would still operate on the high seas, but Marlin was sure that she wasn’t going to leave her sisters to their own devices.

***

Catherine lay in silence as she listened to the heartbeat of her spouse. When she had stirred this morning and found herself wrapped in the strong arms of Marlin, her first reaction had been panic, until she had felt the soft mounds under her cheek. Marlin had removed the restrictive dressing when she had finally agreed to share the bed, but had kept the rest of her clothing on. That had both frustrated and endeared her further to the woman.

After Anne’s subtle advice to make her interest known to Marlin early on, she had not been averse to the idea of seduction had Marlin decided to undress for bed. Yet, her spouse had proven once again how honourable he was and Catherine would choose that above anything else.

“Where would you want to live?”

Catherine frowned. What did that mean? Where they not going to live together? In Plymouth? She lifted her head. “I assumed we would be living together?”

Marlin held her gaze. “We will for most of the time.”

For most of the time? Alarmed, Catherine sat up and brushed the hair out of her face. Next to her, Marlin slowly threw her legs out of the bed and sat with her back to her. The air in the room had grown tense. Something big was afoot and Catherine was scared. Her feeling that this was all too good to be true, was about to be confirmed. Marlin sighed and got to her feet. Her beautiful silver eyes, which hadn’t been sad for a while now, were dark with emotion.

“I have to tell you something about me, Catherine. I wish could’ve told you earlier, but everything happened so fast and I never found the time or place to talk to you about this.”

Catherine swallowed nervously. “What do you want to tell me, Marlin?”

“I’m not really a doctor.” Her eyes widened at that and Marlin quickly continued. “That came out wrong. I am a trained doctor. What I meant was that I ply my trade aboard a ship.”

She was a ship’s doctor. Catherine felt herself relax. Well, that explained the question as to where she would want to live. Of course, she couldn’t live on a naval ship with her spouse. It also made sense why Marlin was stationed in Plymouth, near the naval base.

“I understand.” She smiled. Plymouth could be a good place to raise their child and she could take up teaching again. “If you’re stationed in Plymouth then I think we should make our home there.”

Instead of relief at her answer, Marlin appeared even tenser. She came to sit on the bed next to Catherine. Up close, she could see the distress in Marlin’s eyes. Catherine realised that she had missed something.

“You’re scaring me, Marlin.”

“Catherine, I work on a pirate ship.”

***

“I’ve asked around and found that the young blonde girl who was here is Paul Graves’ granddaughter and heiress to his fortune.” The man’s voice grew higher with excitement. “She is almost as rich if not richer than the royal family. If you play your cards right and ditch that god-awful dress, you could set yourself up nicely.”

Chester pursed her lips as she stood in the hallway with the tray. Elodie had reason to distrust the man. Mason Stafford was a money leech. She hadn’t been happy when Florence informed her that her father had taken up residence here and would be staying for a while. There was no way she could live under the same roof with him and not harm him. Maybe she needed to find alternative accommodations for the time being.

“Now, do you see?” She turned to find Elodie standing behind her. “That man is like a disease. He’ll create havoc before he leaves here.”

With a mumbled curse, Chester handed Florence’s breakfast tray to her. She needed to talk to Florence about her father and inform Hirsh. Israel had been warned off Florence already and if he chose to participate in Stafford’s schemes, she wouldn’t be able to protect him. There was no doubt that Hirsh would kill him and that needed to be avoided.

Florence was sitting up in bed reading through her correspondence when she entered. Her golden gaze grew wary when Chester closed the door behind her. Their earlier discussion had ended abruptly when Elodie arrived with the correspondence and a lot was still left unsaid.

“We need to talk about your father.”

Florence dropped the letter in her hand with a sigh. “What did he do this time?”

Chester informed her about what she had overheard as she was on her way to the kitchen. The man was shameless to discuss something like that openly in the dining room where anyone could hear.

“Hirsh is going to kill them both,” Florence muttered and bit down on her lip before she looked at Chester. “What should I do? My father will travel to Scotland soon, but that still leaves Israel.”

“Keep him away from Jane or tell him directly that he is courting death by even considering accosting her.” Chester was getting frustrated with the situation. Everything had been perfect until the two Americans showed up. Now Florence was acting impulsive and wanting to accompany her on The Raven. She also wasn’t subtle in her scheming of getting Chester to cave to her request.

“I’ll talk to Israel. Maybe I could send him ahead to the Hampton Estate.” Chester’s eyes bulged at the idea of having Israel at the estate alone with Florence when The Raven arrived. Florence held up her hand to stop any protest. “Just for now. It will keep him away from Jane.”

Chester’s eyes narrowed slightly. Was Florence manipulating her again? She knew that Chester wouldn’t want Israel at the estate with her—alone.

“What are you doing, Florence?”

The innocent puzzlement in golden eyes made her curse softly. The woman was cunning!

“Why…What are you talking about?”

“You know what you’re doing, but let me tell you you’re playing with fire.” Chester stalked closer to the bed. “I will hurt Israel and it’ll be on your conscience.”

Florence quickly sobered up. “You won’t.”

“I will.”

They glared at each other in silence.

“Why are you doing this? Why do I have to fight so hard for our love? For you?”

The words, uttered in such a helpless tone, rocked Chester and she blinked. Was that really what she had been doing? Was she unconsciously erecting obstructions in their path to eternal bliss? Looking at a miserable Florence, she realised that she had been controlling everything in the relationship since the moment Florence had allowed her into her heart. She was the one who decided how Florence should conduct herself in public with her. And Florence was the one fighting to break through that barrier every time to acknowledge their love. Leaving Florence behind was once again Chester’s idea, because she, selfishly, decided that she didn’t want Florence to see her in her guise as Cinnabar. It all stressed just how much harder she was making it for Florence to fully love her. Instead of revelling in the knowledge that a magnificent woman like that loved her and wasn’t ashamed to let the world know about them, she was the one forcing them deeper into the shadows. Shame burned through her as she broke the stare and lowered her head.

“Chester?”

The soft call made her sigh. “I’m sorry.”

“Come to me, Chester.” She looked up and saw the outstretched hand. “Come, my love.” She moved closer and was pulled down onto the bed. “I don’t know what happened just now, but I could see something swirling in your eyes. Whatever is it you’re thinking, it’s not true.”

Chester snorted. “You didn’t even know what I was thinking?”

“I don’t have to. I can sense your mood change.” She smiled. “I wish I could be sorry for pushing you to take me along, but I’m not. It’s imperative for me to see for myself that you are taking care of yourself and will return to me every time.” Her alarm must’ve shown for Florence ran her finger over lips. “I have an idea of what your life entails, darling. I know that part of your reputation is well-earned.”

“You might not like me after you’ve seen it all.”

Her remark was met with a deep, breath-stealing kiss. Florence’s eyes were serious as they searched hers. 

“Then I would be a very stupid woman and deserving of the horrible, lonely life that would follow if I let you slip through my fingers.”


VII

The stretching silence was nerve-racking and Geon sat ramrod straight as she waited. Everyone, but Chester, was present. Geon envied her friend at that moment. To go through this a second time was simply too much for her.

“I’m…I can’t believe it,” Catherine stuttered as her wide eyes swept over them for probably the hundredth time in an hour. “You all look so…so normal.” Hirsh growled under her breath and Catherine’s eyes grew even wider. “I…I didn’t mean it as an insult,” she added quickly. The poor girl struggled to look at Hirsh and Jane quickly stepped in. Wonderful, beautiful Jane.

“Tell her you understand,” she whispered at Hirsh. When Hirsh hesitated, Jane pinched her thigh causing Hirsh to squeal. Catherine gaped at Jane in utter horror.

“I know how… different it must be to meet us like this, but I can assure you that we understand your …uh…” Hirsh looked around at them all. “… surprise.”

Geon watched Catherine closely. At this stage, Oliver had been pale as a ghost and struggling to speak. In the end, she had watched helplessly as he had left. It still hurt to think back to that night. Catherine was doing really well. Considering she was facing them all at once. 

“You’re not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?” Marlin asked with a teasing smile. “We rarely walk around with blood-soaked clothing and…”

“Marlin! For heaven’s sake,” Geon quickly interrupted. She didn’t want to run the risk of scaring the girl off. They didn’t know her well, but she was good for Marlin and on a selfish note, she was looking forward to having a baby amongst them. A leftover yearning lodged there by her fleeting anticipation of raising Eddie with Oliver. She slowly approached Catherine and smiled as the wide-eyed stare raked over her. “I know it’s a lot to take in now, but we’ll give you some time to process it all. All we expect from you is to exercise some discretion.” The younger woman blinked rapidly. “Could you do that?”

“Yes.”  She turned to Marlin. “Does that mean I’m a pirate, too?”

Marlin shrugged and Geon was surprised by how rather blasé Marlin was about the whole issue. She used to be the leading voice of caution amongst them all, but meeting Catherine Poole had brought about a change in her.

“You can decide for yourself. If you plan to stay with us, I don’t see why not.” 

Catherine blinked again. Geon saw her ponder the remark. “Well, I think I like the idea of raising my child on a ship.”

The overwhelming sense of relief that flowed through the room was surprising. Geon had thought she was the only one anxiously awaiting Catherine’s decision. Jane stood and pulled Hirsh up with her. The action was closely watched by Catherine. It would probably be a good idea not to be seen in public with Catherine for a while until their newest family member had become adjusted to their identities. She was charmed by the sight of Catherine reaching for Marlin’s hand as they left the study together. Maybe she had underestimated the young woman. She would fit in well.

***

Huge, crystal chandeliers lit up the ballroom; making everything sparkle dramatically and added to the atmosphere, which crackled with anticipation. It always was the case when the ton came out in numbers to showcase their wealth and status. The event had scarcely begun and already cliques were forming. To one side the older titled men were in serious talks with each other while their wives were eying their daughters closely to see who they paired up with and whether the pairing was advantageous or not. The coming out season had introduced several beauties and the queen, a hopeless romantic, had included the debutants in her invitation tonight. A separate group of young ladies were standing in small clusters, flirting outrageously with their male counterparts from behind their fans, whilst keeping their eyes on the group of visiting French dignitaries. Torrid, no-strings affairs were commonplace at such events and before the night was over, enough fodder would be created for the gossipmongers to keep London buzzing for a month at the very least.

From where he stood at the punch bowl, Oliver watched with mild amusement as both young men and rich widowers fell over themselves to get the blushing debutantes’ attention, queuing to fill their dance cards. It was still early, but soon after the dancing and when the French champagne starts to kick in, this prim and proper façade would fade and tipsy couples would seek out the dark privacy of the gardens. The first notes of a waltz filled the room and Oliver sighed.

And so, it begins.

The melodic opening to a night of utter debauchery.

Couples moved towards the dance floor and the onlookers edged closer to watch. Oliver loved to dance but rarely did so at these events. Dealing with the resultant rumours the next day was rather unpleasant. He had to face down many spouses and partners over the years, who had placed too much stock in the gossips. He had learned to keep to himself or only danced with women he trusted would not exaggerate their interaction afterwards. He watched over the rim of his glass as the dance floor steadily filled up. Maybe he would make an exception tonight and ask a few ladies to dance. The alternative was to drink himself into a stupor and that would simply not do. Nor could he afford to alienate His Majesty in that way. The king had been impressed when his French counterpart had requested a meeting with Oliver. Anything that could further enhance King George’s position as a world leader on all fronts, was to be kept close and amplified. Thus, him getting drunk tonight would be a national shame.

There was a commotion to the side of the dance floor and a well-dressed, stately couple stepped onto the dance floor. Their presence set off a flurry of whispers. The man turned his head and Oliver grimaced when he recognized the haughty features of Pierre Caron. The Frenchman was dressed in a brilliant blue and silver outfit that fit his tall well-defined frame perfectly. His dark hair glowed under the brilliant light and his handsome face was smug as he skilfully led his companion into the waltz. Oliver noticed that the gliding couple elicited varied expressions of admiration and envy. Caron twirled his dance partner with exaggerated flair and Oliver’s heart stopped mid-beat as he caught sight of the woman’s face.

Geon!

What was she…? Of course, she had been invited. That was the reason Caron had given when he stopped by the Grill the last time. How could he have forgotten? And now that pompous ass had asked her out to the Ball. What a missed opportunity on his side.

Geon looked spectacular.

Her gleaming copper locks tumbled down her exposed shoulders and contrasted beautifully with the blindingly white gown. The low-cut design of the dress showed off her long, graceful neck and Oliver’s gaze trailed down the milky white column to stop at her impressive bosom. She looked like a fallen angel. Exquisite and dangerous. Oliver felt like crying. For he was looking at a woman who was worth more than anything he possessed—his life included.

“Oh, my world, Oliver!” Lady Veronica exclaimed as she suddenly appeared next to him. Her eyes were fixed on the dancing couple. “Someone just told me that was Geon Degas. She’s…she’s gorgeous!”

Oliver wanted to respond, but the overwhelming sense of loss at that moment robbed him of the ability to form any words. With one last look at Geon, he placed the glass on the table and walked away. Behind him, he could hear Lady Veronica call out for him, but he pushed forward towards the nearest exit. 

***

Geon was relieved when the dance ended and Pierre led her off the dance floor. She wasn’t a shy person, but that didn’t mean that she liked being paraded before a throng of people. She responded to the many smiles and greetings as she walked past, praying for a quiet corner where she could regain her balance.

“Shall I get you something to drink? Champagne, perhaps?” Pierre gallantly offered and she nodded. She wished to be alone for a while, but her wish wasn’t granted when, as soon as Pierre left her side, an elderly gentleman made his way over to her. He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place where she had met him before.

“Ms Degas.” He bowed before her and gave her a warm smile. “Lord Edgar Morris, at your service.”

“Lord Morris.” She returned his smile. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, milord. It’s especially an honour to meet Eddie’s grandfather.” Her smile deepened when the man’s eyes warmed with pride. He was the epitome of a delighted grandfather. Oliver had a lot of good things to say about the man and from the open gaze and genuine smile, she agreed with him. Lord Morris was indeed a rarity in this pretentious mob.

“Yes, he is a gift that we had never foreseen, all thanks to Mr Potts.” His smile faltered a little. “Ms Degas, I have a favour to ask of you that I hope you would be graceful enough to grant.”

Geon couldn’t think of any reason why such a powerfully connected nobleman would want to talk to her unless it pertained to an event that needed her catering skills. Although now wasn’t a time for business dealings, she found that she couldn’t say no to the man. She nodded.

“What can I do for you, milord?”

“I was hoping to steal a few minutes of your time to discuss an important issue with you.”

“Consider your wish granted, milord.”

He smiled broadly and held out his arm. “You are too kind, madam.” He led her away and she smiled inwardly when she caught sight of Pierre as he was on his way back to her. He looked livid. Served him right for ambushing her earlier. He simply rushed her carriage and attached himself to her without asking her if she wished to be paired with him.

***

Oliver looked up at the sound of footsteps and closed his eyes when he saw Lady Veronica rounding the rosebush that concealed the bench he had found. He had hoped for some privacy to collect himself before he went in search of the noblewoman to apologise. She paused before she approached him.

“I’ve suspected for some time that something was wrong, but you kept telling me otherwise.” She took a seat on the bench next to him. A moment of silence hung between them. “As the mother of only daughters, I’ve unconsciously conditioned myself to not consider the feelings of men too much. They, after all, live in a world created by and moulded to their will. My daughters, and even I, can’t say the same.”

Oliver sat with his head bent, listening.

“That was until I met you. You reversed everything I was taught to be on the lookout for as the mother of daughters. A breath of fresh air in a world of disloyalty and exploitation.” Oliver’s battle to hold back his tears failed when the woman placed her hand over his and squeezed gently. “You and my Edgar are the best I’ve ever seen of the male species and you give me hope that my daughters will find their soulmates one day.”

If only she knew what a fraud he was, Oliver thought as a tear fell on their joined hands. The older woman leaned against him and Oliver found that he welcomed the gentle caress.

“I refuse to believe that beautiful girl hasn’t seen through all the rumours to your heart. The way you spoke of her showed how much you love her and a man can only speak about a woman that way if she returned that love wholeheartedly.”

Oliver cleared his throat. “She wouldn’t want me anymore. I’ve squandered all the chances I’ve had with her.” His heart ached as the words fell from his lips. He would give anything for just one last chance.

“Ah, then you don’t know much about love, dear Oliver. It’s surprising what it can withstand. She’ll come around; just give her time.”

The woman’s optimism threatened to infect him, but the memory of a crumpled note in the desk drawer in his study quickly made him reconsider. He reached for his handkerchief and wiped at his eyes. He had tried hard not to cry for there was no way he could explain it away. Men didn’t cry. His father’s words still echoed through his mind as he whipped his backside.

Steeling himself, he looked at Lady Veronica and almost cried again when he saw the tenderness in her eyes. She gave him a small smile.

“You’re worth fighting for and I think she knows that too.”

He smiled weakly. “From your lips to God’s ears, milady.”

She cupped his cheek and stood when footsteps approached their position. A couple came around the rosebush and Oliver shot to his feet when he recognised the newcomers, especially the woman.

“Geon!”

She looked just as stunned to see him.

***

“My sincerest apologies for the ruse, Ms Degas,” Lord Morris said drawing Geon’s attention from Oliver to him. He gave her a sheepish smile. “If you want to blame someone, blame my wife for sending me on the errand.”

“Pshaw! Whoever alleged men were the braver of the sexes, needs to be knocked on their backside.” The elderly woman approached them and held out her hand as she watched Geon with sharp blue eyes. “You truly are a beauty, child.”

Geon blinked at the woman, wondering how her night had taken such a quick turn into a surreal state. She bowed her head.

“Thank you, milady.”

The woman smiled and cocked her head. “I hope you’ll not hold it against my husband for having lured you here under a false pretence. Will you tell me what ruse he used to entice you to accompany him?”

Geon glanced at the scoffing man next to her. “Food, milady.”

The woman threw her head back and laughed. Geon didn’t have to wait long for the woman to sober up. “I, personally, find men to be very uncomplicated, Ms Degas. We, as women, give them too much credit for being these complex, invincible beings.” Lord Morris growled and his wife shushed him gently. “They don’t always know what they want and in trying to appear that they do, can bungle things up even further.” She turned to look at Oliver and Geon followed her gaze. Oliver looked apprehensive; his eyes dark in a pale face. “Oliver may not know what he wants, but I can assure you that his heart does. Any woman would be a fool to give up on the opportunity to be loved by him. Especially you, Ms Degas.” She smiled at Geon before she stepped around her. “For propriety’s sake, we’ll wait for you around the corner.”

The older couple ambled away and Geon turned to Oliver. He looked guilty and his eyes now had a suspicious sheen in them that looked very much like unshed tears.

“What are you doing, Oliver?” she asked quietly.

He sighed and sat down. “I’m sorry.”

Geon walked over to stand in front of him, forcing him to look up at her with anguished eyes. “We can’t keep doing this.”

“I know, but I can’t stop thinking about you.” Geon’s heart almost broke at the forlorn note in his voice. “I ache for you every second of every day. And then you threw away my note.”

The ice blue eyes widened in shock. “How…? I don’t understand.”

“The seamstress found it in her shop.”

Geon shook her head. “I dropped it by accident, I didn’t throw it away.” She frowned. “Even so, we can’t be together.” She should leave before she couldn’t find the strength to do so. Oliver’s hand shot out and grabbed hers as she turned to leave.

“Don’t go.” She looked at him and felt her own eyes well up at the sight of his tear-filled eyes. “Please.”

Without thinking, she stepped closer and slipping her hands into his hair, pulled his head against her stomach. She felt his desperate grip on her hips as he pressed his face into her stomach and took a shuddering breath.

“I have to go.” She whispered. “I’m doing this for you, Oliver.”

“But I don’t want to lose you,” he muttered against her stomach. “I don’t know how to begin to live without you.”

Tears blinded her sight as she caressed his hair. She wanted to say, me too, but knew that it would only complicate the situation further. She blinked to clear her eyes lest she ruins her makeup and stepped away from him.

“You’ll have to find a way.” She turned on her heel and rushed away, past the older couple and as far away as she could from Oliver. She didn’t care if she got lost in the vast garden, someone was bound to find her and steer her back to the ballroom. As she rounded a hedge, she ran into a solid form and looked up to find Pierre staring at her with concern.

“Geon, what…?”

“Not now, Pierre, please.”

He nodded and looked over her shoulder before she took her hand. “Let’s go get something to drink.”

She could do with something to drink and some noise. At least the music would suppress the sound of her heart breaking.

***

Florence smiled at the young woman, utterly delighted by her. She was young, but exuded a maturity that Florence had seen in very few young women of that age. But what did she expect from the author of the enlightening Innominate? She quickly looked away from the woman in case her thoughts were visible on her face. Marlin gave her a knowing look and she blushed.

“What does Abigail have to say about your recovery? Is she satisfied?”

Abigail had been around earlier this morning, but left quickly when she received a note from Geon. But she had seemed pleased with her progress.

“She said she would remove the bandages tomorrow to test my range of motion.”

“Are you experiencing any pain at the breaks?”

Florence looked down at her bandaged legs. “Not so much.” She was glad Chester wasn’t here.

“Would you mind if I take a look?”

She nodded. Marlin carried a lot of clout with both Chester and Abigail. They would be pleased to know that another set of eyes had examined her injuries.

“Jane, from what I’ve heard you’re an old hand at this. Will you help me with…?”

“No need to overburden such a beautiful lady.” Florence’s head snapped to the door where her father stood. “Israel will help you.” Her father smiled broadly, his eyes not leaving Jane.

Israel smiled awkwardly as he stepped into the room. Florence groaned softly when she noticed that Israel was dressed in a suit. Chester had warned her. She noticed that Marlin was unnaturally still as she stared at the two newcomers.

“Marlin, may I introduce you to my father, Mason Stafford.” She saw her father hesitate. “Father, meet Dr Marlin West and his wife, Catherine.” Her father held out his hand and turned to smile at Catherine. Still, Marlin appeared tense.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Doctor.”

“Mr Stafford,” Marlin said quietly in response and turned to look at Israel. Florence rushed to introduce the two. The air in the room grew even edgier as the two watched each other.

“Thank you for your offer, but Jane has done this before and it’s important that we not cause the Viscountess further harm in the process.”

“Oh, but I can assure you that Israel is quite an adept young man,” her father pressed on. Chester had been right. Her father’s presence here would only lead to trouble.

“Marlin, Jane and Catherine, would you give me a moment with my father and Israel.”

The three left without any question and Florence turned to her father, who was frowning at her.

“I’ve warned you about my rules and how I prefer to run my house.” Her father pursed his lips. “You leave me no other choice but to ask you leave, Father.”

“What?” His moustache shook with the force of his reaction. “You’re kicking me out for innocently offering Israel’s services?”

She ignored him and turned to Israel. “If you’re going to go through with my father’s hare-brained scheme to seduce my friend, you’ll do so at your own peril. She is NOT available.”

While Israel appeared sheepish, her father’s face was red with anger.

“I’ll pay for a week’s accommodation at the Gentleman’s Club, but you’ll be on your own from there.” She waited for his response. When none was forthcoming, she turned her focus back to Israel. “I don’t trust you not to stir up trouble while you’re here, Israel. You haven’t been forthcoming about the reason for your visit. Until I know more, I suggest you take up residence somewhere else.” She was relieved to see shame colouring Israel’s features before he nodded.

“I understand.” He glanced at her father and then back at her. “I apologise for my role in what has just transpired. If it suits you, I would like to make an appointment to see you at your earliest convenience to discuss my plans for my stay in England.”

“If you leave your address, I’ll have a message delivered for you.”

Both men filed out of the room and she lay back, mentally exhausted. It wasn’t fun to have kicked out her father, but his plotting was dangerous and could get someone hurt.

“Are you all right?”

She opened her eyes to find Jane standing in the doorway. She waved her in.

“Yes. Please, come in.”

***

Hirsh gently rolled the man over so Abigail could examine the bruise on his side. She prodded the area and the patient moaned softly.

“I apologise for hurting you, but I need to determine if your ribs have been injured.”

The man nodded and Hirsh bristled at the agony on the man’s face. She knew her rage was impotent for no amount of anger could stop these injustices from happening.  

“This is going to hurt.” Abigail gave her a warning glance and she tightened her grip on the man. When she touched around the discoloured area, the young man howled in pain, trying to move away from Abigail’s touch. With his cries echoing in her ears, Hirsh made a promise to make someone pay for this. She had accompanied Geon this morning only to be confronted with a community that had been terrorised for the past few days. The women and children were scared to leave their homes fearing the private security force sent into the area at the request of Lord Herbert Bannon, the Duke of Kempton. Men of all ages had been harassed, beaten up and threatened in the nobleman’s quest to find those responsible for his son’s attack. This young man was one of too many injured she had helped onto the table for treatment this day.

“Hirsh. Hirsh!”

She blinked. “Yes.”

“He lost consciousness from the pain. I count at least one broken rib. The others could be cracked.” She rummaged through her doctor’s bag and pulled out a roll of bandages. “I’ll need another set of hands here.”

“Can I help?”

The quiet voice made them turned to the door of the makeshift examination room. Jeremiah was shrugging out of his jacket and Hirsh noticed the slight grimace as he moved his shoulder.

“Yes. Come here.” Abigail waved him over. When he stood next to her, she pulled him close and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “Thank you for being here.” She kissed him again before she handed him the bandage. They worked together in silence using the time to bind the man’s chest while he was unconscious. When they were done, Hirsh carried the man to the main room where his family waited with him until he regained consciousness. She returned to the examination room to find Jeremiah alone and rubbing his injured shoulder. Hirsh turned to leave.

“Hirsh, could we talk for a moment?”

She turned back. Jeremiah’s gaze was open and direct.

“I wished I could apologise for my hasty reaction but I can’t. My service in His Majesty’s army and my loyalty to my oath as a soldier provoked my reaction. But the civilian in me should’ve recognised you for the humanitarian you are.” He threw his arms wide including the examination room. “You and the others are fighting the battles that those in power are stirring up. I regret not realising that before I acted on my instincts.” He held out his hand. “I hope we can move beyond this and find common ground again.”

Hirsh kept her expression neutral, but on the inside she was jubilant. Jane wouldn’t have to choose between the two of them. The guilt had been eating away at her. She took the offered hand.

“Water under the bridge.”

Jeremiah smiled tightly. “What’s going to happen now?” Hirsh frowned. “I know you’re planning something in retaliation.”

She watched him closely. He met her gaze head-on. “Chester is assessing the situation as we speak.” If Jeremiah knew her as well as she thought he did, then he should know that sending Chester to evaluate the state of affairs was like sending in a hammer to deal with some stubborn nails. The flash of understanding in the grey eyes proved her point.

“I see.”

Their conversation was interrupted when Abigail entered, barking orders. “We have two men with fractures. I need them brought in here.”

They quickly jumped into action.

***

The evening had lost its lustre for Oliver as he kept to the fringes of the venue, nibbling on the food that was on offer and sipping from a champagne glass. He hadn’t been gone long, having reluctantly returned to the ballroom at the request of Lady Veronica, to find that the partygoers had started to loosen up to some extent. The tower of champagne glasses had noticeably shrunk and the noise level was up a notch or two. The king and queen had joined the party while they were gone and Oliver noticed the queen watching the happenings with a hawk-eye. She was known for her matchmaking and was obviously on the lookout for a new challenge.

Oliver was circling back to the buffet table, but noticed a gaggle of young women standing there, throwing stealthy looks his way. He grimaced and was debating whether to head towards them or take a detour when, out of the corner of his eye, a flash of white caught his attention.

Pierre was leading Geon back onto the dance floor to the chagrin of a number of male admirers glaring at the smug chef. Geon, on the other hand, appeared serene as she gracefully allowed herself to be led. There was a slight stiffness in her bearing and Oliver knew that she was simply indulging Caron, who he was sure, was using Geon to show off to Geon’s admirers. They looked great together as they danced to the music. Geon’s moves were graceful, her long neck slightly titled to show an elegant arch. Was it only a few days ago that he had run his lips down the smooth column as his hips wedged tightly between her legs? He could do that because she had been his then. They were going to spend the rest of their lives together. The image of the dancing couple grew hazy and Oliver turned away as he blinked rapidly to stop the tears forming in his eyes.

He walked over to the table, which, thanks to Geon and Pierre’s magnetic appeal, had attracted the women’s attention. As he was stuffing pieces of food into his mouth to keep himself from being drawn back to watch the couple on the dancefloor, he felt a presence sidle up to him. Lord and Lady Morris had joined him and were silently offering their support. After Geon’s departure, Lady Morris had done the unexpected and had embraced him briefly before she had talked him into re-joining the party.

“This is unacceptable,” the older woman snapped and Oliver saw her turn to her husband. He reached for a fresh glass of champagne but just as he was about to lift it to his lips, Lady Veronica snatched it from his grasp. She pressed something in his hand and Oliver’s eyes grew wide as saucers.

“Go,” she ordered and when he hesitated, she gently pushed him forward. “Nooow!”

His heart began to race as he stared at the older woman, catching her husband’s expression over her shoulder. Lord Morris looked slightly apprehensive, but he nodded. Oliver turned to face the dancefloor and the dancing couple. It felt as if he was walking on air as he approached them. Caron saw him first and the irritation on the man’s face was evident. But a breach of etiquette would not be tolerated, especially not with the royal couple in attendance.

He came to a stop behind Geon and Caron gave him a death glare as he slowed them to a halt and stepped back. Oliver was almost faint from trepidation as Geon turned around and saw him. Her eyes widened in shock.

“Oliver?”

It was now or never!

He fell to his knee and stared up at her. Almost instantaneously the music stopped, followed by a collective gasp from the attendees.

He opened his hand to reveal the ring in his palm.

“Geon Degas, will you please marry me?”


VIII

Chester felt the cartilage in the man’s nose give with a satisfying crunch and with a sharp kick in the ribs brought her opponent to his knees. She had to stop herself from grinning wildly at the exhilaration coursing through her. It had been a while since she had been put to work by Hirsh and to say that she loved her assignment was a gross understatement. She rubbed her hands together as she stepped over the five bodies sprawled around her. Just like she had appeared, she faded back into the shadows and made her way down the muddy alleys away from the dense, dilapidated homes towards the informal business section that would lead her out of the slum.

She stopped abruptly and listened. The sound of voices carried on the night air. Crude cussing could be heard followed by the sound of blows landing.

“Enough, Ian. He’s not moving anymore.”

“He could be fooling us and once we turn our backs run off to those government thugs and turn us in,” a second voice said.

“Which, thanks to your dumb ass, is the reason why those guys are here harassing us.”

“How was I to know the damn dandy was a Duke’s son. He wasn’t supposed to be here in the first place.” The man sounded defensive.

“And stabbing him in the back makes that alright? You’re an …” The man’s words died in his throat as he keeled over, out cold. Chester had heard enough and this time her anger was directed at these miscreants whose utter stupidity had upended the lives of an already struggling community.

“Who the…?” The second man tried to run, but she kicked his feet out from under him as she stepped out of the shadows. A third man threw his hands up and stared at her. In the dim lighting, she could see the white of his eyes showing.

“I didn’t do nothing, I swear.” In response, Chester glanced at the men on the ground. “We was just settling a score. Their…their kind they’ve been getting rich off the backs of us.”

Chester touched the man with her foot. He wasn’t moving. “What’s your name?”

“Ian Petty.”

What an apt name, Chester thought. She nodded her head in the direction of the other two men. “And theirs?”

“George Smith and Lionel Harris.”

Her hand shot out and the man squeaked in fear as she dragged him closer. “If you’ve given me wrong names, I’ll have you know that I don’t forget a face. I’ll find you and I’ll skin you alive, you hear.” He nodded jerkily. “Good. Now come tomorrow morning, I want you to turn yourselves in for the attack on the Marques.” The man frowned and Chester shook him so hard, his eyes almost rolled back in their sockets. “I will not repeat myself, Ian. Believe me; you would rather have the authorities looking for you than have me coming after you. I won’t show you any mercy.”

She pushed him away from her and walked over to the victim. His face was too bloody to make out the features.

“Who’s this?”

“An old drunk. Taylor. Jessop Taylor.”

Chester pursed her lips.

***

The silence was so deep Geon was sure everyone in attendance could hear her heartbeat as she stared in mute shock at Oliver.

“Merde!” Pierre hissed from somewhere. “What is this?”

Geon couldn’t take her eyes off the kneeling butch. Oliver’s eyes were wide and frightened, and she was sure she had the same expression on her face. This wasn’t good. She couldn’t afford this kind of exposure. That realisation made her angry.

“Are you mad?” she hissed under her breath.

“I’m asking you to marry me.”

She gaped at him. He must be drunk, she concluded. He may have tried to avoid looking at her after their meeting in the garden, but she had been aware of his every move since he returned to the ballroom. He had quite a few glasses of champagne as he had worked his way around the large venue.

“You’re drunk.”

He swallowed and a fine sheen of sweat had formed on his upper lip. “Perhaps.”

What kind of answer was that? Geon was tempted to give in to her frustration and push him over with her foot, but the idea of humiliating him like that in front of everyone left a bitter taste in her mouth.

Despite everything, she adored him with all her heart.

But she wasn’t going to marry him. His desperation was forcing him to make rash decisions which she knew would only end up hurting them both. There was some murmuring and the crowd parted.

The queen was making her way over to them. Geon quickly curtsied as she waited for the queen to reach them.

“And here I thought the evening would be a boring meet and greet,” she purred softly. “Up. Both of you.” They complied, but kept their gazes lowered.

Geon had never met the queen before, but had heard that she was a courageous woman who kept the king on his toes. It was rumoured that she had given him some ultimatums which if not met, would see her publicly divorce the king and return to her native Germany. One of the ultimatums included the king allowing her to take lovers should she so choose. She could feel the older woman’s eyes raking over her.

“Ms Degas, I must admit that a meeting was long overdue. I probably shouldn’t admit it, but I’ve sampled some of your dishes on a few occasions.” An audible gasp came from the onlookers and the woman chuckled. “See, I said I shouldn’t have admitted it. But I did and that’s beside the point. Look at me. You too, Mr Potts.”

The woman’s hazel eyes were intense as she watched them. A slow smile formed on her round face.

“If you listen carefully, Mr Potts, I’m sure you can hear hearts breaking, now that you’re off the market.”

Geon’s frustration grew at what the queen implied. She hadn’t even accepted the proposal yet, but the queen had just decided for her.

“Oh, but she hasn’t accepted yet, Your Majesty.”

Geon glanced at Pierre. He had a thunderous look on his face that the smile he directed at the queen couldn’t even hide.

“Here in England, the asking is simply a formality, Monsieur Caron. He already has his answer. Don’t you, Mr Potts?”

Oliver turned to her. He had the caution to look guilty. “Do I, Ms Degas?”

Geon fixed a smile on her face and nodded. “Indeed, you do, Mr Potts.”

The queen threw her arms wide in delight. “There you have it.” She turned to the crowd. “I have the pleasure to officially announce the engagement of Mr Oliver Potts to Ms Geon Degas.”

A smattering of applause followed the announcement. A sly look came into the queen’s eyes as she leaned closer to Geon.

“He’s a much better catch than your countryman, Ms Degas. The English may take a moment to warm up, but once heated; their ardour is not easily doused.”

Geon found herself blushing deeply at the queen’s not so subtle innuendo. She took both Geon and Oliver’s hands and brought them together.

“Your first dance as a betrothed couple commences now.” With a wink at Geon, she and her entourage of ladies-in-waiting made their way back to the dais. Geon felt a slight tremor go through Oliver’s hand and looked at him.

“Shall we?” he asked softly.

The dance was long. That was all she remembered of the rest of the night.

***

Jeremiah looked up when Chester entered the room. Her face was emotionless as she carried an unconscious man in her arms.

“He was attacked by a group of thieves.”

Abigail moved over to a second table. “Bring him over here.” The gentleness with which Chester placed the man on the table was not missed by Jeremiah. Nor the almost protective stance she took as she stood over him while Abigail wet a cloth to wipe his face. Jeremiah studied the man closely. He was older, maybe in his early or mid-sixties; with grey hair and a beard. Very nondescript. Abigail finished her examination and brushed her hand over her hair as she looked up at Chester. She looked exhausted and Jeremiah decided it was time to call it a day.

“It looks bad, but I didn’t find any life-threatening injuries. Are there any of his relatives in attendance?”

“Yes.” Chester exhaled audibly. “Me. He’s my stepfather.”

Jeremiah’s eyebrows shot up and he took another look at the man. Abigail recovered faster from her shock.

“Does he have anyone staying with him tonight?”

“I don’t know.”

“In that case, I would suggest he goes to the hospice for observation until he regains consciousness.”

Jeremiah saw an unnamed emotion flicker across Chester’s face. “I’ll take him there.”

“In the meantime, I think we can clean him up before he’s transferred.”

“Do you need help?” Jeremiah asked softly.

Chester looked at him, her hesitation noticeable. “Yes. Thank you.”

It was time to bridge the gap—one pirate at a time.

***

Jane felt the bed dip and rolled over into Hirsh’s arms. She sighed contently at having her lover in her embrace.

“How was it?”

“Horrible. The indiscriminate use of force and coercion by Lord Bannon’s thugs are stirring up tempers that very soon could lead to a revolt.”

That wasn’t good news for Jane for many reasons. She abhorred any injustices and a revolt could lead to more abuses and even fatalities. Mostly, she feared that Hirsh would get involved and that she could be jeopardizing herself should the authorities decide to investigate her and her past. Her anxiety must’ve shown somehow because Hirsh’s hold tightened.

“Chester brought her stepfather in after she saved him from a bunch of thieves. The same thieves who were responsible for the Marques’ attack.”

Jane gave a mental sigh of relief. If the men were caught then the beatings would stop, which would mean that Hirsh needn’t get involved. But that could change if Chester decided to exact her revenge and not let justice take its course.

“What will Chester do? She wouldn’t…you know…she wouldn’t harm them?”

Hirsh chuckled. “No, she wouldn’t. She isn’t that fond of her stepfather.”

“It’s sad to hear, but also good.” She kissed Hirsh’s neck. “I want to introduce her to Eddie.”

“She’s not sure if she wants to make contact with that side of her family.”

Jane shrugged. “Since Jeremiah’s withdrawal from the group, it will probably not happen.”

Hirsh gently lifted her chin so their eyes could meet. “Jeremiah and I spoke tonight. He clarified his actions. I understood his position and we’ve decided to move on.” The hazel eyes searched hers and Jane inhaled deeply.

“Thank you.”

Hirsh kissed her gently. “Anything for you. It also helped a lot that I truly like him.” They kissed again and Jane snuggled into Hirsh’s arms. Hirsh was tired and would probably doze off anytime soon, thus starting anything amorous would only leave her unfulfilled in the end. “How was your visit with Florence?”

“It went well. Marlin examined her while we were there. Her recovery is coming along splendidly.” She rubbed her hand over Hirsh’s flat stomach and she could feel her lover gradually beginning to relax, a sign that she was about to doze off. “The strangest thing happened while we were there.”

“Hmmm.”

“Florence had a falling out with her father and that other woman, Israel. She didn’t say what it was about, but even Marlin was acting strangely for a moment.” She sighed. “Maybe it was because Israel was in men’s clothing.”

Hirsh slowly sat up and Jane tumbled onto her back. Hirsh’s eyes were sharp as they looked into hers. The sleepy woman of a few moments ago was gone.

“Did Israel try anything or act any different towards you?”

Jane was wary now. She knew when Hirsh was getting upset and at the rigid set of her shoulders, she could tell that the woman was about to work herself into a lather.

“No…not really.”

Eyes narrowing dangerously, Hirsh cupped her face. “Not really? What does that mean?”

What was happening? She had made a silly remark and now Cutthroat Beau was threatening to make an appearance. Jane relayed the incident and watched, as Hirsh remained thoughtful for a moment before she nodded.

“Florence acted appropriately. Her father was trying to get Israel in trouble.”

“For offering that Israel should help me?”

Hirsh leaned back and gently pulled her into her arms. “For encouraging Israel to try to seduce you.”

Jane’s eyes shot wide. Seduce her? Was that what that tense undercurrent was all about? She hadn’t even noticed any attention directed at her. Well, maybe it was a good thing that she personally hadn’t noticed anything untoward. She would’ve hated to have been the one to tell Hirsh. Not that her bystander’s account hadn’t almost caused a flare-up.

“It appears as if Florence has kicked her father out of her house for, he came by to say goodbye to her while we were examining her.”

“Good woman. Chester couldn’t have found a better mate.”

Jane wanted to laugh. Hirsh made it sound as if Chester had been the forceful pursuer in this scenario. Florence told another story.

“They found each other.”

“Same difference, my angel.”

The endearment charmed her completely and she tried to snuggle even deeper into Hirsh’s arms. “You’re right, it’s all the same.”

They lay in silence for a long movement and just as she was about to follow Hirsh into slumber, she spoke.

“Chester, Geon and I are leaving for Plymouth tomorrow. It’s time for us to settle a score on behalf of Marlin.”

Sleep instantly fled her at the thought of Hirsh engaging in skirmishes on English soil and taking on an officer in His Majesty’s Royal Navy.

***

Marlin sighed again softly, prompting Catherine to sit and turn up the lantern. In the soft light, Marlin’s eyes were dark with a sliver of grey around the wide pupils.

“What is troubling you?” She frowned when she read the hesitation in her eyes. “I know something’s wrong.”

“I sense that something’s going on. Geon, Hirsh and Chester were very secretive yesterday after the reception. They’re planning something and I have a vague suspicion it may involve me. If not, they would’ve let me in on it.”

The sadness was back in Marlin’s eyes and Catherine found she hated to see it again.

“What are they planning?” She stroked the chestnut hair, surprised by how easy it had become to touch Marlin. “You can trust me.”

“I know.” It was said without hesitation and Catherine rejoiced at the knowledge. “It has something to do with Plymouth.”

“Plymouth?”

“The person who is responsible for the scars on my body is in Plymouth. I think they’re planning on taking revenge.”

Revenge? Catherine was sure that Marlin had told her that it had been an accident. Or had she misunderstood? Did someone purposefully put those scars on Marlin? She shuddered to think of that being the case. It would take a truly depraved person to want to do something like that. Catherine didn’t need any healing experience to know that those scars must’ve hurt fiercely when they were made.

Marlin would have suffered excruciating pain. She felt her eyes filling up as she looked at Marlin. She hadn’t known her long, but it was easy to sense the woman’s gentle heart. Who would want to do something so horrific to Marlin?

“Marlin, please tell me that it was an accident and that someone hadn’t deliberately harmed you in that way.”

She had her answer long before Marlin spoke. The brief look of pain that flashed over the handsome features said it all.

“It’s a long story.”

Catherine wiped at her eyes as she sat up straighter. “Lucky for you, we’re both not going anywhere.”

She was in for a horrific explanation, but Catherine wanted to know. Marlin had shouldered much of her hurt alone and it was time for Catherine to bear her share of this burden. Wasn’t that what a spouse was supposed to do?

***

Oliver’s eyes popped open and swept the dark interior of his room. Something had woken him. He caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. The curtains were billowing in the wind. They weren’t supposed to do that, because he had personally closed the widows before he had retired for the night. He threw his feet off the bed and walked over to the window. Peering outside, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. The backyard was quiet and dark. Just as he was about to convince himself that he had probably only imagined himself closing the widow, the hair on his nape bristled.

“You’ve ambushed me, Oliver.”

Geon!

He slowly turned and found her dark shape standing very close behind him. She had proven a few times now that she could move like a shadow. He felt his apprehension quickly shift to something else. Something stirring and familiar. Geon always made his senses light up. He loved the way she looked; smelled, tasted and felt in his arms as she encouraged him in her husky voice.

She was his now.

They were betrothed and nothing was going to change his mind about marrying her.

Not even Geon herself.

“You’ve forced my hand.”

The silence that followed was charged with a dangerous emotion.

Her tone was clipped. “Knowing that you don’t really want me.”

Oliver wanted to cry at hearing her say that. It sounded almost profane to hear it said out loud. He couldn’t think of a time that he hadn’t wanted Geon Degas. From the first moment he had caught sight of her at the Grill as she came out the dining room to greet her patrons, he had been smitten with her. The attraction had grown stronger every day until he had feared that he was going to make himself go mad with wanting her.

“I never said that. I would die first before I could ever utter something like that.” He wanted to reach out and touch her. She needed to believe him. He wanted her to believe it.

“Then you find yourself in a predicament, Oliver. You can’t have me and expect normality.” A rather familiar finality shimmered through her voice and Oliver began to panic. He blindly reached out for her and gasped when he was pushed backwards and against the wall next to the window. A sliver of light from the streetlight outside fell on Geon. She was dressed in all black male garb. It was such a contradiction to the pure white, feminine look of earlier at the Ball.

Her expression was hard and her eyes glittered in her set face. The light wasn’t strong, but it was revealing enough to show that what he had thought was anger glittering in her eyes were in fact unshed tears. His heart clenched. He always seemed to make her cry.

“Geon.” He reached out to touch her cheek, only for her to pull away. It hurt that she avoided his touch, but he was so close to his goal that he wasn’t willing to give up now. “Why are you crying?”

She almost violently wiped at her eyes. “Because you don’t know when to stop and it’s hurting us both unnecessarily.”

He recalled the hard look in her eyes when she had bid him goodnight as he had helped her into her carriage. For a split second, the grim expression had slipped. The fear was easy to identify. She was scared of getting hurt again and he had done so on two occasions now. He wanted to touch her again, but knowing how tightly wound she was, he didn’t want to scare her off. She came at this hour because she wanted to talk and to be heard, he needed to afford her that courtesy.

“You’re not a woman one can walk away from, Geon.”

She studied him calmly for a moment before she looked away.

“You don’t know what you want.” She sounded distant; as if she had made up her mind about him already.

He would have none of that. The queen officiated their engagement and he wasn’t above blackmail to get his way. Courtesy be damned. He would employ dirty tricks to keep her, if needed.

“I think I proved tonight that I do and the queen herself can attest to that. She would expect a wedding invitation even if she couldn’t attend. I assure you, that is a promise I intend to honour.”

Her expression turned cold at hearing that and Oliver wondered if he should’ve perhaps used a subtler approach. With a quick move, Geon’s hands shot out and the ragged sound of tearing cloth sounded. Oliver stood, stunned, as his nightshirt fell off his body to leave him completely naked.

“You seem to forget who you’re dealing with,” Geon hissed as she took his mouth in a bruising kiss.

***

“He left you no other choice, my love.”

Florence watched him calmly, her golden eyes unreadable. “I should probably be grateful that you didn’t break into a joyous waltz like Elodie.”

Chester quickly bit down on her lip to hide the smile. “Elodie is French. They constantly find new ways to express themselves. No one can keep up anymore.” Florence only rolled her eyes at her and Chester gently ran her hand down the leg closest to her.

“Would you mind if I take a look? I don’t doubt Marlin or Abigail’s assessments, but I would feel so much better if I see it for myself.”

She nodded and he lifted the hem of her nightdress to where the bandages ended. The bonesetter had been firm that the bindings be tight to avoid any movement that might misalign the joints and ligaments. With the bandages removed, Chester looked at the linkages with a critical eye. The areas showed some swelling, but nothing more than normal. The absence of infection confirmed both Abigail and Marlin’s evaluations. The bonesetter had done an amazing job just as Abigail had assured them.

“Do you have any pain?”

“Only when I try to move my legs...” Chester gave her a sharp look. “…which I assure you seldom happens,” she ended with a guilty smile and a twinkle in her eyes. Chester’s heart melted and she pressed a soft kiss on each of the injuries before fastening the bandages. Her brave love. She doubted she would’ve been able to bear having both her legs broken again. Besides, Florence hadn’t complained once about her situation; not even the use of a bedpan, which Chester found to be the ultimate humiliation. It spurred Chester on to brush small kisses along the long legs. A soft inhalation made it known that her kisses had generated more attention than she had intended. Her lips hovered over Florence’s sex and she inhaled her lover’s intimate scent which was amplified by her growing readiness.

The soft feel of fingers brushing through her hair and a nail scraping over her scalp made her search out Florence’s eyes. They were hooded and burned with an intense light as she looked at her.

“Are you sure you’re not experiencing any pain?”

“Yes.”

Chester went to lock the door and returned to the bed where she quickly divested herself of her clothing. She was just as eager as Florence for some closeness and even though they might not manage full body contact, the nearness of their naked skin was enough for now.

Their kisses were slow and thorough just the way Chester liked them. But sometimes she was too overwhelmed by her love for the older woman that she couldn’t help but feast hungrily on her. She lifted her head and searched the loving gaze.

“‘I love you’ sounds insufficient sometimes.”

Florence’s eyes welled up. “Coming from you, my love, it means everything.”

Chester liked the sound of that. She sighed when a hand trailed down her hip to slide over her derriere and squeeze the flesh gently. Her eyes fluttered closed as the hand slid between her legs to cup her.

“Let me.” The soft plea made her swallow. Only Florence had the right to her—all of her. Her legs parted and the inquisitive fingers traced her intimately, stealing her breath and making her skin come alive. “Look at me, darling.”

She did and promptly lost herself in the liquid gold. Soft pants carried in the quiet as the touches grew bolder. Florence bit down on her lip, her burning gaze blazoning her own need. Chester found her slick and swollen. Their moans were muffled as they kissed hungrily. When they came, their bodies quaked as they swallowed each other’s cries. They fell asleep, much later, with their mouths meshed together.

***

Geon was startled by her own actions. She had never used sex as a weapon before—not like this. A seductive ruse to achieve a specific goal happened a lot in her line of work. Oliver’s soft moans broke her from her mussing and she abruptly ended the kiss. She needed to get away from here. She was angry and nothing good would come of this.

Oliver Potts was desperate. She could forgive him for that and move on. She would be gone from England any day now and a few nameless encounters along the route to their next destination would be a great start to forgetting Oliver.

“I hate being manipulated,” she spat as she stepped away, making a conscious effort not to look down Oliver’s naked length.

“You’ll never be rid of me.” The quietly spoken words stopped her in her tracks. “I’m a part of you just as you’re a part of me. Nothing could ever erase me from your heart. Not the distance; nor an abundance of lovers. I’m the only one who can sate your appetite.”

He once said he wished he was more eloquent when it came to expressing his emotions, Geon absently noted it was time that he reassesses that statement. He knew what to say when it mattered the most.

Even now.

She stiffened when his fumbling hand found hers in the dark and pulled her back towards him.

“Please, don’t go. For both our sakes.”

The quiet plea was disarming and she found herself becoming undone at the seams as she looked up into his eyes. Her heart was reflected back at her and she reached for him. His skin pebbled under her touch as she ran her hands over his shoulders, down his arms and to his hips. His breathing came faster now and she drew out the moment watching him; watching her. She had never derived such pleasure from simply looking in the eyes of another human being and feeling her heart quivering inside her chest.

“Kiss me, Geon.”

She did and she felt him melt under the power of the kiss. There was no way that she would be able to leave him now. Her hand moved lower and she hummed when she encountered wetness.

“The bed.”

She lay Oliver out before her and turned up the lantern. He looked vulnerable gazing up at her as she ran her hand down his cheek. It wasn’t in her to hurt him, not deliberately. Geon touched him everywhere and her lips followed in ardent pursuit. By the time she reached Oliver’s sex, the butch’s face was flushed and his body was trembling under her.

Her first taste of him made her purr softly. As vain as it sounded, she still revelled in the knowledge that she was the only one who had tasted him like this. The only one he had allowed this close. She also knew instinctively that no one else was going to be with him this way, but her.

Oliver Potts was hers and no matter their circumstances, she needed to accept that. They had touched each other where no one else had ever reached before. She tasted him over and over again until he arched off the bed and cried out her name as he shattered in her arms.

She slid up his tall frame and kissed him deeply before resting her head on his heaving chest. Silent tears seeped from behind her closed eyes.

She loved him so much it hurts.

“This doesn’t change anything. You have a lot to make up for.”

***

Marlin held a sobbing Catherine in her arms. It became easier to tell the story, yet, it hurt almost as much to see her friends’ helpless anger and pain to hear it. Confiding in them had not only proven to her, once again, that she was truly loved, it also strengthened an already powerful bond.

Then there was Catherine. 

The woman had broken down after she had finished her story and had not stopped crying since. She knew the woman felt that she owed Marlin a lot, but her reaction to the account felt almost personal to her. It reinforced the hope that their companionship could one day grow to embrace all the aspects she had dreamed of having in a loving relationship.

All she needed was to be patient.

Catherine suddenly sat up and wiped her face. There was a hard glint in her eyes.

“They need to pay. All of them.” She cupped Marlin’s cheek. “If the others are going to Plymouth then we need to be there to see it happen.”

Marlin was still a little dazed at the sudden change in the usually timid woman, as she stretched out next to Catherine. She opened her arms like a dutiful spouse when Catherine pressed closer to her.

“You’re even more beautiful now, scars be damned,” Catherine murmured as she hugged Marlin close.

It was at that moment that Marlin understood why her nightmares cowered in the woman’s presence.

Catherine West was a force to be reckoned with.

It had only taken the right moment for her to show her true strength.


IX

Jane lovingly patted the bulge in Hirsh’s pants and smirked.

“Perfect. Now you can go out there and be manly.”

Hirsh snorted and kissed the blonde. It had taken her at least two hours to extricate herself from her lover’s grasp this morning. Jane had been insatiable and even though she was aware that the others were waiting for her, her priority at that moment had been her lover and assuaging her unspoken fears.

“I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Just be careful.”

“I will. I promise.” There was a knock on the door and she grimaced. “That must be Geon.” She went to answer it and was taken aback to find Marlin there, fully dressed.

“Good morning, Marlin.”

“I’m going with you. Catherine will be following in the carriage.”

Hirsh couldn’t say she was surprised by the unexpected change in plans. Marlin was very observant and secondly, if she had a choice, she would’ve wanted Marlin with them from the start.

“Catherine’s going?” Jane called out from behind her and Hirsh flinched. “In that case, I’ll be joining her.”

Marlin pursed her lips in displeasure even as her eyes glittered with glee at Hirsh’s predicament. “That’s what you get for trying to go behind my back.” She turned on her heel and left Hirsh to face Jane. The green eyes were defiant as they watched her. This was clearly not a battle she was going to win.

“Fine. I’ll inspect the carriage before we leave.” They were running late and needed the cover of darkness to draw as little attention to themselves as possible. On horseback and travelling via the many smugglers’ routes, they could slip undetected into Plymouth. Nonetheless, she would make the time to ensure that Jane and Catherine were safe during their journey. Jane threw her arms around her neck and kissed her.

“Have I told you how much I love you today?”

Hirsh’s eyes brow lifted sardonically. “Well, I can’t say that was the impression I got a few moments ago.”

Jane smiled. “You were simply mistaken. It happens.” She pushed out of the embrace. “I need to pack and get ready.”

Hirsh found Chester and Marlin in the kitchen sipping tea.

“I take it you’re aware of the change in plans,” she said to Chester as she poured herself a cup of tea. “Geon?”

“I knocked on her door but there was no answer.”

Geon strode into the room at that moment, muttering ‘I’m here’ and reached for the teapot. She took a long sip after fixing a cup and sighed. Her hair was mussed and she looked like she hadn’t slept a wink. Hirsh swore she spotted a hickey at the base of Geon’s neck.

“How was the Ball?” Chester asked quietly.

“It was interesting. I got engaged last night.”

Choking sounds and coughing following the offhand statement.

***

“A note arrived for you, Doctor.”

“Thank you, Mable.” Abigail put her teacup down to accept the note. It took her a few moments to read and then she looked up with a heavy frown. Jeremiah put his cutlery down.

“What?”

“Jane is leaving for Plymouth in the next hour. She apologises for not being able to assist at the soup kitchen today.”

Jeremiah’s mind was spinning as he looked at Abigail. Something was definitely in the works.

“Did she say why?”

“No, just that she would be gone for a day or two at the most.”

Jeremiah turned to Oliver, who suddenly looked as if someone had punched him in the stomach.

“Do you perhaps know anything?”

Oliver cleared his throat. “No. Maybe they’re going for a short visit.”

It could be, Jeremiah allowed, but he didn’t think it was. He felt Abigail’s eyes on him.

“What are you thinking, Jeremiah?” He shrugged. “I know you’re planning something.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Oliver sat up straighter. He picked up his cutlery.

“What would make you think I was planning something? I’m only interested, that’s all.”

He caught Oliver’s eye. For a brief moment, he saw something in his friend’s eyes.

“Are you almost finished?”

They had another full day scheduled at the soup kitchen.

“Of course, darling.”

***

The soft knock on the door made Florence look up from the book she had been reading. Israel was dressed in another suit and for some reason seeing him like that made her homesick. She hadn’t been to Boston in a long time and she felt an unexpected urge to see it again someday.

“Good morning, Israel. Please, come in.” She set the book aside. “Have you already had breakfast?” It was still early and she was only awake at this hour because Chester had to leave for Plymouth and she had wanted to give her lover a memorable send-off.

“I’ll eat before I leave for the hotel.” He appeared anxious. “Please forgive me for disturbing you at this early hour, but I couldn’t sleep last night; thinking about what you’d said. I wanted to talk to you before I move out today.”

She took a moment to actually look at him. For some reason, she had stopped herself from thinking too hard about why he had arrived in England dressed in women’s clothing. As stated yesterday, their talk would deal with his plans and his stay here in England. It might just as well include the reason for his arrival.

“Fine. Have a seat.” He did as she asked and once seated, looked at her expectantly. “What brought you to England, Israel?”

Israel’s eyes held hers for a quiet moment. “You.”

“Me?” Israel seriously couldn’t have thought that she would consider marrying him? She had eloped with another man to avoid marriage to him. That should speak for itself. “I thought I made my position clear when I married Charles and not you.”

“You did.” His jaw clenched. “However, that was not what I meant. I came to England to live—like you.”

“I’m afraid I still don’t follow you.” Did he plan on marrying an aristocrat, perhaps? That was the only sense she could make out of his statement.

“I want to make my own decisions and that means not taking the path my father has set out for me.”

That answered the question that had been mulling through her head since the night he arrived dressed as a woman. She had suspected as much, but Israel had been so comfortable in his guise as a man that she had her doubts as to whether it had been his decision from the start.

“How did your father take your decision?”

For the first time since he had entered the room, Israel avoided her eyes.

“He disowned me.”

Florence felt an overwhelming sadness at the news. The Israel she had known back home had lived for his father’s approval. Even when their fathers concocted the scheme to merge their businesses through a marriage between her and Israel, he had followed his father’s will without question. To have Wesley Grant discard his child without a second thought, after everything he had done for him, was scandalous. She had never liked the beady-eyed man and now she was even less fond of him.

“I’m sorry, Israel.”

He shrugged. “Don’t be. I’m not. For once in my life, I’m free to choose for myself. Nor am I completely destitute. My great-aunt Persephone passed about two years ago and left me a substantial sum of money. Thanks to the strict stipulations in her will, the funds were kept a secret from everyone, but her lawyer and me.”

“Bless her heart,” Florence said and meant it.

There was deep regret in Israel’s eyes. “Yes, I only wished I could’ve known her better. She never married and had no children of her own. Her lawyer handed me a letter in which she explained her reasons. It seemed that she preferred the company of her own sex.” Israel gave her a probing look—testing her.

The revelation was unexpected, even shocking, but Florence kept her expression neutral.

“When I read the letter, I was struck by how much I had lost out and that’s what has set me off on my path to find a companion and to live life fully.” Israel hesitated. “You don’t appear shocked by this; by me.”

“Why should I be?” She was a little surprised by her nonchalant attitude on the topic. A few months ago, she probably would’ve been scandalised by the idea of two women together. Instead, she was more shocked by her utterly shameless behaviour when it came to her much younger, gorgeous, female lover.

“Could it maybe be because you have first-hand knowledge of what I’m talking about?”

Florence held Israel inquisitive gaze. She wasn’t going to deny or affirm anything. Israel would simply have to find out for himself, if he didn’t know already.

“Now that I know why you’re in England, what do you hope to accomplish during your stay here?”

Israel gave her a luminous smile that lit up his usually serious appearance and made his blue-grey eyes gleam.

“I want to live.”

His enthusiasm was infectious and she chuckled. With that attitude, he was sure to find it easy to achieve his goal.

***

Geon couldn’t take it anymore. She pulled on the reins of her horse and brought it to a stop. The others pulled up next to her.

“Fine. What do you want to know?”

They had been riding for close to an hour and should be reaching the outskirts of Plymouth soon. However, the stretching silence and sidelong looks had become too much for her to ignore.

“Who is it?”

“Did it happen at the Ball?”

“How do you feel about it?”

The questions came fast and she held up her hand. Hopefully, she could answer them all quickly and then they could be on their way.

“Oliver proposed to me at the Ball last night and I’m not entirely sure how I feel about him having ambushed me like that.”  

Marlin chuckled. “I knew he wasn’t a complete idiot.”

Geon rolled her eyes. She didn’t wholly agree with Marlin. Chester leaned forward in her saddle to pat her horse.

“You could still break it off if you’re not sure.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?” Hirsh asked in that eerily quiet voice of hers. “Did he threaten you?”

“The queen officiated the event and expects an invitation to the wedding.”

She kicked her horse into a trot and had ridden a few metres before she looked over her shoulder to find all three looking at her with shocked expressions on their faces.

“Are you coming?”

She stifled a yawn as she waited for them to catch up to her. There was little hope that she would get a few minutes to nap when they reached their destination. Hirsh wanted them to leave very little evidence behind of their visit. They’d go in and out. Like ghosts. Where Jane and Catherine fit in exactly, she didn’t know. Yet, they were part of the group and that alone should explain their presence.

“Do you love him?”

She glanced at Hirsh. “Yes.” That had never been the problem.

“Well, at least that’s a good thing. It could’ve been someone else.” She grimaced. “Like Pierre.”

“Pierre was there? How did he take it?” Marlin asked.

“Not good.”

Which was an understatement. As soon as she had finished her dance with a very nervous Oliver, the men had all flocked to her side to fill her dance card for what they termed ‘a last opportunity to dance with her’ before she was forever off the market. Pierre had rudely pushed through the throng and had demanded to dance with her.

“What are you doing?”

She had kept the fake smile on her face. “You knew this was coming.”

“But I thought…” He looked miserable. “You arrived separately and had ignored each other for most of the evening.”

“A silly lover’s quarrel, Pierre. It’s known to happen. You should know since you’re a married man.”

They had completed the dance and before she could be swamped by the mob, Oliver had stepped in to firmly warn off her admirers before he had disappeared back into a crowd of well-wishing business associates.

Thinking of how forceful he had looked, keeping the adoring male admirers in check, with sharp looks, made her miss him. Even though she had left his bed less than two hours ago. Geon gave herself a mental shake. Thoughts about Oliver would have to wait until she was back in London.

***

Marlin inhaled the scent of what had been her home for the past year and a half. The air was stale and the house felt barren. Unlike Geon’s place. The redhead’s residence was not only larger and nicer, but it also had enough noise and drama to make it a home in the true sense of the word.

She walked down the hallway to the backdoor to let the others in. They slipped inside and followed her to the kitchen where she got a fire going to put a kettle to boil.

“So, now what? If I had not used my senses to uncover your plot,” Marlin growled at that, “what would your plan have been?” It helped that they at least looked guilty and apologetic. Deception wasn’t a common occurrence in their group. She wouldn’t want it to become the norm.

“We’re waiting for Jonathan.”

“Jonathan is in on this?” Now, that hurt. She trusted Jonathan with her life. In fact, it was because of him that she was still alive. He had come far from the young ensign that she had met that fateful night in Amsterdam. After his dismissal from his captain, he had hung around and had been the one to drag her mutilated body from the sea. “I didn’t know he was back.”

“He didn’t want to get involved.” Geon gave her a gentle look. “I called in a favour that he couldn’t refuse.”

Geon was Jonathan’s weakness. His erstwhile infatuation with the redhead had gradually grown into one of brotherly love. He always took Geon’s side no matter what the circumstance.

“Shame on you for using him like that, Geon.”

“I know.” She planted her hands on her hips. “I deserve that. But I would do it again if it meant closing this chapter forever.”

Marlin slammed her hand on the table. She had suppressed her anger at their duplicity long enough. “That should’ve been my decision. No one else’s.” Her uncharacteristic outburst had shocked them and she wanted that. They were allowing new people into their small circle. It was important that they not forget the boundaries they had set all those years ago when they had sworn their allegiance and love to one another. “I still remember our pledge whereas you spat on it.” She needed it to sink in. “I’m leaving. I’ll be back soon.” It was quicker to get here by horseback, but the carriage would take at least another hour to arrive. She’d be back then to welcome Catherine and be with her friends again. Hopefully, she’d have found some serenity in the meantime while they worked on their plan.

The town was slowly waking up as she made her way towards her small practice downtown. Soon, the main street would be bustling with life as the new work week commenced. She hadn’t been home in two weeks and Marlin had forgotten how much she had missed the smell of the sea. How the others had survived without it, she didn’t know. Maybe that had been the cause of their behaviour. She arrived at her office. It had been ventilated, thanks to her assistant. What was she going to do about the young man when it was time for her to leave? Andrew had great promise. He was smart and hardworking on top of being a quick learner. Perhaps she should find out if being her assistant was the only position he aspired to. She hoped not. It would be saddening to see such potential go unexplored. If she knew what he wanted she could ensure that he was taken care of when she left.

Marlin walked past the drawn curtains to sit behind her desk in the semi-dark room. She had avoided naming the emotion she had experienced when she first suspected her friends’ plan. But it had grown stronger over the past few hours until it had erupted just now in her kitchen.

She was scared.

Her past still terrified her.

***

“I might have a temporary solution for you.”

Israel’s brow curled up. “I’m listening.”

“Since you said that you didn’t like London that much, I thought you could try and look for opportunities in a smaller town. Somewhere like Coventry, perhaps.” She could almost hear Chester gnash her teeth at the suggestion. She wouldn’t like the idea of Israel living in the same town as her, but Florence wanted to help her one-time suitor, and Coventry seemed to be the ideal town for a woman to ply her trade in business. She recalled Amanda Livingstone and her recent appointment as the manager of the First Commercial Bank of Coventry. She could be a great help to Israel.

“Isn’t that where you live?”

“Yes. I’m not sure exactly when I’ll be returning to my estate there,” Florence glanced at her legs, “for obvious reasons, but you could go on ahead. The largest bank in Coventry recently instated a new bank manager.” She watched Israel closely. “A woman.” The surprise on the handsome face made her smile. “I had the exact same reaction when she told me. I must say that I have a good feeling about her.”

Israel was still a little sceptical about the news, but the longer he seemed to mull it over the more she could tell he was starting to like the idea of settling in Coventry.

“When do you think I could leave?”

“Anytime. There is a stagecoach service operating on the route. If you tell me when you want to go, I can have one of my servants book a seat for you. Hampton house is large enough to house an army, so you’re welcome to stay there until you find your feet.”

Israel looked vaguely puzzled. “I’m not turning you down, but may I ask why you’re doing this? It’s not as if we were very close friends before.”

Florence chuckled. “If our fathers had their way, we’d be more than friendly, mind you.”

Israel laughed and it struck her had he didn’t do that often. Not when they were younger and even less now, it would seem. He looked different, more carefree when he did and she prayed he would find what he’d been looking for soon. Laughter had great curative powers.

Chester had taught her that.

“Thank you, Florence.”

“You can pay me back with a wonderful meal when I return.”

He reached out and squeezed her hand. “You can count on it.”

***

The wheel of the carriage hit a rock and jolted Jane from her nap. She opened her eyes to find Catherine quickly looking away. Hiding a smile, she sat up and yawned. If she felt this tired, she couldn’t imagine how Hirsh must be feeling. When she had thought she would be spending a few days without her— a prospect she hadn’t relished— Jane spared no effort to ensure that her lover would rush back to her side. They were both paying dearly now for their late-night and energetic activities. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Catherine throw another look in her direction.

She glanced at the other woman and smiled. Jane had no idea what the woman found so fascinating about her, but she on the other hand wanted to know more about Catherine and her writings. There was a lot she wanted to ask about Innominate and the true inspiration behind it. But first, she would have to open herself up to the woman and answer whatever she wanted to ask.

“You can ask me.”

Catherine blushed. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. If you want to know something you only have to ask, Catherine. If it’s within my power to answer you, I promise I will.”

She saw her hesitate, but a look of steely determination came into her eyes. Despite her young age, she had achieved more than most women. She was a motivation for many, including herself. A true paragon.

“Does it not scare you?”

“Scare me?”

“Loving such a dangerous man?”

Ah, Hirsh. Jane wondered if that was what her future was going to be like. People would only find her intriguing because of her notorious lover. Not that she minded at all. Most of Hirsh’s charitable deeds went unnoticed by the vast majority of its beneficiaries, but not her. She caught Catherine’s eye and smiled.

“I should ask you the same question,” she countered with a teasing smile and chuckled when Catherine looked even more bewildered now. She could get used to teasing the other woman. But she was sure that Catherine would catch on quite quickly soon enough.

“I don’t understand. I…I thought Hirsh was…” she blinked.

“You’re right, he is. Yet, I still think that question should be directed at you more than at me.”

Catherine was quiet as she watched her. “You’ll have to explain.”

“Sure.” She leaned forward. “Marlin is the gentlest, most beautiful soul I know.” She saw Catherine’s dark eyes grow warm in quiet agreement. “I know of several very dangerous characters who would use violent means to keep her safe. Wouldn’t that make her the most dangerous person to be married to?” She shrugged. “In my opinion, it does.”

Catherine processed the news as various expressions flitted across her beautiful face. Eventually, a small smile formed at the corner of her lips. Her dark eyes were luminous.

“I understand your reasoning. Well, in light of that, then things don’t look good for Commodore Allan Shepherd.”

Jane’s amusement fled at the mention of that vile man’s name. She felt no pity for him. This was all his own doing. She only prayed that Hirsh came out of this emotionally unscathed.

But that was her duty and the reason why she was on her way to Plymouth.

***

Catherine’s first thought, when she saw Marlin again, was that something was wrong. The handsome face was tense and those beautiful silver eyes were so pale, they almost appeared transparent. She wanted to go to her, but wasn’t sure if she would appreciate being distracted whilst in the middle of a discussion. Maybe she should wait until after to ask her. A prickly sensation made her look away from Marlin to catch Jane’s eye. The blonde gestured with her head in Marlin’s direction. After their awkward start, they had talked nonstop for the rest of the journey. She had learned a lot about the heiress; the most surprising had been the stories about her ill-fated marriage. They had much in common. Their tormented pasts and their futures had almost similar origins.

She also learned that the woman was a hopeless romantic, who believed in the healing power of touch. Something she avowed Hirsh had used to heal her.

And now she wanted her to walk over to Marlin, who rather uncharacteristically, had a cold look on her face. She wasn’t sure if Jane’s cure would work, but she found Marlin’s whole bearing disquieting. Taking a fortifying breath, she closed the short distance between them to place her hand on the small of Marlin’s back. Marlin’s head jerked up in surprise and for a brief moment, they searched each other’s faces. Her eyes shaded to their usual silvery hue and she leaned into Catherine’s touch. Relieved, that she hadn’t been rejected, Catherine moved her hand in small circles until she felt Marlin begin to relax. They broke eye contact and found the others watching them, more specifically her, with clear approval. She blushed under the frank perusal.

“I’m famished.”

Everyone turned to Hirsh with a smile and nodded. As they moved away, Marlin turn to her and Catherine’s heart melted at the gratitude in her eyes. She shook her head and somehow Marlin understood that no words were needed.  Instead, she embraced Catherine. They stood like that, basking in each other’s nearness.

“I can’t be responsible for anyone’s death,” Marlin said when they broke apart.

“And you won’t be.” She framed the handsome face. The devastation was back in her eyes. “Those people are responsible for their own fate.” She laid her head against Marlin’s chest. “The world would’ve been a poorer place without your generous spirit.” She looked up into the sombre gaze. “You won’t have to lift a finger to see this through, believe me.”

And she meant it. She wasn’t going to allow Allen Shepherd’s demise to further prey on Marlin’s psyche. She gently steered Marlin to the table where Jane and Hirsh were setting out cups for tea whilst Chester and Geon were making sandwiches.

***

The horse was exhausted, its sides quivering as it panted for breath. Oliver gently patted its neck and whispered soft praises before he handed the reins to the waiting stable boy with the promise to give it an extra helping of oats. He made his way over the house, noticing that not much had changed in his lengthy absence. The shutters on the widows were the same, as was the back door. He knew because he had made and installed them almost fourteen years ago. He doubted that the fact that they hadn’t been replaced, held any sentimental value. Frugality, more likely, would be the main motive. The house was quiet and the few servants he encountered gave him wide, confused stares. Oliver didn’t recognise them either, but greeted them with a curt nod.  

The sound of voices steered him through the large house towards the dining room where he found three people sitting around the table, eating breakfast. Oliver cleared his throat drawing their attention. The eldest of the group, a woman in her sixties, struggled at first to hide her surprise, but only for a few moments, before her expression changed into one of censure.

“Good morning, Mother.”

The family matriarch pursed her lips. “Oliver. I can’t say I had received any forewarning of your visit.”

He approached the table and nodded his thanks when a servant rushed over with a cup and saucer.

“I didn’t send any.” He took a seat and his eyes swept over the two other diners “Lawrence.” The young man looked furious and Oliver ignored him to shift his attention to the woman sitting opposite Lawrence. She was pretty in a wholesome kind of way. Blushing cheeks and shy eyes. He immediately felt sorry for her. She didn’t belong here, because she was too good for Lawrence. “Good morning, ma’am. Since no one’s going to do us the honour, let me introduce myself. Oliver Potts, at your service.”

She blushed even deeper and threw the others a pained look. It galled him that she had to ask for permission from them first. The minuscule nod of consent from his mother unchained the woman’s tongue.

“Clara Rupert.” She smiled and her innate goodness showed in the guileless act. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, sir.”

Oliver noticed his mother’s lips pursing at the form of address. The indignation that he felt at his mother’s hypocrisy surprised him. How dare she show disapproval when faced with her own creation?

“The pleasure is all mine, Ms Rupert.” He took a seat and nodded his thanks at the servant rushing over to fill his cup. After taking a sip, he glanced up at his mother. “The eggs look good. Maybe I should have some.”

“Why are you here, Oliver?”

He shrugged, directing a wide-eyed look at his mother. “Does a son need a reason to visit his elderly mother?”

Rosalind Potts was as vain as she was devious. The thick application of face paints to hide her ageing features said it all. Her dour, unsmiling countenance had seemed to settle permanently and had blunted her once good looks. She hated being reminded that her youth had faded and saw it as a weakness, especially in the business world. Her eyes hardened and Oliver noticed how both Lawrence and Ms Rupert shared an anxious look.

“Clara dear, could you excuse us for a moment, please?” The request, coming in a frigid tone, sounded more like an order. The young woman shot to her feet and almost fled the room. Lawrence looked almost jealous at the woman being spared what they both knew was to come. The servants disappeared behind closed doors leaving them to face their mother’s notorious temper.

“Shall we assume that you’re here to crow about your…” She swept him with a disgusted gaze. “… depraved act at the King’s Ball last night.”

Not at all fazed by his mother’s temper tantrums anymore, because she had done her worst to him forty-two years ago, he chuckled as he reached over to pull the egg dish to him.

“And here I thought I would surprise you with the news. Seems your spies are still being paid well, thus their quick response.” He took a mouthful and chewed. After having sampled Geon’s fare, he doubted he would ever be able to enjoy anyone else’s food again. His mother was slow to hide her surprise at his knowledge of her enlisted spies. They weren’t very good at their jobs and over the years he had only let them convey what he wanted his family to know. Or what he hoped would rile them. “But yes, I’m here to inform you that I will be married in the next three weeks, if the queen has it her way, of course.”

Lawrence looked like he wanted to explode out of his skin at the fact that Oliver had once again succeeded where he had failed. It rankled his baby brother that as a prominent businessman, he still hadn’t been able to get as close to the Royal Court as Oliver had.

“After all these years, I’m surprised to see that you’ve managed to retain some of your female wiles. You must take after me.” The cold eyes held a sliver of reluctant admiration while Oliver privately rebelled at the comparison.

“I doubt that, Mother. I guess I simply know how to get ahead because I’m a woman.” The older woman’s eyes nearly bugged out. Oliver had never before rightfully claimed his gender out loud out of fear of his father’s whippings. But Harold Potts had passed on a decade ago and thanks to Geon, he felt ready to claim his sex. A thrill chased down his spine at the thought of Geon. It had been a struggle riding his horse this morning after the redhead’s ardent assault on his body.

“Does your fiancée know?” The question was more like a sneer now that his mother had regained her composure. The devious glint in her eyes made him want to smile.

“She knows what she needs to know.”

That seemed to elate his brother who sat back in his chair with a smile. As long as there was an opportunity at blackmailing Oliver, they felt that they still had the upper hand. He wasn’t about to correct that erroneous assumption.

“We would love to meet her,” his mother murmured, her whole demeanour suddenly very accommodating.

“You just might.” He sipped his tea calmly. “Maybe even sooner than you think.”


X

The silence stretched as everyone glanced at Catherine. Chester was both surprised and delighted by the woman. Their plan to draw out the target called for a femme fatale. As usual, Geon would reprise her role, with a little alteration to her looks of course. To their surprise, Catherine had quietly, but firmly, inserted herself in the conversation.

“Excuse me,” Hirsh asked softly

“I asked what my role will be.” Catherine’s face was a little flustered but she maintained strong eye contact with Hirsh. “I want to help.”

Chester smiled at the almost imploring look that Hirsh directed at Marlin, who herself looked taken aback. Before they could answer, Chester spoke up.

“You can come with me.”

Everyone’s attention was on her now but she was more concerned with Catherine’s reaction. She looked both scared and shocked. Chester waited patiently. If the woman wanted to be part of their family, she needed to get over her fear of them first. She had noticed that Catherine had avoided contact with her, yet as subtle as her approach was, Chester knew when people were walking wide circles around her. She saw Catherine’s dark eyes take on a determined glint.

“Yes, I would like to come with you.”

Chester nodded. “We’ll be in disguise.” She turned to the others, who were still gaping at them. “Anything else?”

Hirsh cleared her throat softly. “No. I think that’s about it. Jonathan should be back soon with an update. In the meantime, a quick repeat of the plan. Chester and Catherine, you’ll operate the taverns as two brothers looking for work on a ship. Jane and I will be the nosy reporters. Geon, you need to get in touch with the Madam at the brothel.” She turned to Marlin with a hard glint in her eyes. “You sit back and watch how we bring down that man and all his allies.” Hirsh reached for her teacup and held it up “This was a long time coming. Let’s make it count.”

They all lifted their cups in salute. This was by far the most non-aggressive, bloodless revenge plot they’d ever attempted. If all went according to plan, Commodore Allan Shepherd would be behind bars for the rest of his miserable life. Hirsh’s approach was in respect to Marlin’s aversion to bloodshed. Had Marlin not been aware of the plot, as had been the original intent, Chester was sure Hirsh would’ve kidnapped the Commodore, cut him up and dropped him in the ocean for the sharks to finish him off. More or less what the man had planned for Marlin twelve years ago.

“Chester.” The soft call drew her attention to Catherine. She looked uncomfortable, but she kept eye contact. “What do you expect from me?”

Draining her teacup she pointed at the table. “Shall we sit over there?” The woman was pregnant and although she was already showing some, Chester had noticed Marlin’s concerned gaze rake over her wife a few times already. They were seated and with their cups replenished, Chester gave her an overview of what they would be doing.

Catherine listened intently and asked probing questions which Chester found to not only be relevant but also quite valuable to the outcome of their small operation. She deduced that it must be the writer in her that she had to thank for her meticulousness. Maybe, one day, when she was more comfortable in her presence, Chester would ask her about her writing.

***

“There is someone here for you, sir.”

Jeremiah looked up from where he was cleaning a wound before Abigail could tend to it. He nodded at the boy to let the person in. With the others, including Oliver, having left the city, he couldn’t think of anyone who would want to see him. He was pleasantly surprised when Anne entered and the pleased smile froze on his face when he saw his mother come through the door behind his sister. The older woman hesitated when her eyes fell on him. She smiled nervously.

“Good morning, Jerry. I brought Mother along so she could see what you’re doing,” Anne announced. “I hope it’s alright with you.”

Jeremiah was still staring at his mother. Rachel was looking around before returning her gaze to him. He felt Abigail’s eyes on him from where she stood at the second table bandaging a man’s arm. She wanted to come to him, he saw it in the way she straightened her shoulders.

“Of course. Good morning, Mother.”

A gentle smile flashed over his mother’s face. “Good morning, Jeremiah.” She walked over to where Abigail stood. “Abigail. It’s nice to see you again.”

“Likewise, Mrs Mortimer.”

Rachel clicked her tongue. “No need for such formalities, Abigail. What can I do to help? Long before I got married, I volunteered at a hospice not far from here.”

Surprised by the information, Jeremiah frowned at his mother. That would explain why she had been so good at caring for his injuries. Too bad she couldn’t see to her own injuries. He harshly stopped his thoughts from going down that path by focusing on his task. Anne sidled up to him and he found that her nearness eased the tension his thoughts had brought.

“Do you need help?”

“With the next one. I’m almost done here.” They were silent as he worked. “Did you know?” Anne frowned in confusion. “About Father’s beatings.”

Anne’s eyes darkened slightly. “None of us escaped his wrath. I think she took the brunt of it to protect us.”

That was excruciating to hear, especially when he recalled her ruse to get him to leave so he could escape his father’s clutches. Jeremiah dropped the cloth and rested both his arms on the bed, hanging his head.

“I shouldn’t have left you with him—neither of you.”

Anne pressed against his side. “Then he would’ve won. It galled him that one of us got away. You were our hope—you and time. Old age humbled him.”

That was too easy for him, Jeremiah wanted to scream. He deserved more for leaving them all broken. Anne gently squeezed his hand.

“She knows something’s wrong.”

Jeremiah glanced over his shoulder to find both Abigail and his mother looking at him with identical expressions of concern. How could he have been so wrong about her? He gave them a small smile; one he knew didn’t reassure them at all. Yet, they allowed him to hide behind it for a while longer.

Two hours later, when a woman came to alert them that their lunch had been delivered by the Grill, his mother moved to sit next to him. She took a bite of her food and gave a soft gasp.

“This is heavenly. What is it?”

“Pilau. Its rice cooked in broth with vegetables and meat.”

Rachel’s eyes were wide as she took another bite. “I’ve never tasted anything so exotic.”

Jeremiah swallowed. Unlike him, his mother had never had a chance to experience anything new in a very long time. He glanced at her.

“If you want, I would like to take you to the Grill for lunch.”

“The Baker’s Grill? That place is always fully booked and the prices…” She blinked. “Will you be able to afford it?”

He reached out and squeezed her hand. “We know the owner. She always has a table available for us.”

Rachel looked from him to Abigail who nodded quickly. She turned to Anne.

“Have you been there before?”

“Once, but I’ve also very recently attended a wedding where the owner catered for the reception. It’s quite something to think there is so much to experience outside our borders.”

Their lunch was short, but Jeremiah revelled in the closeness of his mother. He waited until Anne and Abigail had moved to the examination room before he spoke again.

“Thank you, Mother.” He felt the tears burning at the back of his eyes. “I’ll never be able to thank you enough for what you’ve done for me. Your sacrifice has not been in vain.”

The grey eyes, so like his own, welled up with tears. “That is all I ever wanted for you, my child.” She moved closer and cupped his cheek, love blazed from her gaze. “My sweet girl,” she whispered and brushed her lips over his cheek. “You and your sister are my greatest achievements.” She smiled and pulled him with her towards the examination room.

***

Lieutenant Jonathan Price had come far from the naïve; young ensign who had cradled her broken, bleeding body with tears running down his face all those many years ago. He sported a few grey hairs and his scrawny body had filled out nicely. He looked every part the distinguished naval officer. They both had suffered immeasurable trauma that night. His concern for her had forced him to return to the deck and hide in the shadows to see her mutilated body thrown overboard. His quick reaction had saved her life and much later, he would say that it was her will to live which in the end had given him the strength to heal.

They embraced. His bravery had been handsomely rewarded by Hirsh as well as him having received honorary family status with them. They reluctantly broke their hold, their gazes searching.

“Jon.”

He wiped at his eyes. “Loes.”

He was the only one who called her by her birth name. As she had lain bleeding in his arms, waiting for a travelling healer to see to her, he had talked to her in an attempt to keep her awake. It was during those agonising moments that he had asked her name, promising her that he would never forget it. She had clung to life as he had told her about his life.

The scrawny boy from London’s Whitehall slum was now a tall, powerful man with flinty eyes and an even bigger heart.

“How is the family?”

His eyes warmed even further. “Growing. Sanne is expecting again.” He grinned. “She believes this one will be a girl, too. That would make it five.”

Marlin chuckled. He was very proud of his ‘Dutch girls’ as he referred to them.

“And my godchild?”

“Little Loes is all grown now. She had her tenth birthday last week. But I guess you know already. A surprise package arrived for her on the day. Sanne sends her regards.”

“Thank you. Have you eaten already?”

“Is Geon cooking?”

“Sandwiches.”

He eagerly moved over to the table. “I’m sure they must be delicious.” He helped himself to a couple. “How have you been? We haven’t seen each other in over a year.”

“Hiding in plain sight proved to have worked quite well. The Raven should arrive anytime soon.”

“It’s here already,” he said around a mouthful of bread. “I spotted Pristine on the dock earlier. Hirsh would probably want to know immediately.” He took a sip of milk. “I’m happy you told the others.”

“They took it rather well.”

His eyes were hard. “Because they knew a day like today would come where they could avenge you. Can’t say I feel sorry for Shepherd.”

***

Jane sat quietly as she listened to Jonathan Price conveying what he had found out about the recent spate of mutinies. The rumours of cruel punishments executed by senior naval officers upon their crew had been the cause of the uprisings and more of the sailors had begun to talk about the abuse they had suffered. A decline in morals could seriously harm the navy’s fierce status.

“Fearing that the scandal would cripple the navy’s hard-won reputation— given that it’d been enjoying an unbeatable reign since the loss of the colonies— a press gag had been put in place. No newspapers would want to get caught up in this.” Jonathan said as he lit a cigar. “The top brass wants to keep this under wraps for as long as they can while they investigate the accusations.”

“And the Commodore?”

“Shepherd’s been named in a number of the charges. However, he is also one of the navy’s most successful officers. He’s been instrumental in cutting off American smugglers’ runs to Europe, thus fortifying our trade routes. Some had thought it a menial task at first but it has proven to be quite gainful to the Crown and Shepherd’s been riding the wave of success ever since.” He passed the cigar to Chester.

Hirsh had told her a little about Jonathan, but it was refreshing to see him interact with them so naturally. Even Hirsh seemed relaxed in the man’s presence. Marlin and he had been talking quietly in the kitchen and then she had introduced him to Catherine, to Jonathan obvious delight.

“He’s considered untouchable. Is that what you’re saying?”

Jonathan grimaced. “Some would say that, but he definitely thinks so.”

“Well, that makes our job so much easier,” Geon exclaimed, drawing all eyes to her. “He’s got an ego. Our plan to draw him out will not only work, but it will also compel him to react. A man like that would kill to keep his reputation intact.” She shrugged. “He’ll literally hang himself.”

Jane cringed inwardly at hearing that. Another Richard. Shepherd would self-destruct just like her late, former husband. Would her future be littered with constant reminders of her past? The plan was sure to work. If they could create a big enough scandal around Shepherd and get everyone to talk about it, it would eventually draw the attention of the military leadership.

“Thanks to your information on his habits and hangouts, we can set our plan in action as early as tomorrow. Unless you think we’ve left anything out, Jon?” Hirsh asked. Jane noticed that Hirsh was looking right at her whilst addressing Jonathan. She gave her a small smile, which didn’t seem to reassure her lover.

“Nothing that I can think of.” He stood and looked around the table. “I need to go. We have an inspection scheduled for two o’clock before we depart for shore leave. I’ll stop by before I leave for Norwich.” Jonathan smiled at her. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Egerton. Same to you, Catherine.”

Marlin walked him to the door and Hirsh came over to her side.

“Is everything alright?” She ran her hands down Hirsh’s chest. “Just tired.”

“I could lie down with you for a while.” The hazel eyes searched hers. “I need to talk to the others and then I’m all yours.”

She shook her head. “I’m fine. We’re here to work and I’m ready to get my hands dirty.” She noticed an amused glint in Hirsh’s eyes. “What?”

“You’ll make a great pirate’s wife.”

Jane’s mood soared at hearing that. Hirsh rarely spoke of her intention to marry her. For her to bring it up, filled her with hope.

“I think so, too.” She kissed Hirsh and followed her over to where the others were waiting.

***

Geon walked down Plymouth’s main street finding that she was happy not to have been assigned to settle in the town. Plymouth’s only appeal was the sea. As much as she came to love the sea, not even that would’ve endeared her to the town. She had grown accustomed to the hustle and bustle of London. Even the stench and pollution had grown on her. In comparison, Plymouth was like a village. She would have died from boredom within a week.

She veered off the main street to the less reputable part of the harbour town. A naval base was too great a source of income for the small-time businesses, especially brothels, to not exploit. She encountered some hostile stares as she made her way down a dusty street lined with taverns and whorehouses. She stopped to read the name on a shopfront hoping to catch her reflection in the window as well as the space behind her. Her lips locked in displeasure at what she found. She continued, knowing that her pursuer was not far behind. She noticed a narrow passage between two shops and slipped in, walking towards the darkest part at the end of the corridor. Her pursuer’s footsteps followed her into the alley, but stopped a few feet away. She waited for him to make a move, but when none came, she reached for her stiletto. The blade was accurate, quiet and deadly. She could overpower and eliminate the threat easily.

“I know you’re waiting to ambush me.”

Her mouth fell open in shock and she stepped from the shadows.

“Oliver!” He smiled widely, his handsome face alight with pleasure. “What the hell are you doing here?”

He shrugged. “As your fiancé, I had to make sure you don’t disappear on me.”

“You’re following me?” She blinked in shock. “Are you insane?”

“No. I’m in love.”

She was rendered speechless for a moment by the earnest retort before her anger took over. She sheathed her stiletto and approached him slowly. His eyes raked over her with noticeable pleasure. She had been so proud of her disguise. Chester had hired a carriage and with the help of Jane and Catherine had changed into her costume. She went for a demure look. A threadbare dress, blonde wig, clean face and scuffed shoes. Her battered suitcase had seen better days, but it aided in her appearance. A poor country girl hoping for a second chance.

“How did you know it was me?” She barely recognised herself after her transformation, how did Oliver manage?

Oliver’s eyes gleamed. “I asked around for Dr West’s residence and staked it out. Besides, I would know your body anywhere. I know every little part of it.”

A responding heat sparked inside her belly but she quickly squashed it. She was on a mission and had to focus. Still, it felt amazing hearing that. She once again reminded herself that she was there to work and that he was an unnecessary distraction.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

The grey eyes narrowed. “I’m here now. You might as well let in on what you’re doing dressed as a naïve farm girl wading through a cesspool of depravity.”

She shook her head. “Just leave and let me get on with my mission.” She made to moved past him when he reached out to hold her back. Geon stiffened and her head snapped in his direction. His grip slackened a little as he faltered in the face of her sharp glare, but he didn’t remove his hand. The longer she stared at him she noticed his confidence returning. Finally, his expression was almost flirty as he rubbed his thumb against her skin. She would never hurt him intentionally and he seemed to know that. She sighed inwardly.

Oliver shrugged. “I could work with you or against you. You decide.”

She bared her teeth at him in frustration and he gaped at her with an almost love-struck expression on his face.

“Bloody hell, Oliver!” He gave her a pleading look and she exhaled noisily. “Fine.”

She told him everything, not leaving anything out. When she was done, he was quiet and sombre. It was a hard story to hear and she gave him time to absorb it while studying him closely. He looked striking; dressed in a dove grey suit that accentuated his beautiful eyes and fit his strong body beautifully. His blonde hair was perfectly styled and she had the overwhelming urge to run her fingers through it.

“I want to help.” He gave her a long look. “Please.” The determination in his eyes made her act without thinking and she leaned closer and kissed him tenderly. She could do so much worse than Oliver Potts but Geon doubted she could’ve done any better. Her heart had made its choice.

“Are you sure?” she asked against his lips.

“Yes.”

She nodded and it took them a few minutes to adjust their plan. Geon had to admit that she loved the idea of working together with him.

***

Marlin looked up from where she was loosening the ties on Catherine’s shoes as she sat on the bed, looking around the sparse bedroom. She could almost read the other woman’s thoughts on her face. The bedroom was only for sleeping, or rather for those few hours of sleep, she could manage before her nightmares roused her.

“I slept very little and the room was rarely used.”

She looked down at him and he was warmed by the tenderness in her eyes. “You’re using the past tense.”

“I do.” She removed the shoe and gently massaged the small foot. “You seem to have chased the nightmares away.” Marlin lowered her gaze to hide her blush at such sentimentality. The soft touch on her head made her sit motionless as Catherine ran her fingers through her hair. It felt so good that a soft moan escaped his lips. The movement in her hair stopped and she closed her eyes tightly.

“Marlin?”

“Yes.”

“Please look at me.”

She lifted her head to find Catherine smiling. “I’m glad I could help you sleep.” She cupped Marlin’s cheek. “You’re an amazing person. If you ever need something—anything— from me, I beg you to simply ask. I want to help you as much as possible and for as long as you need it.”

Marlin sat looking up into the dark eyes and nodded. One day, when it was deemed appropriate, she would ask for what she really wanted. For now, they would take the time to get to know each other.

“Thank you.”

She smiled brightly. “You’re welcome, husband.”

It felt good to laugh at such a tense moment in time and Marlin squeezed the foot in her hand. It was a ‘husband’s’ duty to take care of her wife and child. She removed the other shoe and after instructing Catherine to lie back, she massaged her mate’s feet. A few minutes later, she heard the woman’s breathing change into the deep cadence of sleep. Not ready to leave Catherine yet, she lay down next to her and held her. She smiled when Catherine snuggled into her.

Jonathan had been full of praise for Catherine and the fact that she had accepted this part of Marlin’s life. He couldn’t wait for Sanne to meet Catherine so she could stop worrying so much over Marlin. Sanne had worked as a prostitute in a brothel on the docks the night when Jonathan came calling for help. The Dutchwoman had immediately taken them in and called for the healer. During the two weeks that she had fought for her life, her two Samaritans had grown closer. When Jonathan had to leave, it was Sanne who took over her care.

It had also been Sanne, who had held her that night when she had returned from meeting Elvira and reading the horror and fear in her beloved’s eyes. Faced with the evidence of what her husband was capable of, Elvira had told her not to reach out to her again and to forget about her. That particular memory had almost always resulted in her sobbing as if her heart was breaking all over again.

Catherine stirred and threw an arm over Marlin’s waist. The morose thoughts disappeared almost instantly as she pressed her nose into the fragrant russet locks. She had a second chance at a good life and Marlin was not going to let the opportunity pass her by.

Elvira was in her past, where she belonged.

***

Oliver was deeply affected by what Geon had told him. He never considered himself naïve, but he would admit that he had never thought another human being capable of such malice. And to a woman, nonetheless. It was disturbing to think that Geon and her friends were called monsters, while the real monsters were walking amongst them, cloaked in civility and celebrated as heroes.

He knew Commodore Allen Shepherd. Had met him once at a banquet in honour of a retiring admiral. He hadn’t thought much of the arrogant naval officer at the time, but a lot had changed since then. Shepherd was touted as the next prodigy of the British Navy. His fall would be hard and far, and Oliver didn’t feel an ounce of pity for him.

“A bit older than I would’ve liked, but pretty.” The woman’s voice brought him back to the present. He watched as she stalked around Geon before she grabbed a handful of her derriere, making Geon jump with a soft squeal. Oliver experienced a range of emotions at witnessing that. Annoyance at the Madam’s treatment of his lover and amusement for he was sure Geon hadn’t faked her shock. “Tight and well-kept.” She grinned at Oliver with a predatory gleam in her eyes. “These farm girls are hard workers and have tons of stamina. How old did you say she was?”

“Twenty. Her mother died recently and left her alone. I don’t like to keep unattached females on my estate.” He grimaced slightly. “They’re a distraction I can ill-afford.”

“She hasn’t been breached, then?”

Oliver gave Geon a once-over, allowing his hunger to show. “I don’t believe so. Her mother was a formidable woman. She kept her daughter away from any potential suitors.”

“You seem to have wanted her for yourself.” The Madam’s shrewd eyes glittered in her heavily painted face. “Are you sure she is unspoiled?” Oliver’s eyes narrowed dangerously and she held up her hand. “I ask, because I have important clients who would pay very good money to lay with her first. I’ll have my hands full to make sure she doesn’t get with child.” The last part sounded almost as if the woman was thinking out loud.

Oliver’s stomach turned at the thought of women being used like cattle, but remembered that they were on a mission. He smiled at Geon.

“You might not be here for too long.” He glanced at the Madam. “It had been Eve’s idea to come here, far from home, to ply her trade and make quick money to start over back home. If you say she would be popular amongst your important clients, then there is little doubt she will reach her goal in no time.”

The Madam smiled; a toothy grin that was obviously fake. Geon, aka Eve, would not see much of the money and was sure to be held here until this woman had bled her dry.

“You’re right. She will make a lot of money. Annie!” She called out and a young woman in a sheer dress came down the stairs. She gave Oliver a practised smile. “No, Annie, he’s not here for you. This is Eve. Be a darling and show her to her room. Use the one next to Naomi.”

Oliver leered at Annie. “I might just return tonight,” he said before turning to Geon. “I will definitely see you again too, my dear. Who knows, maybe you might like some familiar company on your first night.”

As Geon was led away, Oliver had to refrain from grabbing her back and taking her far away from this place. He tried to convince himself that Geon could take care of herself. Still, he would be here tonight to keep an eye on her.

***

Hirsh pulled at her moustache as she watched a shipment being offloaded. The docks were bustling with businessmen arriving to inspect their consignments. She approached the sailor who was overseeing the task. He was huge with a long dark braid and deep slanted dark eyes. His muscled arms, which were folded across his chest, were painted with intricate patterns.

“You! Where can I find your captain?”

The sailor gave her a disdainful look and gestured to the ship with his head. “On board.”

“I need to speak to him. You took your own sweet time getting here and I expect a reduction in price for your tardiness.”

“Follow me,” the man said curtly. He didn’t even wait to see if she was following. They made their journey in silence until they reached the captain’s quarters, the man entered without knocking and waited for Hirsh to follow. Hirsh stood in the room, looking around.

“Interesting,” she said quietly and turned to the sailor, who had closed the door to lock them in. “I’m impressed by the acting.”

The man’s face split into a huge grin. They both moved at the same time to embrace fiercely.

“It’s good to see you again, Captain.”

Hirsh smiled. “You look uglier than the last time I saw you, but you’re still a sight for sore eyes, Pristine.” She swept her hat off her head and walked to the brandy decanter. “Drink?”

“Of course.”

They each took a sip before Hirsh waved her towards a chair. “There is a lot I have to tell you.”

Pristine frowned; her dark eyes sharp. They had met on Hirsh’s second voyage as Captain of The Raven. Pristine was working as a translator and stable hand at a trading post where Hirsh and Chester were looking to trade spices for tobacco and furs. Sick to death of a daily routine of shovelling horse dung and heckling from stagecoach drivers and passengers alike, Hirsh’s invitation to join her crew had been accepted without discussion. They had been together ever since.

“It sounds serious.”

“It is.” Hirsh went to retrieve the decanter and saw Pristine’s eyes narrow a little. “You’ll thank me later.”

A half hour later, Pristine sat staring straight ahead with a shell-shocked expression on her face.

“Marlin?” she asked carefully.

“Yes, Marlin too.”

She shook her head slowly. “That means I’m the only one who’s unattached.”

Hirsh chuckled. “You get to keep all the girls from now on.”

“Well, not that you all were any real competition, but thank you.”

“If you say so.” Hirsh drained her glass and reached for the decanter. “Now, did you get what I asked for?”

“In your drawer. It took some time and that was what had delayed us.”

“Thank you. With that out of the way.” Hirsh sighed. “There is more. It concerns Marlin and why we’re all here.”

When Hirsh left an hour later, she was a little worried about Pristine and her state of mind. The woman adored Marlin. All she could hope for was that Pristine would keep her head and not do anything stupid. Like slipping into Shepherd’s home and scalping him.

***

Jeremiah looked on as his mother cooed at a grinning Olivia. The girl was lapping up the attention and kicking wildly as Rachel tickled her tummy.

“She is simply adorable,” the older woman said as she looked up. Her eyes sparkled with joy. “Thank you for introducing me to them. I’ve always wondered what it would’ve been like had I gotten a second chance to raise the two of you.”

His heart clenched at hearing that. Too much had been taken from them all because of one selfish person.

“You need not wonder anymore. I’d love for you to be involved in their lives.”

Rachel sniffed and nodded.

“Here.” Abigail handed Samuel to his grandmother and reached for Olivia. “You’re next, pretty butterfly.” The baby gurgled as Abigail kissed her red cheeks before passing her on to the wet nurse.

He felt an arm slip around his waist and looked down into the eyes of Anne.

“It feels good to know when you’ve finally come full circle.” He brushed a kiss on her hair.

“Almost there, dear sister.” He still had to get a ring on Abigail’s finger before he could begin to call his life complete. Even then, with his growing circle of friends, he doubted he would settle down easily. Hirsh and the others were fighting a never-ending war against prejudice and he had enlisted himself to the team. 

Jeremiah Mortimer—Honorary Pirate.

He could actually feel the adrenaline coursing through his veins at that moment.


XI

The place was rowdy and reeked of violence and desperation. Yet, the patrons kept their distance even though some kept throwing looks their way. Catherine knew it was the quiet, ominous presence of her companion, which served as an effective deterrent. She took a tiny sip of her cider as she absorbed the sights and sounds around her. It still amazed her how far her life had come in such a short time. Here she was, sitting in a squalid tavern in Plymouth drinking cheap watered-down cider with none other than Cinnabar. Cinnabar! She stole a look at the pirate and felt almost giddy knowing that she could enjoy her first foray into a tavern without fear of being accosted or thrown out.

She almost fell out of her seat when Chester slammed her mug on the rickety table, drawing everyone’s attention in the room.

“Is this what you do all day, huddle together and gossip about how Commodore Allan Shepherd raped and murdered a woman in Amsterdam?” She spat at her feet. “Cowards, the lot of you!”

Catherine kept her eyes on her mug to hide her wide-eyed stare. When Chester had informed her that they would engage in provocative dialogue to draw attention, she hadn’t expected it to mean that they would hurl a random rumour, followed by an insult, into the crowd. She glanced up and found the patrons staring at Chester with dumbfounded looks. She wanted to giggle. They really didn’t know what Chester was talking about, but they appeared interested enough to know more. If she had thought Chester’s approach a little unrefined, she was now convinced that it was almost perfect. The men and women went back to their drinking and Chester looked at her.

“Let’s go find another place to drink that doesn’t reek of cowardice.”

The bartender came over to their table with two fresh mugs and a tight smile. “No need to be so rash, my friend. Here, drink up and enjoy yourself. It takes the men a while to work up their confidence.”

Catherine almost gaped at the man. It was just too easy. Had she written such a feeble character into one of her stories, it probably wouldn’t have gone far. He moved away and she threw a miserable look at the new, dirt-stained glass that the bartender had plonked in front of her. Chester reached for it and with one breath gulped it down. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“You’re still too young to appreciate such a gift, baby brother.”

She gave her companion a surly look and Chester guffawed as she turned away. Catherine sensed a presence next to her and stiffened. A tall man stood at her side, looking down on them. 

“You don’t seem to be very fond of your head, do you, stranger?”

Chester gave the man a hard, challenging look. “What is it to you if I do or if I don’t?”

The room was quiet and although no one was looking directly at them, she could tell they were listening. The newcomer looked just as threatening as Chester and Catherine swallowed nervously. The tension in the room was almost palpable. The man kicked out a chair and folded his tall, powerful body into it.

“Your loose tongue could get you hanged faster than you can get drunk.”

Chester sneered. “If the truth is worth a noose around my neck, then I wonder what the price for cowardice is.”

Oh, no! Chester seemed to know exactly when and how to say the wrong thing, Catherine lamented silently. Their guest’s face hardened.

“You’re probably new to this town.” A staring match ensued and Catherine timed her breathing so she didn’t forget to inhale and faint dead away from the tension. “What are you called?”

“Why?”

The man folded his arms on the table and Catherine stared in fascination at the dark patterns that weaved their way up the strong arms. Dark eyes narrowed slightly as the man sat back in his chair.

“Because, big-mouth, we could be of help to each other. You have something we need and we can help you get Shepherd for killing your girl.”

Catherine glanced at Chester, who made a show of considering the offer. She finally nodded.

“What do you want?”

“Tell me everything you know about that corrupt bastard.”

The tension in the room gradually lessened and Catherine noticed some of the patrons approaching their table.

Operation Smear Campaign was taking off.

***

Jane couldn’t keep her eyes off Hirsh and was shamefully aware of how aroused she was by her lover’s appearance. Hirsh looked devastatingly handsome and distinguished; dressed in a three-piece dark suit that fit her frame perfectly. Her chestnut hair styled into the latest fashion and a tidy moustache and wire-framed glasses further added to her overall appeal. To Jane’s chagrin, she noted that the disguise also carried the approval of the ladies in the teahouse. She had to remember that she was in character and shouldn’t be glaring at the ogling women. A soft snort drew her attention to Hirsh.

Twinkling hazel eyes studied her over the rim of a teacup. Jane reached for her cup and shrugged.

“Fortunately for them, you haven’t taught me how to shoot yet.”

“They are lucky, indeed.” Hirsh’s eyes moved beyond her and sharpened perceptibly. “He’s here.”

Jane quickly put her cup down as she felt the tension begin to set in. Hirsh’s face took on the sombre reporter’s look that she had been practising in the mirror the previous night. An elderly gentleman with the upright bearing of a soldier was led to a table a few feet from theirs. Hirsh’s gaze shifted back to her.

“We can just as well have brunch while we wait for him to leave.” Hirsh signalled for the waiter and ordered for them. They timed their meal so they were done and leaving the establishment at the same time as their target. Hirsh rushed over to the man just before he could get into his carriage.

“Port Admiral Jim Hargreaves?”

The man turned around with a frown. “Yes.” He gave Hirsh a sharp look.

Hirsh stuck out her hand. “Bartholomew Jenkins of The London Epistle, sir.”

The officer shook Hirsh’s hand. “Mr Jenkins. What can I do for you?”

“I’m was writing a story on the overall morale of naval officers in light of the spectacular triumphs the navy has enjoyed over the past decade.” The man seemed to relax a little. “However, my research uncovered something that I felt would be both of great benefit to the Royal Navy and for our readers to explore.”

Port Admiral Hargreaves’ eyes narrowed. “For the time being, a press gag has been put in place by the Fleet Admiral on any stories regarding the Royal Navy.”

“Oh, I know. That’s why I thought that my story could help purge the navy of those officers deemed a threat to its reputation.” The man hesitated a little before he looked around and his eyes fell on Jane. Hirsh quickly turned to her. “My apologies, sir. Allow me to introduce my assistant, Ms Nora Lloyd.”

Jane bowed her dark head and smiled at the officer. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir.”

“Ms Lloyd.” He shook his head. “I wish I could be of assistance, but only a written authorisation from Head Office could persuade me to talk to you.” He turned to the carriage.

“Not even a story about Commodore Allen Shepherd’s rape and murder of a Dutch woman twelve years ago?”

The Port Admiral froze and turned to them. His eyes were cold as he looked them over.

“People get hanged for spreading malicious rumours and defaming high-ranking officers, Mr Jenkins.”

“I’m well-aware of that, sir. Except, the family of the murdered woman wants restitution for her loss or they plan to make the incident public.” Hirsh waited for a beat. “They have witnesses—both Dutch and British. It includes crewmen of the Commodore’s ship at the time, HMS Cornakcy.”

Jane could see a red flush climb up the man’s neck. His eyes glittered with rage and his lips were pursed as he looked at them.

“I’ll be in touch with you soon. Until then, please refrain from raising the issue with anyone else before I talk to you again.”

Hirsh nodded. “Understood, sir. Thank you for your time.”

They watched as the man’s carriage pulled away.

“Do you think it worked?”

“He looked worried—very worried. I think we planted a seed of doubt,” Jane muttered and looked at Hirsh, taking in his clothes. “Since we have nothing to do for now, how would you like to go home and take a nap?”

Hirsh grinned. “Something to eat first, darling. Whatever it was they fed us in there, couldn’t fill up a sparrow.”

“Of course.” It would only be to her benefit if Hirsh was well-fed and filled with stamina.

***

“You came home rather late last night.”

Oliver lowered the newspaper to find his mother standing in the doorway.

“Yes, I did. I haven’t been back here in a while and met up with a few old friends.”

His mother’s expression grew tight with disapproval. “You could’ve alerted the cook that you would be missing supper.”

“I’ll do so today before I leave.”

“Are you going out again tonight?” The older woman took a seat opposite from him, prompting Oliver to fold the newspaper and watched his mother.

“Is there any reason I should stay in tonight, Mother?”

The pursed lips and furrowed forehead were familiar signs he recalled all too well from his childhood.

“You said you came to visit with me.”

Oliver smiled. “I did, but I wouldn’t dream of making demands on your valuable time when I know what a busy woman you are. Between Lawrence and the delectable Ms Rupert, your time…”

“You are not to touch her, Oliver.” The sharp edge in his mother’s tone made his eyebrow shoot up. “I mean it. You steer clear of Ms Rupert.”

“Well,” he exclaimed and he threw his arms up, “I feel a bit insulted that you would think me such a cad that I would accost my own brother’s partner.”

A look flashed over his mother’s face before she looked away. “News about your shenanigans in London do reach us here.”

“With shenanigans, I assume you mean my friendships with ladies.”

“If they can even be called friendships, but yes.”

Oliver was suddenly overcome by a desire to see how far he could push the woman.

“History is filled with women who came between brothers and in the end had to choose which one they…”

“Oliver!” The blue eyes glittered with rage. “I promise you will regret it if you lay a finger on that girl.”

The fact that he had barely started to push at the issue and the passion it evoked, stirred his interest in Ms Clara Rupert even further. There was something there. He should keep his eyes and ears open.

“Fine, Mother. I’m about to get married, remember. I will not touch your dear Ms Rupert.”

Even after his reassurance, he could still sense his mother’s anger as they moved on to talk about the family business and the new trends originating from the Continent.

***

The sound of voices outside his door roused Percy from his nap just as the door opened to admit his parents.

“I’m not having that conversation again.” His father’s tone held a warning. He turned to Percy. “How was your nap, son?”

“Good.” He glanced at his mother. “What’s wrong?”

Lady Emma glanced at her husband before she looked back at him. Her jaw was set stubbornly.

“Some hooligans dumped human waste on our front steps during the night.” She threw a sharp look at his father. “We suspect it’s from those people from that place.”

Percy blinked up at his mother. “I don’t understand. Human waste?”

“Faeces.”

Oh! He grimaced. Who would want to do that to them? His father was a well-respected member of society.

“Who would do something like that? And why?”

His father sighed. “Your mother believes it’s in retaliation for my efforts in trying to find your attackers.”

“But what would force them to respond in such a vile manner?”

The older man looked away and that left only his mother to disclose some answers. He hadn’t seen her angry in a very long time, maybe not since after he went off to university. She was very angry right now.

“Your father’s self-appointed army went in and beat up men, women and children indiscriminately. The hospice is inundated with patients and can barely care for all of them.” She threw a hard look at his father. “That doesn’t include the number of your father’s men, who have been ambushed and beaten severely by some unknown assailant. They all have suffered broken bones amongst many other injuries.”

The duke frowned. “How do you even know about that?”

“Just like you, I have my sources.”

His father muttered under his breath in response, but Percy was processing the information. Geon was probably not happy about what had happened in the slums. She cared for those people enough to make it her duty after hours to feed them. A deep sadness settled in his chest at the thought of never seeing her again because of this.

“The only good thing that came from this is that we caught your attackers.”

That jarred him from his thoughts. “You did? How?”

“They turned themselves in.”

“Just like that?” Percy doubted those cutthroats suddenly developed a conscience. “Were they coerced?”

His father grimaced. “They were rather beaten up themselves and they did hint at having had some encouragement to come forward.”

“You don’t look happy with the news, Father.”

“No, I’m not.”

His mother scoffed. “Did you want to see more people battered before you feel satisfied?”

“Of course not, Emma.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “This means that there is a very powerful and influential individual pulling the strings in the slums. That knowledge doesn’t instil a lot of comfort in me. In fact, it could spell trouble for all of us.”

Percy understood his father’s misgivings, but he couldn’t help but wonder how someone like that could’ve remained undetected for so long. Unless…

“I think your actions may have given rise to this person’s prominence. The line between the rich and poor has been drawn and now they have an invisible weapon that could strike at any time and with dire consequences.”

His father looked like he had tasted something foul as he listened. It was good that he listened, Percy thought, because there were changes on the horizon. The masses have found their voice and it appears they will do whatever it costs to be heard.

“Does your offer of a seat in the Lower House still stand, Father?”

“Uh…yes. Why?”

Percy smiled. “I think it’s time that we consider an all-inclusive narrative.” His wheelchair should arrive within the next few weeks. It was time to change his perspective from his ceiling to the horizon. He noticed his mother smile broadly as she combed back his hair.

It felt good to have a purpose and to feel optimistic about it.

***

The brothel was filling up with customers who had slipped away over their lunch break for some amorous respite. The Madam stood at the bar watching the interactions with a hawk eye. She smiled thinly when she saw Oliver.

“Back so soon?”

He shrugged. “I’m on holiday.”

“That explains it then.” She looked him over. “Should I help you make a choice for the afternoon?”

“Maybe later. I’m actually here to find out how she fared last night.”

He had spent his evening at the bar, drinking and flirting with the girls while at the same time keeping an eye on Geon. Her presence hadn’t been missed and although several men had tried to book her for the night, the Madam was quick to point out that Geon wasn’t available. That had deterred the men and Oliver had found himself beginning to relax. But his relief was short-lived. Just before midnight, a large, powerfully built man had entered and made straight for Geon.

“How much?” he had growled as his eyes had raked over her with hungry intent. Oliver had climbed to his feet, but the warning look in Geon’s eyes had kept him rooted to the spot. The Madam had assured him that tonight would only be an introduction for Eve to see how things operated. She wasn’t expected to do any work that evening. Yet, there stood this giant determined to have Eve for the night.

“Too expensive.” The Madam was dwarfed by the man, but she had held her ground. “Now, if you would like I can introduce you to someone I’m sure you wouldn’t find lacking in any way.”

“I want this one. How much.”

“I’m sorry, but she’s not…”

The man had pulled a thick wad of notes from his pocket. Everyone, including Oliver, had been stunned. That was a lot of money. Eve, settling into character, smiled at the man while the Madam stared transfixed at the money.

“How much?”

“Actually, that’s the correct amount, sir.” She reached for the money. “Eve, please show the gentleman to your room and I’ll be sending up a complimentary bottle of champagne.”

Oliver had gaped at the woman and at Eve, who was leading the man—by the hand—up the stairs. He had spent the rest of the night at the bar watching the stairs for the man to make his appearance. At around two o’clock in the morning he had given up, drunk and anxious, he had made his way home. If not for his heavy head and restless night’s sleep, he would’ve been here at the crack of dawn, but he knew Geon wouldn’t have appreciated him jeopardising their plan.

“Your friend brought in more money than all sixteen girls combined in the week.” The Madam looked happy as she touched his hand. “That man was still weak-kneed when he came down the stairs this morning. She did really well.”

He stayed the whole night? Oliver wanted to push the woman from him, but instead managed a cool smile.

“Where is she?”

“Resting. I think she deserves it after such hard work.”

He was filled with disgust as he smiled at the woman. “I would like to see her. Make sure for myself that she’s alright.”

“Of course, she is. I wouldn’t allow anyone to leave a bruise on her.”

Oliver gave her an unblinking stare. If this woman thought it was a request then she was terribly mistaken. He saw exactly when realisation dawned and she blinked.

“Oh! I didn’t know you…” She frowned. “Does she know how you feel about her?”

Nosy witch! 

“Which is her room? Or would you like me to call out her name and disturb your other clients?”

She sighed. “The last room on the left.”

He took the stairs two at a time and stormed down the hallways, blocking out the sounds that emanated from behind the other closed doors. Outside Geon’s room, he debated whether to knock or not. Deciding that she might be asleep, he tried the handle and finding the door unlocked, entered. Geon was still in bed, but she wasn’t asleep. She smiled when she saw him.

“I expected to see you earlier.”

Oliver growled. “I’ll kill that man if he touched you, Geon.”

She hoisted herself on her elbow and for a moment he was awestruck by the rich wave of copper locks that fell over her face.

“You can’t.”

“I can’t what,” Oliver asked sharply, his momentary lapse gone.

“You can’t kill Pristine.”

“Who the hell is Pristine?”

Geon held out her hand. “Come closer and I’ll tell you.”

“No, tell me now. Did this Pristine person touch you?”

“No, she didn’t. She was too interested in you and how we’d met.” Oliver blinked at her. “She’s our sailing master.”

Sailing master? Her? That giant with the murderous face was a woman! That’s preposterous!

“You’re not being facetious now, are you?”

“No,” Geon purred and sat up. “Come closer, darling. I’ve been yearning for you all night.”

Oliver’s mouth fell open. “Here? Now?” She seriously didn’t expect him to make love to her in a brothel. No, that simply wasn’t done. Geon pulled her nightdress down her shoulder to show tight, pink-tipped nipples. As if in a daze, Oliver found himself moving towards the bed.

***

Marlin looked up at the knock on his door.

“There a Mrs Catherine West here for you, Doctor,” Andrew announced with a wide smile. “Shall I send your wife through?”

“Yes, Andrew. Thank you.”

“Congratulations, Doctor.” He left quickly.

Catherine breezed in with a blinding smile and Marlin’s heart stopped for a second at her radiant beauty.

“Hello, Doctor.”

Marlin walked over and pressed a kiss to her cheek before she stood back to admire her wife.

“You look great.”

She grinned and embraced him tightly. “It was so exciting. Chester is fearless. She simply…”

Marlin couldn’t help but laugh at the woman’s animated expressions. She stopped talking and blushed.

“I love seeing you like this. You remind me of Geon the first time she went on a mission with us.”

“I’m sure she was a little more subdued and professional.”

“Worse.” Catherine rolled her eyes at his obvious fib and Marlin chuckled “Tell me everything and then we can go for tea somewhere.”

From what she could glean from Catherine’s excited conversation, their operation had been successful. By the time that they had left the tavern, the unhappy grumblings of former and active seamen had followed them out. The news of Commodore Shepherd’s opium addiction and his killing of an innocent Dutch woman was sure to spread like a wildfire. Marlin shuddered inwardly. She had been at the mercy of that man before and back then he didn’t have as much to lose as he did now. Shepherd would be livid.

Yet, she was looking forward to facing him head-on and putting this behind her.

And she had her friends and this beautiful woman with sparkling eyes to thank for that.

***

“I never took you for a prude, darling.” Geon stretched out her naked body as she took in Oliver’s fully-clothed frame lounging next to her on the bed.

“I’m not going to make love to you in a brothel. Not when I’m unsure of how I feel about this whole practice, especially after having had the misfortune of dealing with that woman downstairs.” He stifled a yawn. “Anyway, there is much you still need to learn about me.”

“Oh.” She ran her hand over his chest. No matter how hard she had tried, he had refused to undress and only used his fingers to bring her to an orgasm. “Then tell me.”

Oliver slowly turned his head to fix his dark grey gaze on her. He appeared a little guarded as he watched her.

“I was born here in Plymouth.” He sighed. She gently cupped his face and stared deep into his eyes. It was evident that what he was about to share raised painful memories. He needed to know that she was on his side. Oliver seemed to have received the silent message of support, for he continued. “I’m the eldest of two children. My father was disappointed at having a girl for a firstborn. He had hoped for a son to take over the family business from him one day. When the doctor noted that my birth had been a difficult one and that another pregnancy could either result in a miscarriage or even death for my mother, he devised a plan to secure the Potts family legacy.”

The bitterness in his tone made Geon curl her body around his. His hand landed on her hip and he gently cradled the curve there. She pressed a kiss on his cheek.

“He paid the doctor off to change my gender on the birth certificate. In his determination to hide his deception, he was brutal in making sure I didn’t forget that I was a boy. When I was fifteen my brother, Lawrence, was born. As you can expect, my father was delighted. He immediately sent me off to boarding school and began to dote on his true heir. I finished school and went on to study Architecture before I found that I loved drawing the female form.” He glanced down into her eyes. “The rest is history.”

“And your parents?” She may have had a few bad bumps in her life, but her parents were very loving and supportive. It had been her own fault for going against their wishes and eloping with Pierre at age twenty. Yet, when she returned to them, they had welcomed her back with open arms.

“My father died ten years ago and my mother and brother run the business now.” He grimaced. “I’m staying with them while I’m in town. They’ve heard about the engagement and my mother expressed an interest in meeting you.”

“I would like to meet her, too.” She nipped his earlobe with her teeth and giggled when he pinched her derrière. She didn’t like to see him unhappy. “You haven’t said anything about your brother.” She was almost sorry she had asked when an expression of deep grief settled in Oliver’s eyes.

“He used to be a wonderful, warm-hearted boy, but he outgrew all of that. I lost touch with him after his snide innuendos and threats to expose my gender became too much to bear. Yet, he persists. He even turned up on Friday at Eddie’s baptism—uninvited—with vague threats of exposing me to Lord Morris.”

Bastard! Oliver’s family was in dire need of a little reconditioning. Geon straddled Oliver and looked down into his beautiful eyes.

“I would like to meet them as soon as we’re done here.”

Oliver smiled. “I would like that very much. Maybe then I could leave my past behind.”

Before she could respond to that, there was a knock on the door. It was one of the girls telling her that she was needed downstairs. She responded in the affirmative and looked at Oliver.

“I want you to know that I won’t sleep with anyone, not even to protect my disguise.”

The smile that came over Oliver’s face made her stare at him wishing she was somewhere else so she could prove to him just how much she loved him. She got up to get ready while he slipped from her room.

***

When Oliver reached downstairs the Madam was nowhere to be seen. He walked over to the bar and ordered a drink. Before he could pay for it, a coin was slammed on the bar next to his glass.

“This is on me.”

Oliver looked up into the bearded face of a man. He was dressed in rough-hewed clothing and his black eyes were intense as he studied Oliver.

“Thank you.” He took a sip of his brandy as he studied the man over the rim on the glass. “Do I know you?”

The man looked around. “We’ve not had the pleasure to meet yet, but we have several acquaintances in common.”  

“Like who?”

“Eve, for instance.”

Oliver frowned as he made a closer study of the man while, at the same time, mentally ticking off everyone he knew that also had a link with Geon. He had met everyone, except one person. His eyes widened slowly as she took in the stranger.

Cinnabar!

The black, unblinking stare was disconcerting, but Oliver refused to look away. He had nothing to hide. Yet, he had to admit that the pirate was very intimidating. Even dressed as a simple dock worker.

“How is she doing?”

“She was called down by the Madam, presumably, to meet a client. Is he here?”

A cold smile formed on the pirate’s lips. “You know of the plan?”

“Yes, I asked her if I could help.”

They stared at each other for a long moment. “Fine. In that case, hands up.”

Oliver frowned when he felt something hard pressed into his ribs. He looked down to see a cocked pistol in the man’s hand.

“What…?” Oliver was unceremoniously pushed into the centre of the room.

“Hand ups, everyone! This is a robbery!”


XII

Hirsh carefully pushed the woman off her lap as she climbed to her feet. The gunman immediately aimed his weapon at her.

“Ah, I see. We have a hero with us,” he sneered as he sized her up.

“Can we at least get the women out safely? You’re frightening them unnecessarily.”

His eyes narrowed as if he was considering the request. “Maybe later. For now, I would like to give them a bit of entertainment, seeing how the shoe is usually on the other foot.” He winked at one of the girls.

Hirsh frowned. “What do you mean?”

Three armed men entered the room escorting the Madam and a tall, well-dressed gentleman with a murderous look on his face.

“Look what we’ve found back there,” one of them crowed, holding up a bag which he shook vigorously. “Our contact was spot on.”

“You’re all going to regret this.” The man’s cold gaze zeroed in on the shooter. “Do you know who I am?”

“Let me guess. A client hoping to get a quick rut in before you’re missed by your society friends?” The three robbers snickered. “But no, I think I can do better than that. I believe you’re that captain, who used to frequent Dutch opium dens. The same one who raped and killed a young female healer in Amsterdam.” The shooter grinned as the women gasped in shock. Even the Madam reacted to the news. “That would make you Commodore Allen Shepherd. Everyone’s talking about you, sir. You’re famous.” He gave a mock salute.

The Commodore’s face was red with rage as he glared at the man.  “Where did you hear all that garbage?”

“Uh, excuse me.” Hirsh waited until she had both the thief and the Commodore’s attention. “My name is Bartholomew Jenkins. I’m a reporter with The London Epistle. I’m here in Plymouth to follow up on the same story involving you, Commodore Shepherd, and the murder of the young healer.” She took a careful step forward but quickly held up her hands when one of the robbers aimed their weapon at her. “I have the details of reliable sources, most who had served on your ship at the time, corroborating the event.”

The Commodore sneered. “Lies. That never happened.”

“Twenty men can’t be lying, sir.”

The thief chuckled. “I wished I could stay to the end and find out what happened, but I’m a little pressed for time.” He nodded at his cohorts. “Get all their valuables.”

Hirsh almost smiled as one of the robbers approached him with a bag. Twinkling green eyes stared at him through the holes in the mask.

“Get on with it, Mister! I won’t ask you again.”

With a sigh, Hirsh dropped her bifold and watch in the bag, but held back the notebook.

“I need this for my story,” she said stubbornly as she glared at the leader.

“Then keep it. We’re leaving.” He glanced around and whistled softly. A blonde beauty stood at the top of the stairs. “Hello, lovely. Would you come down here so I could take a good look at you?” The woman hesitated. “Bring her to me,” he ordered another of his accomplices. “You must be the reason this toad here…” He waved his gun in the Commodore’s direction. “…deemed it necessary to leave his gilded cage.” Hirsh saw a pained look cross the Madam’s face before she schooled it into an expression of anger. “The Commodore has quite the reputation. Fancies himself a connoisseur of fine women.” He reached for a lock of the woman’s hair when she was brought over to him and guffawed when she jerked away. “Feisty, too.” He unexpectedly jerked her against his chest and forced a bruising kiss on her lips. A slap echoed through the room when he finally pulled away and the smug look on his face froze. The room fell deathly silent. Out of the corner of his eye, Hirsh could see Potts take a step closer, but one of the cohorts aimed their weapon at him. She wondered how much of that was actually playacting. Pristine had relayed Geon’s message to her this morning which informed her of Potts’ involvement in the plan. Jane had clutched her heart at the news, calling it romantic and a sign of true love. Hirsh wouldn’t go so far, but she had found it quite charming of the butch to have followed Geon here and wanting to be part of their scheme. Maybe it was somewhat romantic seeing as should they get caught; Potts would go down with them all. That was an enormous sacrifice for a woman.

The robber broke the silence. “I think I would love teaching you some manners myself. You’re coming with me.” He shackled her wrist with his hand and scanned the room. “Thank you, gentlemen, for your donations. Rest assured that the money will go a long way in feeding the needy.”

“Please, don’t take her with you. I beg you.” Everyone turned to the Madam, who held out her hands pleadingly. “She’s an innocent in this and I wouldn’t want to see her hurt.”

“Shut your lying mouth woman! You pleading like this for a meal ticket is simply revolting.” He saluted the bristling naval officer with his gun. “See you around, Commodore.” At the door, the robber turned back to face them. “I have two crack shots posted at both exits. Should someone dare to leave within the next ten minutes, they should be sure to have their affairs in order. Your choice.”

The four men and their hostage slipped from the room. Hirsh saw the Commodore turn to the woman.

“Did you know about this?”

The fear in the woman’s eyes was real. “Of course not, Commodore. I wouldn’t dare place my girls in such danger. Nor would I jeopardise my business and the reputation of my clients in any way.”

The man gave her a lethal look before he walked over to the bar to order a drink. Potts also moved to the bar and Hirsh quickly joined them. The Commodore’s eyes held a dangerous gleam when he looked at Hirsh.

“I have nothing to say to you.”

Hirsh shrugged. “Maybe not you, but I’ve spoken to the Port Admiral earlier.” The man’s glass stopped halfway to his lips. “He assured me that he would get back to me after he had alerted the top brass of the allegations.”

This time when he turned to Hirsh, she got a glimpse into the man’s soul. She knew the look of a killer and she was facing one at that moment. It took all of Hirsh’s willpower not to act impulsively and snap the man’s neck. This was the monster that Marlin had faced that night.

“You spoke to my superior?”

“Yes. I couldn’t reach you.”

The man took a sip of his drink, suddenly eerily calm. “I see.”

He didn’t say anything again as he ordered another drink and sipped it, all the while keeping his eyes on the clock behind the bar. Hirsh ordered a drink too and cheered inside at how well everything was coming along.

The word had been spread to turn everyone against Shepherd. Geon’s presence and the Madam’s greed and predictability had drawn him out into the open to face the allegations and now they had to wait and see Shepherd’s reaction. The man had been pushed so far already that he had no other option but to react.

***

Jane giggled as she looked at Geon squealing as she was chased around the room by Chester. The only other time she experienced this dizzying feeling, was during lovemaking. Her blood was pumping ferociously through her veins and her skin was hypersensitive. She wanted to throw her head back and scream her jubilation to the heavens. Was this what Hirsh and the other felt every time? If so, she could understand why. The sensation was highly gratifying and she could see herself wanting to experience it more. The combination of nerves, danger and ultimately success, was intoxicating. She saw Chester pounced on Geon who giggled hysterically as Chester tickled her mercilessly. She had pulled off a robbery in broad daylight with three pirates and she didn’t regret one moment of it. Later today, an anonymous cash donation would be made to the Plymouth Orphanage. The valuables would be pawned and the proceeds would go to the town’s hospice. All in all, they’d had a fruitful day.

“I’m sorry,” Geon cupped Chester’s face to place a soft kiss on the other woman’s cheek. “It had to be believable—which it was. Oliver was ready to attack you.”

“That he was,” Chester said and went to pour them all a drink. “I’m just happy that all that is behind us. Now we wait.”

Geon threw herself on the daybed next to Jane. “Me too. Poor Oliver wasn’t aware of the many twists in the plan. Pristine’s acting was exemplary.”

Jane had met the towering Native warrior-cum-sailing master and couldn’t help but laugh. The woman was very frightening and she could only imagine Oliver’s reaction when he saw her last night.

“Do you think it will work?” She had been having so much fun with the disguises and the complex manoeuvres, that she never questioned the plan’s effectiveness.

“Most men’s biggest enemy is their ego. It feeds their actions and nurtures their darkness.” Chester drained her glass. “Shepherd will bring himself down. His kind is too predictable.”

She didn’t need to hear more. Everything Chester said was true. She had seen it for herself. The arrogance and misplaced invincibility of the Commodore sounded all too familiar. A man whose self-image overruled common sense. History is littered with instances of how such men had ended up. Geon stood and looked at them.

“I’m famished. The food at that place was appalling.”

Both Jane and Chester eagerly followed her to the kitchen. Marlin’s house was a modest two-bedroom dwelling with a tiny kitchen and a cosy lounge. Jane had worried that it would take some clever manoeuvring to fit them all in, but she had realised quickly that they were used to cramped quarters and compromise when the two unpaired members made themselves comfortable in the lounge without any complaints.

An hour later they were dining on a delicious fish soup with thick, warm slices of bread. Oliver and Hirsh joined them just in time to partake in the meal. The discussion revolved around the events of the day as well as the expected outcome.

“The Commodore looked like a man on a mission when he stormed from the brothel. Are the others in place?”

“Yes. They expect us to join them later.”

Jane and Catherine would be sitting out this part of the plan, deemed too dangerous because of the threat of weapons that would be involved. Her concern for Hirsh was an instinctual response but at least now she had first-hand experience of the skill with which the group had set up their plan and the execution thereof. It didn’t completely douse her fears for her lover and their friends’ wellbeing, but she was appeased by the fact that they always looked out for each other and could easily handle themselves in dangerous situations.

She dragged Hirsh in the direction of their room as soon as the meal had ended. At least she had a few hours with Hirsh to convince herself before the woman had to leave again.

***

Oliver entered the house from the back entrance and made his way up the stairs to his bedroom. He reached the landing and at the spur of the moment decided to redirect his path to the small study his father had kept on the first floor to indulge in a drink and maybe some reading to unwind after the last few tense hours. The unexpected twists in the plan had left him frayed and worried about Geon’s safety. After everything, all he had wanted was to hold Geon but that idea had to be postponed when he had found himself the subject of an alert, unblinking stare from Chester Vaughn aka Cinnabar. The pirate wasn’t even making a secret of the fact that Oliver was on the spot. Geon noticed, but for some reason preferred to ignore it.

Oliver had done the same and that seemed to have worked, because Chester finally grew tired of glaring at him and turned his attention elsewhere. Not long after, Oliver took his leave with a chaste goodbye kiss from Geon and the promise to see her later tonight to meet his family.

The door was closed and not thinking anything about it, he opened it and stepped in. The flurry of movements had him confused for a moment before he realised what he was looking at. As it sunk it, Oliver found himself backing out of the room, pulling the door with him. He was still shell-shocked as he let himself into his room and went to stand by the window to look out with unseeing eyes.

His mind was racing as he shifted through his memories with breath-taking speed. Faces and places filtered through as he tried to make connections, desperate for what he had just witnessed to make sense. A knock at his door made him go to answer it without having any doubt of whom to expect.

Rosalind’s face was pale. “May I come in?”

He stood back and closed the door behind him. Folding his arms across his chest.

“We don’t act like barbarians in this house. We knock and wait for an invitation.”

Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “I assume I should be the one apologising for opening a door and finding my elderly mother fondling the naked breasts of a young woman.” He noticed his mother’s face become flustered. “It makes sense why you warned me off her so vehemently. I, mistakenly, thought Ms Rupert to be Lawrence’s paramour. Unless she is servicing both of you…”

“Don’t be crude,” his mother hissed with glittering eyes. “I don’t need to explain myself to you or anyone. I can do what I want and with whomever I want.”

“I saw.” His mother turned an even deeper shade of red. “I don’t care about the arrangement you and Lawrence have here.” His mother’s eyes were icy as she stared at him. “My fiancée arrived in Plymouth earlier today and would love to meet you tonight, before we return to London in the morning.”

His mother pursed her lips. “I wish you had notified us earlier.”

“Just like you wished I had knocked before entering the study and finding you with Ms Rupert straddling you.”

The silence following his retort was edgy as they glared at each other. His mother finally nodded.

“Dinner will be at seven. Make sure she knows not to be late.”

She stormed from the room and Oliver went to sit on the bed. His mother’s relationship with the young woman had stunned him. Was this new or had his father known about his mother’s proclivities? Shifting through his memories earlier, some disjointed images of his mother with other women had surfaced. She had taken him with her to picnics and house visits. He recalled playing in the garden or kitchen under the supervision of the staff while his mother and her friends locked themselves away for long periods.

The hypocrisy of his mother was sickening.

He fell back on the bed with a sigh. After tonight he planned to cut all ties with his family.

***

Hirsh knocked on the door whilst looking around to make sure that he was seen by everyone walking by. Union Street was the main avenue connecting the naval base with the towns of Devonport and East Stonehouse. It also happened to be the address of the wealthy and it saw a lot of traffic. It would add further pressure on Shepherd if he had the Port Admiral under surveillance. Something she was almost sure of.

It took her very little time to sum up the man earlier. He craved power and was willing to do anything to obtain it and do even worse to keep it. Shepherd would stop at nothing to continue his rise to stardom. 

The door opened and a uniformed man appeared.

“Good day, sir. How may I help you?”

Hirsh looked around again, reinforcing the ‘secrecy’ of his visit. “Is the Port Admiral in?”

The butler’s expression was neutral, but Hirsh was sure he was aware of Hirsh’s body language; his bearing spoke of a soldier as sharp eyes watched Hirsh closely.

“Who should I say is looking for him?”

“Bartholomew Jenkins of The London Epistle. Tell him it’s urgent. His life may depend on this.”

The man’s eyes widened slightly before he nodded.

“I’ll be right back, sir.”

He gently closed the door in Hirsh’s face. The ball was on the roll now and she prayed she was right about Shepherd.

***

Marlin was smiling as Catherine gave a hushed opinion of how bland she found her lunch. The fish did look unappetizing, especially if you’d already sampled Geon’s version of the same dish.

“Maybe you shouldn’t force yourself to eat it if you find it so unpleasant.”

Catherine grimaced. “Unfortunately, the baby has no taste buds.”

Laughing, Marlin reached for her glass of wine and she scanned the room just as a couple entered. The man was rotund with a slightly flustered expression on his face. His female companion was the total opposite. She was tall and beautifully dressed, but the outfit couldn’t hide the fact that she was painfully thin. Whereas her male companion smiled at other patrons as they were led past their table by the waiter, the woman’s face held a vacant look. Marlin swallowed hard as she lowered the glass she had used as a cover.

She did pro bono work amongst the growing menial workers’ population of the harbour town and had encountered her fair share of opium addicts. The vacant stares and emaciated frames were obvious signs. There was a dull ache in her heart, but Catherine looked up at the moment and beamed at her.

“I’ve tried and I think the baby recognises that, but I simply can’t eat this anymore.”

The pain that only moments ago had settled in her chest, dissipated in the brightness of Catherine’s smile.

“In that case, let’s go home and pray Geon is back. If not, I know another place that we could try out.”

“Yes, please.”

They stood and as she was about to leave, she stole one look over her shoulder at the woman.

There was almost nothing left of the woman she had once loved. Elvira appeared to have found her absolution in an opium pipe. Maybe it was better for her not to remember. She gently led her wife to the exit.

It was time to separate her past from her present. This plan had better work so she could move on. From what Catherine had told her earlier, they seemed to be well on track.

***

Geon hated not being prepared, but since she hadn’t expected to be invited to dine with the illustrious Potts family, she had bought the most expensive dress she could find in Plymouth. The aim was to impress and even though the dress wasn’t exactly to her liking the look in Oliver’s eyes when he had first seen her said that she had done well.

“Ready?”

She nodded and with a quick wave at Jane and Catherine she followed Oliver out to the carriage. During the short drive over, she noticed that Oliver was more quiet than usual.

“Are you alright?”

He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Yes.” She cocked her head and he sighed. “I caught my mother this afternoon in a compromising position.”

“Oh!” She wasn’t really surprised for she had seen too much in her travels to be shocked easily. Oliver wasn’t like her nor was he taking it well. “How old is she?”

“Sixty-two.”  

“Only? Well, she’s still very young from where I…”

“With her young female assistant, whom I suspect is also my brother’s girlfriend.”

Geon blinked. Not sure what to say, she reached over and squeezed Oliver’s hand. The carriage came to a stop and she looked out the window at the impressive house and back at her fiancé.

“Let’s go show them what a true stallion you are, my love.”

Oliver gaped at her and was still doing so when the driver opened the door. They entered the house to find their hosts waiting for them in the sunroom. Geon found the Potts matriarch to closely favour Oliver in looks, except for her dark eyes. The tall woman couldn’t hide her surprise in time when she saw Geon. Had Oliver not informed her about his mother’s proclivities, the woman’s slow once-over wouldn’t have meant anything but the obvious. A worried mother critically assessing her son’s choice for a bride. But she knew better and she was going to make Mother Potts wish she were in her son’s shoes.

The younger Potts openly stared at her before he shot his brother a hard look. He was quite handsome, but his indulgent life was beginning to show in the bags under his grey eyes and his slightly distended waist. One day soon, he’d wake up mourning his good looks if he didn’t consider a swift change of lifestyle. A beautiful, petite blonde stood by Lawrence’s side. Geon noticed that she was struggling to meet Oliver’s eyes. The young assistant, she presumed. The poor girl was way out of her depth with this lot.

“Mother. Lawrence. Ms Rupert.” Oliver waved to each of them to his mother’s visible displeasure. “My fiancé, Geon Degas.”

The welcoming words were subdued except for a wet kiss on the back of her hand and a smouldering look from Lawrence. He held out his arm and grinned at her.

“I’m a lucky man to have such a gorgeous sister in law. Will you allow me to escort you to the dining room, Ms Degas?”

Geon chuckled and turned to Oliver with a blinding smile. She almost giggled when he stared, completely mesmerised by its brilliance. She loved him more each day.

“Will you be alright on your own, darling?”

He smiled then, a lopsided twisting of his lips that made her insides quiver. “As long as you don’t wander too far.”

They moved into the dining room and she was relieved when she found herself seated next to Oliver and opposite Ms Rupert. The young woman smiled at her shyly.

***

Chester was growing impatient. She missed Florence and although she wanted to see this through, she couldn’t help but wish for it to be over so she could be reunited with her lover. She looked over to where Hirsh stood behind a tree not far away. They had taken over surveillance duties from The Raven’s crew who had kept watch over the Port Admiral during the day. Hirsh’s meeting with the Port Admiral had made the man more curious about Shepherd, but not entirely convinced of the danger he posed. As a precaution, Hirsh had warned the officer’s butler to be on the lookout in case the Commodore stopped by. If their instincts about Shepherd were right, then he would show his face today. If not to plead his innocence, then to eliminate a roadblock in his climb to the Admiralty.

“Movement!”

A dark figure crossed the street. Unlike other passers-by, the figure stopped in front of the house and with his back to it lit a cigarette.

A lookout.

A few minutes later two more men crossed the street and walked up to the front door. When it was answered, the men pushed inside and closed the door behind them. Chester smiled. They were right about Shepherd. Pretty bold of him to have entered from the front like that. Even if it was a misty night. She prayed the Port Admiral had heeded Hirsh’s warning and prepared for an attack. It would be devastating if they had set up the man only to have him murdered in his sleep. Just as she was about to leave her hiding spot to deal with the lookout, the door opened and the light from the foyer illuminated a group of uniformed men escorting two men out.

She smiled. The Port Admiral was not a fool after all. Shepherd would have to see how he talked himself out of this tight spot. Hirsh had already supplied the Port Admiral with a list of names of men who had served with Jonathan and who had knowledge of the incident. They were all willing to talk and with most already retired, they wouldn’t have to face any backlash for their testimonies.

Chester stretched her tall frame and waited for Hirsh to join her. There was some satisfaction in the fact that Shepherd would have to answer for what he had done to Marlin. It, however, would’ve been much more gratifying if they could’ve taken him out to sea on a rowboat and use him as live bait to catch sharks.

Who knows, maybe they might still get the opportunity if the navy failed to bring him to book. They strolled home silently as the thick cloud of mist settled over the town.

***

Oliver poured them both an after-dinner brandy and lit a cigar while Lawrence retrieved his snuff box.

“How you’ve managed to snare such a beauty is mindboggling.” Lawrence sounded a little nasal as if he was holding up a sneeze. “Poor thing is probably not aware of what she’s missing with you being what you are.”

Oliver squinted through the smoke at his brother. “And what is that?”

Lawrence grinned. “A woman.” He gulped down his brandy and went for a refill. “She really doesn’t know, does she? I see the way she looks at you. Attentive. Loving.” She sipped on the drink. “I wonder what she would do if she were to find out.”

“Fortunately for me, she doesn’t know and what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

“Bloody hell, man! That woman is made for a man and for her not to experience a real man is almost criminal.”

Oliver watched Lawrence closely. He was so transparent at times that Oliver could read his thoughts. At the moment, he was getting himself ready to drop a bomb, but first, he needed some liquid courage.

“She could find out and then she would despise you forever.” He took a long sip. “Unless you’re willing to share.”

Ah, there we go, Oliver thought. He had been waiting for that. Lawrence could barely keep his eyes off Geon during the meal and he hadn’t even bothered to hide his thoughts. Even their mother had noticed and had made her disapproval known when she herself wasn’t slyly ogling Geon.

“You want me to allow you to sleep with my fiancée and in turn, you wouldn’t tell her that I’m a woman?”

He shrugged and sniffed. “Yes. Mother underestimates your intelligence.”

“You mean like how she undermines your masculinity by screwing your girlfriend behind your back.”

A look of horror and humiliation crossed his face as he stood frozen, staring at Oliver. His pale lips moved, but no words were forthcoming. He drained his brandy and made another trip over to the decanter.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I would’ve laughed if it didn’t sound so absurd.”

Oliver approached him and stood looking down at him. “I saw them this afternoon. The beautiful Ms Rupert straddling Mother while her naked breasts…”

“SHUT UP!” Lawrence shrieked with spittle flying everywhere.

He knew he should stop, but years of abuse at his brother’s hand pushed him on.

“What is the use of having a pecker if your mother seems to do a much better job at servicing your girlfriend than you ever could? I saw Clara’s face and I could tell she was enjoying herself.”

“BITCH!”

It was only when a sudden surge of pain exploded in his skull that Oliver realised that Lawrence had hit him. He touched his lip and his fingers came away with blood. The stunted idiot had crossed the line. Before he could react, the door burst open and his mother, followed by Ms Rupert and Geon filed in.

Geon only took one look at him and her face grew taut with rage as she let loose a string of French profanities. She pushed past the other women to tower over Lawrence. Her fist shot out and connected hard with Lawrence’s jaw, flinging him over a chair until he crumpled to the floor.    

“I’m tired of people thinking they have the right to freely spill your blood,” she hissed as she removed her glove and gently dabbed at his injured lip. Over her shoulder, Oliver saw his mother and Clara rush over to where a groggy Lawrence was trying to sit up.

“Out! Both of you!” Rosalind was furious. “I don’t ever want to see you back here again. You too, Ms Degas.”

Geon turned to his mother with an equally ferocious expression on her face. “Oliver doesn’t need any of you. I’ll make sure that he never needs to come back here.”

His mother gave a bitter laugh. “If only you knew, you poor thing.”

Oliver sighed. He had thought his mother had a little more decorum than Lawrence, but he was obviously mistaken.

“What, exactly? That Oliver is a woman or that you are screwing your son’s girlfriend and he, the pipsqueak, allows you to do so.” Rosalind had grown pale and she was shaking so hard now, her cheeks were quivering. “If you dare come after Oliver or try to blackmail him, I’ll make sure that everyone knows of your little, twisted arrangement.” She grabbed Oliver’s hand. “Let’s go, darling.”

She dragged him through the house and outside, where for the first time in two hours, he could take a clean, deep breath. He noticed Geon watching him.

“Thank you.”

She pursed her lips and her eyes glittered dangerously under the glow of the gas streetlight. “I hope they heed my warning. Anyone who dares to hurt you will pay dearly.”

Oliver pulled her in for a passionate kiss even as his lip hurt like hell.

***

Marlin gently detangled herself from a sleeping Catherine and padded barefoot to the front door to retrieve the morning copy of the Plymouth Herald. With the rapid growth of Plymouth and the surrounding towns as mining ports as well as the presence of the naval base, two new newspapers began operating to serve the increasing populations in the area. She was eager to see if the arrest of Shepherd had made the news or if the navy had squashed the story to preserve their reputation.

She opened the door and spotting the paper on her doorstep, bent over to pick it up.

“I thought I recognised you yesterday.”

Marlin shot upright and stared at the woman standing next to a carriage parked across the street.

Elvira.

The woman came towards her, her gait slow and deliberate—as if she was concentrating hard to make every step.

She looked so fragile; slender and glassy-eyed. It was obvious that she had just smoked opium.

“I have thought about you every day for the last twelve years, Loes.” A tear ran down her pale cheek. “Jan became a monster after you had left.”

Left? Marlin wanted to scream that she hadn’t left. Elvira had sent her away. Instead, she only stared at the woman. It was surprising that she could still be coherent after a recent use. It showed that she was a long-term user. She couldn’t imagine what it must feel like to be totally dependent on the narcotic; its clutches digging deeper into you.

Poor Elvira.

“I couldn’t forget you nor could I forgive myself. Jan died from cholera while on a voyage and left me with two small children to raise by myself.” She wiped at the tear. “I had wished you were there. You would’ve taken good care of us. I remembered how much you liked children.”

“Madam, we should return to the hotel.” The carriage driver appeared nervous.

Elvira sighed. “I wish I could stay and talk some more. I have so much to say to you. So much I need to apologise for.”

There was a sound behind Marlin and Catherine appeared next to him.

“Good morning. I turned over and you were gone.” She caught sight of Elvira. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were with someone. I’ll go make us some tea.” She was gone just as quickly as she had appeared.

Elvira’s body was shaking now and more tears fell. “She’s beautiful and…pregnant. I’ll leave you and I pray you’re happy, Loes. I’m so sorry for lacking the courage needed to stand by your side.” She turned and in a halting pace walked back to the carriage. Marlin picked up the newspaper and closed the door as she made her way to the kitchen and her wife.


Epilogue

The rotting stench of London was a welcome sight for Chester as she slid from her horse and led it into the stables. She quickly brushed down it down and rewarded it with a helping of oats before entering the house through the backdoor. Even at this early hour, the servants were already busy preparing the house for the day. The smell of freshly baked bread permeated the air and her stomach growled in response. However, her need to see Florence was stronger than the lure of warm bread with melting butter.  She took the hidden staircase to Florence’s suite and quietly entered the room. The curtains were drawn and the room was dark although the horizon was beginning to lighten outside.

Chester stood looking down at a sleeping Florence, her heart near busting with love and happiness to be close to her lover again. Her breath caught when Florence’s eyelids moved and flickered before they opened.

For a breathless moment, she stared into golden eyes, seeing the expression in them shifting from confusion to pleasure and then love.

“Darling.”

“Yes.”

“You’re back?” Florence pushed up onto her elbows as her eyes raked over Chester’s frame. “You’re not injured?”

“No. I simply missed you.”

Florence lay back and opened her arms. “I’m here. Let me hold you.”

She hadn’t known it was possible to disrobe so fast, but she was naked and sliding into bed in less than a minute. Leaning over Florence, she let her eyes roam over the beautiful face. How was she going to survive if one night away from her had felt so dreadfully long?

“You’re the most beautiful woman in the world?”

Florence chuckled. “If a single night away does this to you, then I would love to see what you would be like after a much longer absence.”

Chester didn’t want to know. She lowered her head, inhaling the warm, familiar scent of her lover before she kissed her. Slowly and tenderly as she had dreamt of doing, lying in the darkness of Marlin’s lounge the previous night. When the kiss ended, they were both breathless and their faces were wet with tears.

Florence initiated the next kiss and they spent the next few minutes kissing and whispering their love to each other until Chester stifled a yawn. She dozed off, held tenderly in Florence’s arms.

***

Jane closed the door behind her and immediately began pulling at her clothing. She was naked by the time she reached the bed and slid under the covers. She sighed contentedly when the warmth and scent of her lover engulfed her. The carriage ride lasted at least an hour longer than on horseback and Hirsh probably tried to wait up for her, but the early hour and the late-night had taken its toll on her lover. She pushed up against Hirsh’s broad back and hooked her arm around the sleeping woman.

It was nice to be home.

***

Marlin was wide awake staring at the ceiling when Catherine slipped into the room. She smiled as she began to disrobe. As much as she wanted to give the woman privacy, she couldn’t stop herself from watching her. To her surprise, Catherine didn’t seem to be bothered by it as she loosened her hair and went to sit by the dresser to brush her hair.

Her encounter with Elvira earlier had her craving Catherine’s nearness. The younger woman hadn’t said anything even though Marlin was aware that she had noticed her unusual clinginess. The separation brought on by their travel arrangements was the only reason she had allowed herself to part from her wife. But she was back now and Marlin got out of bed to stand behind Catherine. Their eyes met in the reflection of the mirror. Catherine slowly lowered the brush and turned to look up at her.

“She upset you.”

Marlin had learned quickly not to underestimate Catherine’s insight. It was pointless to lie to her. With a nod, she ran her fingers through the auburn locks. Catherine stood and slid her arms around Marlin’s waist. Sharing a bed had done wonders for their intimacy. They were gradually growing closer, presently as friends but also as potential lovers one day.

“Is she who I think she is?”

“Yes.”

Catherine looked up; her eyes were wide as they searched hers. “What are you feeling?”

Marlin yawned. It was surprising how having Catherine close had relaxed her enough that she was beginning to feel sleepy. Remembering Catherine’s question, she shrugged.

“Nothing.” She thought again. “I don’t know what to think.”

They held each other as they both were lost in thought. Catherine jerked suddenly and Marlin quickly looked down in her eyes. They were wide with a strange mix of shock and wonder.

“The baby. I…I think it just moved.”

Marlin’s mouth fell open as she stared at Catherine’s stomach. Catherine’s arms cradled her stomach and she had a blinding smile on her face.

“It’s the first time.” She looked up. Her eyes were rapidly filling with tears. “I knew I was going to keep it, but that was as far as I could connect to it. Until now.” Her lower lip quivered and absolutely charmed to be part of the moment; Marlin felt her own eyes well up.

“It’s a little human. Our little human.”

Catherine took Marlin’s hand and placed it against her stomach. She leaned her head against Marlin’s chest.

“What do you think?”

There was no hesitation this time. “I’m happy.”

Elvira’s memory faded as the thought of a tiny bundle with large, dark enigmatic eyes looking up at her, just like its mother was doing now. Marlin’s head lowered and their lips met in a soft kiss.

The past had been put to rest.

The future beckoned.

***

Oliver was still rather sleepy as he got out of the carriage in front of the Morris residence. He had left Geon asleep in his bed to collect Eddie. His visit with his mother had motivated him more than ever to be an exemplary parent to his son. Everything had finally fallen in place. He was engaged to the woman of his dreams. The ties to his past had been cut once and for all. Eddie was all that was missing to complete the circle.

The door opened even before he could knock.

“Good morning, Mr Potts.

“Sherman. I hope I’m not too early?”

“No, sir. You are expected.” He led Oliver through the large house to the dining room. The family was having breakfast. To his delight, Eddie was also present. He looked right at place in his highchair taking part in the conversation, if his loud gurgling made any sense to the others.

“Oliver. Good morning.” Lord Morris stood and came towards him. “Please, join us.”

“I would like that. Thank you.” He walked by Eddie to give the grinning boy a soft kiss on his head. “Hello, son. Good to see you, too.”

Oliver smiled when a servant quickly set a place for him. He greeted the ladies and helped himself to the dishes. The conversation around the table was lively and filled with laughter and jokes. He loves the atmosphere inside the Morris household. One could feel the love and warmth they had for each other. Their loss was still visible in the way the parents looked at the children, no doubt missing the one who was absent. But Eddie was doing an absolutely fantastic job of standing in for his mother.

With breakfast done, Lord Morris suggested they talk in the study while the women said their goodbyes to Eddie.

“That little man creates quite a stir with every visit. We had to keep chasing the girls from the nursery at all hours of the night.” The man’s voice was thick with pride. “So, how was the visit with the family? What did they have to say about the engagement?” He chuckled. “You are a very lucky man, Oliver. I adore my wife, but I’m not blind to your Ms Degas’ beauty, my friend.”

Oliver grinned happily. “She is a phenomenal woman.” An image of Lawrence flying across the room and over the chair surfaced and he nodded. “I’m indeed very lucky.”

They took a seat and Lord Morris held out a cigar. “As long as you partake, I won’t be scolded for smoking so early in the morning. You, my friend, can’t do anything wrong in this house.”

They lit their cigars and smoked in silence for a few moments.

“What happened in my absence? No upheavals? No declarations of war?” He saw Lord Morris’ face fall at that.

“Funny that you should mention war.” He gave Oliver a piercing look. “It goes without saying that what I’m about to tell you can’t leave this study. Only three people know of this—four now.” He puffed on his cigar and sat back. Oliver wasn’t sure if he was reconsidering confiding in him or if he was only organising his thoughts. “The French king’s visit was more like a cry for help than a courtesy call. There are elements in Louis’ orbit that encourage peripheral conflicts, which resulted from the Napoleonic Wars. They believe that these skirmishes would keep France relevant and their own pockets lined as they stand to benefit personally from the looting and lands expropriated in the process.” Lord Morris frowned. “Louis hopes to settle in and rebuild France. As a means to push his hand, a threat has been made against the Dauphin. If Louis ends these conflicts, his heir and crown prince could be harmed.”

Oliver muttered a curse. “That’s outrageous.”

“Greed is a powerful motivator, my friend.” The older man raked his hand over his face. “The King wants to help, but it shouldn’t be seen as the British sovereign intruding on French politics and in the process weakening Louis’ authority which could incite a civil uproar.”

Like any other man, Oliver had a marginal interest in politics, but as a businessman with associates and contracts across Europe, he followed it religiously.

“What will you do?”

“We don’t know. The King, Bannon and I have been weighing our options. The French are a powerful ally and if we can assist here, it would only be to our benefit. We need to find a way of getting the boy out of Paris and hide him somewhere not even his father would know to look.”

A thought crossed Oliver’s mind and as shocking as it was to even consider it; it also filled him with absolute terror at what it could mean for him as well. He swallowed and closed his eyes, praying he was doing the right thing. When he opened his eyes, Lord Morris was watching him with an intense look on his face.

“What is it, Oliver?”

Oliver took a deep, steadying breath. “I know of someone…a group of people, in fact, who can get into France, retrieve the boy and be gone without leaving a trace.” He noticed the man’s scepticism. “They are exceptionally good at things like that and I trust them with my own life.”

“Who are these people? Have I heard of them before?”

Oliver sent a quick prayer upwards that this wouldn’t backfire on him. “Yes, but I can’t reveal who they are. All I need to know is that you’re willing to work with a shadow group that will do what needs to be done, professionally and anonymously. I’m not sure if they would want to work with the Crown. Nor do I know if perhaps they might have some conditions they want to have met before they make their decision.” He puffed on his cigar. “The decision is yours, milord.”

The study was quiet as Lord Morris stared at him. Oliver had to use all his willpower not to squirm under the piercing gaze. It was the perfect time for him to make his exit. He stubbed out his cigar in the ashtray and stood.

“You know where to find me if you need to. I’ll collect the little man and be off. Thank you for breakfast.” He felt the sharp stare following him out the door.

Sweet heavens, what had he done?

THE END
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