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Prologue

July 5, 1798

The south of Ireland near Askeaton Castle
Gerald O’Neill rushed into the manor house, his once-white shirt crimson, his tan britches and navy coat equally stained. Blood marred his cheek, matted his whiskers. An open gash on his head was bleeding and so were the cuts on his knuckles. His heart beat with alarming force and even now the sounds of battle, the cries of imminent death, rang in his eardrums. “Mary! Mary! Get into the cellar now!” he roared.
Devlin O’Neill could not move, stunned. His father had been gone for more than a month—since the middle of May. He had sent word, though, every few weeks, and while Devlin was only ten years old, he was acutely aware of the war at hand. Farmer and priest, shepherd and squire, peasant and gentry alike had risen up to fight the English devils once and for all, to take back all that was truly theirs—the rich Irish land that had been stolen from them a century ago. There was so much hope—and there was so much fear.
Now his heart seemed to simply stop and he stared at his father, relieved to finally see him again and terribly afraid. He was afraid that Gerald was hurt—and he was afraid of far worse. He started forward with a small cry, but Gerald did not stop moving, going to the bottom of the stairs and bellowing for his wife again. His hand never left the scabbard that sheathed his cutlass, and he carried a musket as well.
Devlin had never seen his eyes so wild. Dear God.
“Is Father hurt?” a tiny voice whispered beside him, a small hand plucking at his torn linen sleeve.
Devlin didn’t even look at his dark-haired younger brother. He could not take his eyes from his father, his mind spinning, racing. The rebels had taken Wexford town early in the rebellion and the entire county had rejoiced. Well, the papist part of it, at least. Other victories had followed—but so had other defeats. Now redcoats were everywhere; Devlin had spied thousands from a ridge just that morning, the most ominous sight he’d ever seen. He’d heard that Wexford had fallen, and a maid had said thousands had died at New Ross. He’d refused to believe it—until now. Now he thought that maybe the whispers of defeat and death were true. Because he saw fear in his father’s eyes for the first time in his young life.
“Is Father hurt?” Sean asked again, a tremor in his tone.
Instantly Devlin turned to him. “I don’t think so,” he said, knowing he had to be brave, at least for Sean. But fear gripped him in a clawlike vise. And then his mother came rushing down the stairs, her infant daughter in her arms.
“Gerald! Thank God, I’ve been so worried about you,” she cried, as pale as any ghost.
He seized her arm, releasing the scabbard of his sword to do so. “Take the boys and go down to the cellar,” Gerald said harshly. “Now, Mary.”
She cried out, her blue eyes filled with fear, riveted on his face. “Are you hurt?”
“Just do as I say,” he cried, pulling her across the hall.
The baby, Meg, began to wail.
“And keep her quiet, for God’s sake,” he said as harshly. But now he was looking over his shoulder at the open doorway, as if expecting to see the British soldiers in pursuit.
Devlin followed his gaze. Smoke could be seen in the clear blue sky and suddenly the sounds of muskets firing could be heard.
Mary pushed the babe against her breast as she opened her blouse, never breaking stride. “What will happen to us, Gerald?” And then, lower, “What will happen to you?”
He opened the door to the cellar, the opening hidden by a centuries-old tapestry. “Everything will be fine,” he said harshly. “You and the boys, the babe, all will be fine.”
She stared up at him, her eyes filling with tears.
“I’m not hurt,” he added thickly, and he kissed her briefly on the lips. “Now go downstairs and do not come out until I say so.”
Mary nodded and went down. Devlin rushed forward as a cannon boomed, terribly close to the manor. “Father! Let me come with you—I can help. I can shoot—”
Gerald whirled, striking Devlin across the head, and he flew across the stone floor, landing on his rump. “Do as I say,” he roared, and as he ran back through the hall, he added, “And take care of your mother, Devlin.”
The front door slammed.
Devlin blinked back tears of despair and humiliation and found himself looking at Sean. There was a question in his younger brother’s pale gray eyes, which remained wide with fear. Devlin got to his feet, shaking like a puny child. There was no question of what he had to do. He had never disobeyed his father before but he wasn’t going to let his father face the redcoats he’d seen earlier alone.
If Father was going to die, then he’d die with him.
Fear made him feel faint. He faced his little brother, breathing hard, willing himself to be a man. “Go down with Mother and Meg. Go now,” he ordered quietly. Without waiting to see if he was being obeyed, Devlin rushed through the hall and into his father’s library.
“You’re going to fight, aren’t you?” Sean cried, following him.
Devlin didn’t answer. A purpose filled him now. He ran to the gun rack behind his father’s massive desk and froze in dismay. It was empty. He stared in disbelief.
And then he heard the soldiers.
He heard men shouting and horses whinnying. He heard swords ringing. The cannon boomed again, somewhere close by. Shots from pistols punctuated the musket fire. He slowly turned to Sean and their gazes locked. Sean’s face was pinched with fear—the same fear that was making Devlin’s heart race so quickly that he could barely breathe.
Sean wet his lips. “They’re close, Dev.”
He could barely make his mouth form the words, “Go to the cellar.” He had to help his father. He couldn’t let Father die alone.
“I’m not leaving you alone.”
“You need to take care of Mother and Meg,” Devlin said, racing to the bench beneath the gun rack. He tore the pillows from the seat and hefted the lid open. He was disbelieving—Father always kept a spare pistol there, but there was nothing but a dagger. A single, stupid, useless prick of a dagger.
“I’m coming with you,” Sean said, his voice broken with tears.
Devlin took the dagger, then reached into the drawer of his father’s desk and took a sharp letter opener as well. He handed it to Sean. His brother smiled grimly at him—Devlin couldn’t smile back.
And then he saw the rusty antique display of a knight in his armor in the corner of the room. It was said that an infamous ancestor, once favored by an English queen, had worn it. Devlin ran to the statue, Sean on his heels as if attached by a short string. There, he shimmied the sword free from the knight’s gauntlet, knocking over the tarnished armor.
Devlin’s spirits lifted. The sword was old and rusted, but it was a weapon, by God. He withdrew it from the hilt, touched the blade and gasped as blood spurted from his fingertip. Then he looked at Sean.
The brothers shared a grin.
The cannon boomed and this time the house shook, glass shattering in the hall outside. The boys blinked at each other, wide-eyed, their fear renewed.
Devlin wet his lips. “Sean. You have to stay with Mother and Meg.”
“No.”
He felt like whacking his brother on the head the way Gerald had struck him. But he was also secretly relieved not to have to face the red hordes alone. “Then let’s go,” Devlin said.

The battle was raging just behind the cornfields that swept up to the ruined outer walls of Askeaton Castle. The boys raced through the tall plants, hidden by the stalks, until they had reached the last row of corn. Crouching, Devlin felt ill as he finally viewed the bloody panorama.
There seemed to be hundreds—no, thousands—of soldiers in red, by far outnumbering the ragged hordes of Irishmen. The British soldiers were heavily armed with muskets and swords. Most of the Irishmen had pikes. Devlin watched his countrymen being massacred, not one by one, but in waves, five by five, six by six, and more. His stomach churned violently. He was only ten but he knew a slaughter when he saw one.
“Father,” Sean whispered.
Devlin jerked and followed his brother’s gaze. Instantly, he saw a madman on a gray horse, swinging his sword wildly, miraculously slaying first one redcoat and then another. “Come on!” Devlin leapt up, sword raised, and rushed toward the battle.
A British soldier was aiming his musket at a farmer with a pike and dagger. Other soldiers and peasants were intently battling one another. There was so much blood, so much death, the stench of it everywhere. Devlin heaved his sword at the soldier. To his surprise, the blade cleaved through the man completely.
Devlin froze, shocked, as the farmer quickly finished the soldier off. “Thanks, boyo,” he said, dropping the dead soldier in the dirt.
A musket fired and the farmer’s eyes popped in surprise, blood blossoming on his chest.
“Dev!” Sean shouted in warning.
Devlin turned wildly to face the barrel of a musket, aimed right at him. Instantly he lifted his sword in response. He wondered if he was about to die, as his blade was no match for the gun. Then Sean, the musket in his hands clearly taken from the dead, whacked the soldier from behind, right in the knees. The soldier lost his balance as he fired, missing Devlin by a long shot. Sean hit him over the head, and the man lay still, apparently unconscious.
Devlin straightened, breathing hard, an image of the soldier boy he’d just helped kill in his mind. Sean looked wildly at him.
“We need to go to Father,” Devlin decided.
Sean nodded, perilously close to tears.
Devlin turned, searching the mass of struggling humanity, trying to spot his father on the gray horse. It was impossible now.
And suddenly he realized that the violent struggling was slowing.
He stilled, glancing around wide-eyed, and now he saw hundreds of men in beige and brown tunics, lying still and lifeless across the battlefield. Interspersed among them were dozens of British soldiers, also lifeless, and a few horses. Here and there, someone moaned or cried out weakly for help.
An Englishman was shouting out a command to his company.
Devlin’s gaze swept the entire scene again. The battlefield had spread to the banks of the river on one side, the cornfield behind and the manor house in the south. And now the British soldiers were falling into line.
“Quick,” Devlin said, and he and Sean darted over dead corpses, racing hard and fast for an edge of the cornfield and the invisibility it would give them. Sean tripped on a bloody body. Devlin lifted him to his feet and dragged him behind the first stalk of corn. Panting, they both sank to a crouch. And now, from the slight rise where the cornfield was, he could see that the battle was truly over.
There were so many dead.
Sean huddled close.
Devlin knew his brother was close to crying. He put his arm around him but did not take his gaze from the battlefield. The manor was to his right, perhaps a pasture away, and there were dead littering the courtyard. His gaze shot back to the left. Ahead, not far from where they hid, he saw his father’s gray stallion.
Devlin stiffened. The horse was being held by a soldier. His father was not mounted on it.
And suddenly, several mounted British officers appeared, moving toward the gray steed. And Gerald O’Neill, his hands bound, was being shoved forward on foot.
“Father,” Sean breathed.
Devlin was afraid to hope.
“Gerald O’Neill, I presume?” the mounted commanding officer asked, his tone filled with mockery and condescension.
“And to whom do I have the honor of this acquaintance?” Gerald said, as mocking, as condescending.
“Lord Captain Harold Hughes, ever His Majesty’s noble servant,” the officer returned, smiling coldly. He had a handsome face, blue-black hair and ice-cold blue eyes. “Have you not heard, O’Neill? The Defenders are beaten into a bloody pulp. General Lake has successfully stormed your puny headquarters at Vinegar Hill. I do believe the number of rebel dead has been tallied at fifteen thousand. You and your men are a futile lot.”
“Damn Lake and Cornwallis, too,” Gerald spat, the latter being the viceroy of Ireland. “We fight until every one of us is dead, Hughes. Or until we have won our land and our freedom.”
Devlin wished desperately that his father would not speak so with the British captain. But Hughes merely shrugged indifferently. “Burn everything,” he said, as if he were speaking about the weather.
Sean cried out. Devlin froze in shocked dismay.
“Captain, sir,” a junior officer said. “Burn everything?”
Hughes smiled at Gerald, who had turned as white as a ghost. “Everything, Smith. Every field, every pasture, every crop, the stable, the livestock—the house.”
The lieutenant turned, the orders quickly given. Devlin and Sean exchanged horrified glances. Their mother and Meg remained in the manor house. He didn’t know what to do. The urge to shout, “No!” and rush the soldiers was all-consuming.
“Hughes!” Gerald said fiercely, his tone a command. “My wife and my children are inside.”
“Really?” Hughes didn’t seem impressed. “Maybe their deaths will make others think twice about committing treason,” he said.
Gerald’s eyes widened.
“Burn everything,” Hughes snapped. “And I do mean everything.”
Gerald lunged for the mounted captain, but was restrained. Devlin didn’t stop to think—he whirled, about to run from the cornfield to the manor. But he had taken only a step or two when he halted in his tracks. For his mother, Mary, stood in the open front door of the house, the baby cradled in her arms. Relief made him stumble. He reached for Sean’s hand, daring to breathe. Then he looked back at his father and Captain Hughes.
Hughes’s expression had changed. His brows had lifted with interest and he was staring across the several dozen yards separating him and his prisoner from the manor. “Your wife, I presume?”
Gerald heaved violently at his bonds and the three men holding him. “You bastard. You touch her and I’ll kill you, one way or another, I swear.”
Hughes smiled, his gaze on Mary. As if he hadn’t heard Gerald, he murmured, “Well, well. This is a pretty turn of events. Bring the woman to my quarters.”
“Yes, sir.” Lieutenant Smith whirled his mount toward the manor.
“Hughes! You touch a hair on my wife’s head and I’ll cut your balls off one by one,” Gerald ground out.
“Really? And this from a man fated to hang—or worse.” And he calmly unsheathed his sword. An instant later, one solid blow struck Gerald, severing his head.
Devlin stared—beyond shock—as his father’s headless body collapsed slowly to the ground—as his head rolled there, both gray eyes open and still filled with rage.
He turned, still in absolute denial, and watched his mother fall in a swoon. Meg wailed loudly, kicking and flailing, on the ground by Mary.
“Take the woman,” Hughes said. “Bring her to my quarters and burn down the damned house.” He spurred his mount around and galloped off.
And as two soldiers started toward the manor—toward his unconscious mother, Meg wailing on the ground beside her—the reality of his father’s brutal murder hit Devlin with stunning force. Father was dead. He’d been murdered, savagely murdered, in cold blood. By that damned English captain, Hughes.
He’d left the sword behind in the battle; now he raised the silly little dagger. A scream emanated from somewhere, a monstrous sound, high-pitched, filled with rage and grief. He vaguely realized the sound came from himself. He started forward unsteadily, determined to kill anyone that he could, anyone who was British.
A soldier blinked at him in wild surprise as Devlin raced toward him, dagger raised.
A blow from behind took him on the back of his head and mercifully, after the first moment of blinding pain, there was blackness—and blessed relief.

Devlin awoke slowly, with difficulty, aware of a sharp pain in his head, of cold and dampness and a vague sense of dread.
“Dev?” Sean whispered. “Dev, are you waking?”
He became aware now of his brother’s thin arms wrapped tightly around him. An odd smell pervaded the air, acrid and bitter. He wondered where he was, what was happening—then he saw his father standing shackled between the redcoats; he saw Captain Hughes raise his sword and sever his head.
Devlin gasped, eyes flying open.
Sean hugged him harder, once.
Full recollection made him struggle to his knees. They were in the woods and it had rained some time ago, leaving everything cold and wet. Devlin lurched aside and wretched dryly, clinging to the dark Irish earth.
Finally it was over. He sat back on his haunches, meeting Sean’s gaze. His brother had made a small fire, just enough to see by, not enough for warmth. “Mother? Meg?” he asked hoarsely.
“I don’t know where Mother is,” Sean said, his tiny face pinched. “The soldiers took her away before she even woke up. I wanted to go get Meg, but after you went berserk and that soldier whacked you, I dragged you here, to be safe. Then they started the fires, Devlin.” His eyes filled with tears. He began to pant harshly. “It’s all gone, everything.”
Devlin stared, for one moment as frightened as his brother, but then he came to his senses. Everything was up to him now. He could not cry—he had to lead. “Stop blubbering like a baby,” he said sharply. “We need to rescue Mother and find Meg.”
Instantly, Sean stopped sobbing. His eyes wide and riveted on his brother, he slowly nodded.
Devlin stood, not bothering to brush off his britches, which were filthy. They hurried through the glade. At its edge, Devlin stumbled.
Even in the moonlight, the land had always been soft with meadows and tall with stalks. Now a vast flatness stretched before him, and where the manor once was, he saw a shell of stone walls and two desolate chimneys. The acrid odor was immediately identifiable—it was smoke and ash.
“We’ll starve this winter,” Sean whispered, gripping his hand.
“Did they go back to the garrison at Kilmallock?” Devlin asked sharply, grimly. Determination had replaced the icy fear, the nauseating dread.
Sean nodded. “Dev? How will we rescue her? I mean, they’ve got thousands…. We’re just two—and boys, at that.”
That exact question was haunting him. “We’ll find a way,” he said. “I promise you, Sean. We will find a way.”

It was high noon when they arrived atop a ridge that overlooked the British fort at Kilmallock. Devlin’s spirits faltered as he looked past the wood stockades and over a sea of white tents and redcoats. Flags marked the commanding officer’s quarters, well in the midst of the fort. Immediately, Devlin thought about how he and Sean, two young boys, could enter the fort. Had he been taller, he would have killed a soldier for his uniform. However, now he considered the possibility that they could simply walk through those open front gates with a wagon, a convoy or a group of soldiers, as they were both so small and unthreatening.
“Do you think she’s all right?” Sean whispered. His color had not returned, not even once, since they saw their father so gruesomely murdered. He remained frighteningly pale, his lips chewed raw, his eyes filled with fear. Devlin worried that he would become sick.
Devlin put his arm around him. “We’re going to save her and make everything right again,” he said firmly. But somehow, deep in his sickened heart, he knew his words were a terrible lie—nothing would ever be right again.
And what had become of little Meg? He was afraid to even think of the possibility that she had burned in the fire.
Devlin screwed his eyes shut. A terrible stillness slid over him. His breathing, for the first time, calmed. The churning in his insides steadied. Something dark began to form in his mind. Something dark, grim and hard—something terrible and unyielding.
Sean started to cry. “What if he hurt her? What if…what if he…he did to her…what he did to Father?”
Devlin blinked and found himself staring coldly down at the fort. For one moment, he continued to stare, ignoring his brother, aware of the huge change that had just affected him. The ten-year-old boy had vanished forever. A man had appeared in his place, a man cold and purposeful, a man whose anger simmered far below the surface, fueling vast intent. The strength of his resolve astonished him.
The fear was gone. He wasn’t afraid of the British and he wasn’t afraid of death.
And he knew what he had to do—even if it took years.
Devlin turned to Sean, who was watching him with huge, tearful eyes. “He didn’t hurt Mother,” he heard himself say calmly, his tone as commanding as their father’s had once been.
Sean blinked in surprise, and then he nodded.
“Let’s go,” Devlin said firmly. They scrambled down the hill and found a boulder to hide behind just off of the road. After an hour or so, four supply wagons led by a dozen mounted troops appeared. “Pretend we want to welcome them,” he whispered softly. He had seen so many peasants waving and obsequiously greeting the British troops, and fools that the redcoats were, they never knew that after they had passed, the smiles were replaced by leers and taunts.
The boys stepped onto the road, the sun high now, warm and bright, to smile and wave at the troops as they approached. Some of the soldiers waved back, and one tossed them a piece of bread. As the wagons passed, the brothers continued to wave, their smiles fixed. And then Devlin dug his elbow in Sean’s ribs and they took off, racing after the last wagon. Devlin leapt onto it, then turned and held out his hand. Sean leapt up and caught it and Devlin pulled his brother up. They both dove behind sacks of meal and potatoes and then they huddled closely, looking at each other.
Devlin felt a small, savage satisfaction. He smiled at Sean.
“Now what?” Sean whispered.
“We wait,” Devlin said. Oddly, he was coldly confident.
Once the wagon was safely inside the front gates of the fort, Devlin peered out from their hiding place. He saw no one looking and he nudged Sean. They jumped to the ground and dashed around the side of the closest tent.
Five minutes later they were lurking outside the captain’s tent, hiding behind two water barrels, mostly out of sight and, for the moment, safe.
“What are we going to do now?” Sean asked, wiping sweat from his brow. The weather remained pleasant, although the gray clouds far on the horizon threatened more rain.
“Shh,” Devlin said, trying to think of how to free their mother. It seemed hopeless. But surely there had to be a way. He had not come this far to let her fall into Captain Hughes’s clutches. Father would want him to rescue her—and he would not let him down again.
The ghastly memory returned—his father’s severed head upon the ground, in a pool of his own blood, his eyes wide and still enraged, although lifeless.
Some of his newfound confidence wavered but his resolve hardened impossibly.
Voices were raised. Horses approaching at a fast gait could be heard. Devlin and Sean got to their knees and peered around the barrels. Hughes had stepped outside of the tent, looking quite content, a snifter of brandy in his hand, apparently also interested in the commotion.
Devlin followed the direction of the captain’s gaze, looking south through the open front gates of the fort, the way he and Sean had come. He started in surprise. A horde of riders was approaching at a hard gallop, and the banner waving above the outrider was cobalt, silver and black, its colors painfully familiar. Beside him, Sean inhaled sharply, and he and Devlin exchanged a look.
“It’s the Earl of Adare,” Sean whispered with excitement.
Devlin clapped his hand over his brother’s mouth. “He must have come to help. Quiet.”
“Damn the bloody Irish, even the English ones,” Hughes said to another officer. “It’s the Earl of Adare.” He tossed the brandy, snifter and all, onto the ground, obviously annoyed.
“Shall we close the gates, sir?”
“Unfortunately the man is well acquainted with Lord Castlereagh, and he has held a seat on the Irish Privy Council. He was at a dinner of state, I heard, with Cornwallis. If I close the gates, there will be bloody hell to pay.” Hughes scowled now, and red blotches had appeared on his neck above the black-and-gold collar of his red military jacket.
Devlin tried to contain his excitement. Edward de Warenne, the Earl of Adare, was their landlord. And although Gerald had leased his own ancestral lands from Adare, the two men were, in fact, far more than lord and tenant. At times, they had attended the same country suppers and balls, the same fox hunts and steeplechases. Adare had dined a dozen times at the manor at Askeaton. Unlike other landlords, he had been fair in his dealings with the O’Neill family, never rack-renting them, never demanding more than his share.
Devlin realized that he and Sean were holding hands. He watched breathlessly as the earl and his men cantered toward the captain’s tent. They never slowed and soldiers ran to get out of their way. Finally, abruptly, the riders halted before Hughes and his men. Instantly a dozen redcoats armed with muskets formed a circle around the newcomers.
The earl spurred his black mount forward. He was tall and dark, his appearance distinct and formidable, his presence emanating power and authority. But his face was a mask of rage. “Where is Mary O’Neill?” he demanded tersely. A navy-blue cloak swirled about his shoulders.
Hughes smiled tightly. “I take it you’ve heard of O’Neill’s untimely demise?”
“Untimely demise?” The Earl of Adare launched himself to the ground and strode forward. “Murder is more like it. You’ve murdered one of my tenants, Hughes.”
“So now you are a papist? He was fated for the gallows, Adare, and you know it.”
Adare stared, trembling with fury, and finally he breathed low. “You bastard. There was always the chance of exile and a royal pardon. I would have moved heaven and earth to make it so. You arrogant son of a bitch.” His hand moved to the hilt of his sword.
Hughes shrugged indifferently. “As I said, a papist and a Jacobin. These are dangerous times, my friend. Even Lord Castlereagh would not want to be associated with a Jacobin.”
For a moment, Adare did not speak, clearly fighting for self-control. “I want the woman. Where is she?”
Hughes hesitated, his jaw flexing, more red color blotching his features.
“Do not make me do something I dearly wish to do—which is choke the very life out of you,” Adare said coldly.
“Fine. An Irish bitch hardly enthralls me. They’re a dozen a penny.”
Devlin was so stunned by the gross insult that he reeled. He would have rushed forward to kill Hughes, but he didn’t have to. Adare strode the brief distance separating him from Hughes and shoved his face up against the captain’s. “Do not underestimate the power of Adare. I suggest you cease with any further slanders before you find yourself in command of redskins in Upper Canada. I dine with Cornwallis on the fifteenth, and there is nothing I would prefer to do than whisper some very unpleasant facts in his ears. Do you understand me, Captain?”
Hughes couldn’t speak. His face had turned crimson.
Adare released him. He strode into the tent, his dark cloak billowing about him.
Devlin exchanged glances with Sean—and then he ran past the red-faced Hughes with his brother in hand and into the tent behind the earl. Instantly he saw his mother sitting in a small chair and he knew at once that she had been weeping.
“Mary!” the earl cried, halting in his tracks. “Are you all right?”
Mary stood, her blue eyes wide, her blond curls in disarray. Their gazes locked. “I thought you would come,” she said unevenly.
Adare hurried forward, gripping her shoulders, his dark blue eyes wide. “Are you hurt?” he asked more softly.
It was a moment before she could speak. “Not in the manner you are thinking, my lord.” She hesitated, staring at him, and her eyes filled with tears. “He murdered Gerald. He murdered my husband before my very eyes.”
“I know,” Adare responded with anguish. “I am sorry. I am so sorry.”
Mary was undone; she looked away, close to weeping again.
He turned her face forward again and their eyes met another time. “Where’s Meg? Where are the boys?”
Tears spilled then. “I don’t know where Meg is. She was in my arms when I fainted and—” She could not continue.
“We’ll find her.” He smiled a little then. “I will find her.”
Mary nodded and it was clear that she believed he might succeed against all hope. And then she saw her sons standing by the tent’s front flap, as still as statues, watching her and the powerful Protestant earl. “Devlin! Sean! Thank God you’re alive—you’re unhurt!” She rushed to them, hugging them both at once.
Devlin closed his eyes, almost incapable of believing that he had found his mother and she was safe, for he knew the earl would take care of her now. “We’re fine, Mother,” he said softly, pulling away from her embrace.
Adare joined them, putting one arm possessively around Mary. His assessing gaze quickly moved over both boys and Devlin met his gaze. A part of him wished to rebel, though they desperately needed the earl’s help now. But Gerald was not yet buried, and he knew Adare’s real inclinations—he had sensed them for some time.
“Devlin, Sean, listen closely,” Adare instructed. “You will ride back to Adare with my men and myself. When we leave this tent, mount up quickly, behind my men. Do you understand me?”
Devlin nodded, but he could not help looking quickly back and forth between Adare and his mother. He had seen the way Adare looked at his mother in the past, but then, many men had admired her from afar. Before Gerald’s death, it had been so easy to tell himself that Adare admired her the way any man would. Now he knew he had lied to himself. He was relieved that the powerful earl was coming to their aid, but he was also resentful. The earl was a widower and he loved Mary. Devlin was certain of it. But what about Father, who was not yet even properly buried? Not yet even cold in his grave?
“Devlin!” Adare’s words were a whip, his gaze as sharp. “Move.”
Devlin quickly obeyed, he and Sean falling into line behind Adare and Mary. And the foursome left the relative safety of the tent.
Outside, the sun was higher, hotter, brighter. An unearthly silence had fallen over the camp and the mountains beyond where more ominous clouds gathered. Dozens of armed British soldiers had formed in banded rows about Adare’s two dozen mounted and armed men. Clearly, if Hughes wished it, there would be another massacre that day.
Devlin glanced at the earl, but if Adare was afraid, he did not show it. Devlin’s respect for him increased. Adare was very much like Gerald, and he must be as brave. He tamped down any fear that was trying to rise.
Adare never faltered as he crossed the ground between the tent and his men. He lifted Mary onto his mount. Hughes was watching, his face rigid with tension and hatred. Devlin pushed Sean at a knight, and as he leapt up behind another rider, Sean was hauled up onto the back of a horse, as well.
Adare was already in the saddle, behind Mary. His gaze swept over the boys, then the rows of armed British soldiers, and finally, Hughes. “You have trespassed upon what is mine,” he said, his words ringing. “Never do so again.”
Hughes smiled grimly. “I had no idea you and the lady were…involved.”
“Do not twist my words, Captain,” Adare cried. “You murdered my liege, you burned my land, and that is an affront to me and mine. Now let us pass.”
Devlin looked from Adare to Hughes as the two men locked gazes. He was aware of sweat gathering between his shoulder blades and trickling down his back. For one moment, the fort was so quiet that had a leaf rustled, it would have been heard.
And finally, Hughes spoke. “Stand aside,” he barked. “Let them go.”
And the line of soldiers parted.
Adare raised his hand, spurring his horse into a canter, leading his men through the British troops and out of the fort.
Devlin held on to the soldier he was riding behind. But he looked back.
Right into the captain’s pale blue eyes.
And the burning began.
It began somewhere deep inside his soul, emanating in huge, hard, dark waves, creeping into his very blood, until it consumed him, bitterly acrid, red hot.
One day he would have his revenge. One day, when the time was right. Captain Harold Hughes would be made to pay the price of Gerald O’Neill’s murder.
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The Captive
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April 5, 1812

Richmond, Virginia
“She doesn’t even know how to dance,” one of the young ladies snickered.
Her cheeks burning, Virginia Hughes was acutely aware of the dozen young women standing queued behind her in the ballroom. She had been singled out by the dance master and was now being given a lecture on the sissonne ballotté, one of the steps used in the quadrille. Not only did she not comprehend the step, she didn’t care. She had no interest in dancing, none whatsoever—she only wished to go home to Sweet Briar.
“But you must never cease with polite conversation, Miss Hughes, even in the execution of a step. Otherwise you will be severely misconstrued,” the dark, slim master was admonishing.
Virginia really didn’t hear him. She closed her eyes and it was as if she had been swept away to another time and place, one far better than the formidable walls of the Marmott School for Genteel Young Ladies.
Virginia breathed deeply and was consumed with the heady scent of honeysuckle; it was followed by the far stronger and more potent scent of the black Virginia earth, turned up now for the spring burning. She could picture the dark fields, stretching away as far as her eye dared see, parallel lines of slaves made white by their clothes as they spread the coals, and closer, the sweeping lawns, rose gardens and ancient oaks and elms surrounding the handsome brick house that her father had built. “She could have been built in England,” he’d said proudly, many times, “a hundred years ago. No one can take a look at her and know any differently.”
Virginia missed Sweet Briar, but not half as much as she missed her parents. A wave of grief crashed over her, so much so her eyes flew open and she found herself standing back in the damnable ballroom of the school she had been sent to, the dance master looking extremely put out, his hands on his slim hips, a grim expression on his dark Italian face.
“What’s she doing with her eyes screwed up like that?” someone whispered.
“She’s crying, that’s what she’s doing,” came a haughty reply.
Virginia knew it was the blond beauty, Sarah Lewis—who was, according to Sarah, the most coveted debutante in Richmond. Or would be, when she came out at the end of the year. Virginia turned, fury overcoming her, and strode toward Sarah. Virginia was very petite and far too thin, with a small triangular face that held sharp cheekbones and brilliant violet eyes; her dark hair, waist long, was forced painfully up, as she refused to cut it, and appeared in danger of crushing her with its massive weight. Sarah was a good three inches taller than Virginia, not to mention a stone heavier. Virginia didn’t care.
She’d been in her first fight when she was six, a fisticuffs, and when her father had broken up the match, she’d learned she was fighting like a girl. Instruction in how to throw a solid punch—like a boy—had followed, much to her mother’s dismay. Virginia could not only throw a solid punch, she could shoot the top off a bottle at fifty feet with a hunting rifle. She didn’t stop until she was nose to nose with Sarah—which required standing on her tiptoes.
“Dancing is for fools like you,” she cried, “and your name should be Dancing Fool Sarah.”
Sarah gasped, stepping back, her eyes wide—and then the anger came. “Signor Rossini! Did you hear what the country bumpkin said to me?”
Virginia held her head impossibly higher. “This country bumpkin owns an entire plantation—all five thousand acres of it. And if I know my math—which I do—then that makes me one hell of a lot richer than you, Miss Dancing Fool.”
“You’re jealous,”’ Sarah hissed, “because you’re skinny and ugly and no one wants you…which is why you are here!”
Virginia landed hard on her heels. Something cracked open inside of her, and it was painful and sharp. Because Sarah had spoken the truth. No one wanted her, she was alone, and dear God, how awfully it hurt.
Sarah saw that her barb had hit home. She smiled. “Everyone knows. Everyone knows you’ve been sent here until your majority! That’s three years, Miss Hughes. You will be old and wrinkled before you ever go home to your farm!”
“That’s enough,” Signor Rossini said. “Both of you ladies step over to—”
Virginia didn’t wait to hear the rest. She turned and ran from the ballroom, certain there were more titters behind her, hating Sarah, hating the other girls, the dance master, the whole school and even her parents…How could they have left her? How?
In the hallway she collapsed to the floor, hugging her thin knees to her breasts, praying the pain would go away. And she even hated God, because He had taken her parents away from her in one terrible blow, on that awful rainy night last fall. “Oh, Papa,” she whispered against her bony knee. “I miss you so.”
She knew she must not cry. She would die before letting anyone see her cry. But she had never felt so lost and alone before. In fact, she had never been lost and alone before. There had been sunny days spent riding across the plantation with her father and evenings in front of the hearth while Mama embroidered and Papa read. There had been a house full of slaves, each and every one of whom she had known since the very day of her birth. There had been Tillie, her best friend in the entire world, never mind that she was a house slave two years older than Virginia. She hugged her knees harder, inhaling deeply and blinking furiously. It was a long moment before she regained her composure.
And when she did, she sat up straighter. What had Sarah said? That she was to remain at the school until her majority? But that was impossible! She had just turned eighteen and that meant she would be stuck in this awful prison for another three years.
Virginia stood up, not bothering to brush any dust from her black skirts, which she wore in mourning. It had been six months since the tragic carriage accident that had taken her parents’ lives and while the headmistress had expressed an interest in Virginia giving up mourning, she had solidly refused. She intended to mourn her parents forever. She still could not understand why God had let them die.
But surely that witch Sarah Lewis did not know what she was speaking about.
Very disturbed, Virginia hurried down the wood-paneled hall. Her only relative was an uncle, Harold Hughes, the Earl of Eastleigh. After her parents had died, he had sent his condolences and instructions for her to proceed to the Marmott School in Richmond, as he was now her official guardian. Virginia barely recalled any of this; her life then had been reduced to a blur of pain and grief. One day she had found herself in the school, not quite recalling how she had gotten there, only vaguely remembering being in Tillie’s arms one last time, the two girls sobbing goodbyes. Once the initial grief had lessened, she and Tillie had exchanged a series of letters—Sweet Briar was eighty miles south of Richmond and just a few miles from Norfolk. Virginia had learned that the earl was trustee of her estate and that he had ordered everything to continue to be managed as it had been before his brother’s death. Surely, if Sarah was correct, Tillie would have told her of such a terrible and cruel intention on the part of her guardian. Unless she herself did not know of it….
Thinking of Tillie and Sweet Briar always made her homesick. The urge to return home was suddenly overwhelming. She was eighteen, and many young women her age were affianced or even married with their own households. Before their deaths her parents hadn’t raised the subject of marriage, for which Virginia had been grateful. She wasn’t quite sure what was wrong with her, but marriage—and young men—had never occupied her mind. Instead, since the age of five, when Randall Hughes had mounted her on his horse in front of him, she had worked side by side with her father every single day. She knew every inch of Sweet Briar, every tree, every leaf, every flower. (The plantation was a hundred acres, not five thousand, but Sarah Lewis had needed to be taken down a peg or two.) She knew all about tobacco, the crop that was Sweet Briar. She knew the best ways to transplant the seedling crop, the best way to cure the harvested leaves, the best auction houses. Like her father, she had followed the price per bale with avid interest—and fervent hope. Every summer she and her father would dismount and walk through the tobacco fields, fingering the leafy plants in dirty hands, inhaling their succulent aroma, judging the quality of their harvest.
She had had other duties and responsibilities as well. No one was kinder than her mother, and no one knew herbs and healing better. No one cared more about their slaves. Virginia had attended dozens of fevers and flux, right by her mother’s side. She was never afraid to walk into the slave quarters when someone was ill—in fact, she packed a darn good poultice. Although Mama had not allowed her to attend any birthings, Virginia could birth foals, too, and had spent many a night waiting for a pregnant mare to deliver. Why shouldn’t she be at home now, running Sweet Briar with their foreman, James MacGregor? Was there any point in being at this damnable school? She’d been born to run the plantation. Sweet Briar was in her blood, her soul.
Virginia knew she wasn’t a lady. She’d been wearing britches from the moment she had figured out that there were britches, and she liked them better than skirts. Papa hadn’t cared—he’d been proud of her outspoken ways, her natural horsemanship, her keen eye. He had thought her beautiful, too—he’d always called her his little wild rose—but every father thought so of a daughter. Virginia knew that wasn’t true. She was too thin and she had too much hair to ever be considered fair. Not that she cared. She was far too smart to want to be a lady.
Mama had been tolerant of her husband and her daughter. Both of Virginia’s brothers had died at birth, first Todd and then little Charles when she was six. That was when Mama had first looked the other way about the britches, the horses, the hunting. She had cried for weeks, prayed in the family chapel and, somehow, found peace. After that, her smiles and sunny warmth had returned—but there had been no more pregnancies, as if she and Papa had made a silent pact.
Virginia couldn’t comprehend why any woman would even want to be a lady. A lady had to follow rules. Most of the rules were annoying, but some were downright oppressive. Being a lady was like being a slave who didn’t have the fine home of Sweet Briar. Being a lady was no different from being in shackles.
Virginia paused before the headmistress’s office, the decision already made. Whether Sarah Lewis had spoken the truth or not, it no longer mattered. It was time to go home. In fact, making the decision felt good. For the first time since her parents had died, she felt strong—and brave. It was a wonderful way to feel. It was the way she had felt right up until the minister had come to their door to tell her that her parents were dead.
She knocked on the fine mahogany door.
Mrs. Towne, a plump, pleasant lady, gestured her inside. Her kind eyes held Virginia’s, solemn now, when usually they held dancing lights. “I’m afraid you will have to learn to dance sooner or later, Miss Hughes.”
Virginia grimaced. The one person she almost liked at the school was the headmistress. “Why?”
Mrs. Towne was briefly surprised. “Do sit down, my dear.”
Virginia sat, then realized her knees were apart, her hands dangling off the arms of the chair, and quickly rearranged herself, not because she wished to be proper, but because she did not want to antagonize the headmistress now. She clamped her knees together, clasped her hands and thought about how fine it would be to be in her britches and astride her horse.
Mrs. Towne smiled. “It isn’t that difficult to cooperate, dear.”
“Actually, it is.” Virginia was also very stubborn. That trait her mother had bemoaned.
“Virginia, ladies must dance. How else will you attend a proper party and enjoy yourself?”
Virginia didn’t hesitate. “I have no use for parties, ma’am. I have no use for dancing. Frankly, it’s time for me to go home.”
Mrs. Towne stared in mild surprise.
Virginia forgot about sitting properly. “It’s not true, is it? What that wicked Sarah Lewis said? Surely I am not to remain here—forgotten—a prisoner—for another three years?”
Mrs. Towne was grim. “Miss Lewis must have overheard me speaking privately with Mrs. Blakely. My dear, we did receive such instructions from your uncle.”
Virginia was shocked speechless and she could only stare. It was a moment before she could even think.
For a while, she had been afraid that Eastleigh would send for her, forcing her to go to England, where she had no wish to go. That, at least, was one dilemma she did not have to face. But he would lock her up in this school for three more years? She’d already been here six months and she hated it! Virginia would not have it. Oh, no. She was going home.
Mrs. Towne was speaking. “I know that three years seems like a very long time, but actually, considering the way you were raised, it is probably the amount of time we need to fully instruct you in all the social graces you shall need to succeed in society, my dear. And there is good news. Your uncle intends to see you wed upon your majority.”
Virginia was on her feet, beyond shock. “What?”
Mrs. Towne blinked. “I should have known you would be dismayed by the proposal. Every well-born young lady marries, and you are no exception. He intends to find a suitable husband for you—”
“Absolutely not!”
Mrs. Towne was now the one speechless.
Anger consumed Virginia. “First he sends me here? Then he thinks to lock me away for three years? Then he will send me to another prison—a marriage with a stranger? No, I think not!”
“Sit down.”
“No, Mrs. Towne. You see, I will marry one day, but I will marry for love and only love. A grand passion—like my parents had.” Tears blurred her vision. There would be no compromise. One day she would find a man like her father, the kind of love her parents had so obviously shared. There would be—could be—no compromise.
“Virginia, sit down,” Mrs. Towne said firmly.
Virginia shook her head and Mrs. Towne stood. “I know you have suffered a terrible tragedy, and we all feel for you, we do. But you do not control your fate, child, your uncle does. If he wishes you to stay here until your majority, then so it shall be. And I am sure you will come to be fond of your future husband, whoever he may be.”
Virginia couldn’t speak. Panic consumed her. A stranger thought himself to be in control of her life! She felt trapped, as if in a cage with iron bars, worse, the cage was being immersed in the sea and she was drowning!
“My dear, you must make an effort to become a part of the community here. You are the one who has chosen to be disdainful of the other fine young women here. You have not tried, even once, to be friendly or amusing. You have set yourself apart from the moment you arrived and we allowed that, being respectful of your grief. I know why you held your head so high, my dear, but the others, why, they think you prideful and vain! It is time for you to make amends—and friends. I expect you to make friends, Virginia. And I expect you to excel in your studies, as well.”
Virginia hugged herself. Had the others really thought her too proud and vain? She didn’t believe it. They all despised her because she was from the country, because she was so different.
“You are so clever, Virginia. You could do so well here if you bothered to try.” Mrs. Towne smiled at her.
Virginia swallowed hard. “I can’t stay here. And they don’t like me because I am different! I’m not fancy and coy and I don’t faint at the sight of a handsome man!”
“You have chosen to be different, but you are a beautiful girl from a good family, and in truth, that makes you no different at all. You must cease being so independent, Virginia, and you will be very happy here, I promise you.” Mrs. Towne walked over to her and clasped her thin shoulder. “I am sure of this, Virginia. I want nothing more than for you to become a successful graduate of this school—and a very happy young lady.”
Virginia forced a brittle smile. There was nothing more to say. She was not going to stay at the school, and she was not going to let her uncle the earl choose a husband for her—and that was that.
Mrs. Towne smiled at her warmly. “Do give up your rebellious nature, my dear. The rewards will be great if you do.”
Virginia managed to nod. A moment later, the interview was over and she fled. As soon as she was alone on her cot in the dormitory, Virginia began to plan her escape.

Two days later, Virginia performed her morning ablutions as slowly as she could. The other young ladies were filing out of the dormitory while she continued to wash her hands. Early morning light was filtering through the dormitory’s skylights. From the corner of her eye, Virginia watched the last of the young ladies leaving the long, rectangular room. Miss Fern paused at the door. “Miss Hughes? Are you unwell?”
Virginia managed a weak smile. “I’m sorry, Miss Fern, but I am so dizzy and light-headed today.” She hung on to the bureau beside the washstand.
Miss Fern returned to her, touching her forehead lightly. “Well, you do not have a fever. But I suppose you should go to Dr. Mills directly.”
“I think you are right. I must be coming down with influenza. I need a moment, please,” Virginia said, sitting down on the edge of her narrow bed.
“Take a moment, then.” Miss Fern smiled, walked down the aisle between the twenty beds and finally left the room.
Virginia waited, silently counting, “One-two-three,” then she leapt to her feet. She hurried across the aisle to the fourth bed. She went right to the bureau there and began rummaging through contents that did not belong to her. Guilt assailed her, but she ignored it.
Sarah Lewis always had pin money, and Virginia quickly found twelve dollars and thirty-five cents. She took every penny, leaving an unsigned note instead. In it, she explained that she would pay the sum back as soon as possible. Still, it felt terrible being reduced to thievery and she could almost feel her mother’s disapproval as she watched over her daughter from heaven.
“I will pay Sarah back, Mama, every darned penny,” she whispered guiltily. But there was just no choice. She needed fare for a coach and an inn. As brave as she was, she didn’t think she could walk the entire eighty miles to Sweet Briar without several nights’ rest and a few good meals.
Virginia then reached under her bunk. In her cloak—despite the spring weather, the nights remained cool—she had wrapped her few precious personal belongings: her mother’s cameo necklace, her father’s pipe and a horsehair bracelet Tillie had made for her when she was eight. She also had an extra shirtwaist, gloves and bonnet. The entire cloak was bundled up and tied with string. Virginia went to a window at one end of the room, heaved it open and dropped the bundle to the sidewalk below.
Virginia somehow slowed her eager legs and walked demurely downstairs, passing two of the school’s staff as she did so. Finally she reached the end of the hall. Ahead lay the gracious, high-ceilinged foyer of the building. There, marble floors vied with dark wood columns and even darker wood paneling. The front door wasn’t kept locked during the day, as no student ever walked out. Virginia looked carefully around. This was her chance to escape, but if someone saw her now, it was over before her journey had even begun.
Footsteps sounded from a different hall. Virginia darted back around the corner, not daring to breathe, hearing two voices and recognizing them as belonging to the music master and the French professor. She assumed they would cross the foyer and come her way—all of the classrooms lay behind her. Virginia looked around and slipped into the janitor’s closet.
The pair of instructors passed.
Virginia was sweating. She had also lost all patience. She cracked open the door and saw that the hallway was empty. She slipped out, peered into the foyer and found that empty, too. She inhaled hard for courage and rushed across, flinging open the huge and heavy front door. She stepped outside into bright spring sunlight and she smelled and even tasted freedom. God, it was good!
She ran down the walk and out the wrought-iron front gates, down the public sidewalk, around the corner, and found her bundled cloak. Virginia seized it and ran again.

“I’m so happy we could see you most of your way, my dear,” Mrs. Cantwell said, smiling and clasping Virginia’s hands.
Three days had passed. Virginia had spent most of the first morning on foot until she had left the bustling city of Richmond behind. At a country inn she had eaten a hearty lunch, famished from her long walk. There, she had stumbled across the Cantwell family.
A matronly wife, three proper children, a plump, bespectacled husband—all traveling in a pretty private coach. Virginia had overheard their conversation, learning that they had been to Richmond to visit the husband’s ailing parents. Now they were on their way home to Norfolk. Which meant they would pass within miles of Sweet Briar.
Virginia had helped one of the small children blow his nose and had quickly become the interest of Mrs. Cantwell. She had lied about her age and marital status, claiming that she was returning home to her husband after visiting her ailing mother in Richmond. She had quickly slipped her mother’s ring to her left hand to corroborate her story. Mrs. Cantwell, upon learning of her destination, had quickly offered her a ride, clearly desperate for company and help with the children.
Now Virginia hardly heard the pleasant lady. They were at a crossroads, one sign reading Norfolk, the other reading Land’s End, Four Corners and Sweet Briar. Her heart beat so hard that she felt faint. Five miles down the road was her home. Five simple miles…
“You must miss your husband so much,” Mrs. Cantwell added.
Virginia came to life. She turned and clasped the blond woman’s hands. “Thank you so much for the ride, Lilly. I cannot thank you enough.”
“You have been so wonderful with the children!” Lilly Cantwell exclaimed. “And if we weren’t so close to home, I would insist we take you all the way to Sweet Briar so we might meet your wonderful husband.”
Virginia flushed with guilt—she’d become an adept liar as well as a thief in a very short time, and how she hated it! “May I write you?” she asked impulsively. She instantly decided she would write Lilly Cantwell and tell her the entire truth, while thanking her once again for her kindness.
“I should love to hear from you and remain friends,” Lilly cried, beaming.
The two women hugged. Virginia then hugged tiny Charlotte, tugged Master William’s ear and winked at little Thomas. She thanked Mr. Cantwell as well, and as their carriage pulled away, she thought she heard him remarking, “There’s something odd about that young lady and I still don’t think she’s old enough to be married!”
Virginia grinned. Then she spread her arms wide and laughed loudly, spinning around and around, until her feet hurt and her ankle twisted and she was so dizzy she had to drop to the ground. Lying there, she laughed again. She was home!
She quickly got up, adjusted her bundle and began running down the dirt road. The five miles passed endlessly, but every gentle field, every spring-green hill, every gushing stream only made her hurry even more. She was breathless and hot when she first spied the beautifully engraved wood sign hanging between two stately brick pillars: SWEET BRIAR. A long dirt drive wound from the entrance up a hill all the way to the house, and surrounding it were the red curing barns, the whitewashed slave quarters and the fields and fields of rich brown sandy earth.
Her heart hammered like a drum. Virginia dropped her bundle and lifted her skirts and ran up the dirt drive. “Tillie!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Tillie! Tillie! Tillie! It’s me, I’m home, Tillie!”
Frank, Tillie’s husband, was hitching up a wagon not far from the front of the house and he saw her first. His mouth dropped open and he gaped. “Miz Virginia? Is that you?”
Behind him, his little twin boys were wide-eyed. Then, from the corner of her eye, Virginia saw the front door of the house open as Tillie stepped onto the veranda. But it was too late, she was already in Frank’s arms. “Have you lost your wits?” she cried, hugging him so hard he choked. “Of course it’s me! Who else would it be!” She stepped back, laughing up at the big young man.
“God Almighty, that fine an’ fancy school sure ain’t made you a lady,” Frank said, grinning, his teeth stunningly white against his dark skin.
“You do mean ‘thank God,’ don’t you?” Virginia teased. “Rufus, Ray, get over here and give me hugs, or don’t you remember your mistress?”
The boys, both just shy of seven, rushed forward, grabbing her around her thighs. Virginia finally felt the tears rising in her eyes as she tried to bend down and hug them both.
Then she felt Tillie behind her, and slowly, she turned.
Tillie smiled, tears staining her coffee-and-cream complexion. She was as tall as Virginia was short, as voluptuous as she was thin, and very beautiful. “I knew you’d come home,” she whispered.
Virginia moved into her arms. The two young women clung.
When she could control her tears, she stepped back, smiling. “My feet hurt like hell,” she said. “And I’m starving to death! How did the burning go? Did we find rot? And what do the seedlings look like?” She grinned as she wiped her eyes with her sleeve.
But Tillie didn’t smile back. Her golden eyes were frighteningly solemn.
“Tillie?” Virginia asked, not liking the look she was receiving. Dread began. “Please tell me everything is all right.” For something seemed terribly wrong and she was so scared to learn what it was.
She’d had enough of misfortune. She couldn’t stand one more stroke of bad luck.
Tillie gripped her arms. “They’re selling the plantation—and everything and everyone on it.”
Virginia didn’t understand. “What did you just say?”
“Your daddy’s in debt. Beg pardon—Master Hughes was in debt—and now your uncle has an agent here and he’s started selling off everything…the land, the house, the slaves, the horses, he’s selling it all.”
Virginia cried out. A huge pain stabbed through her chest, so vast that she reeled. Tillie caught her around the waist.
“What’s wrong with me! Here you are, skinnier than ever, as hungry as a winter wolf, and I’m telling you our troubles! C’mon, Virginia, you need some hot food and a hot bath and then we can talk. You can tell me all about what it’s like to be a fine lady!”
Virginia couldn’t respond. This had to be a nightmare, an awful dream—it couldn’t be reality. Sweet Briar could not be up for sale.
But it was.

She was wearing her mother’s Sunday best. Virginia smiled bravely at Frank, who had driven her into Norfolk, smoothing down her blue skirts, adjusting the bodice of her fitted blue pelisse and then her matching bonnet. Her mother’s clothes were loose upon her small frame, but Tillie and two other slaves had been sewing madly all night to make everything fit perfectly. Now Frank tried to smile back and failed. Virginia knew why—he was heartsick, afraid his wife and children would be sold off to some distant owner and that he’d never see them again.
But that wasn’t going to happen. Virginia intended to move heaven and earth—and more specifically, her father’s good friend Charles King, the president of the First Bank of Virginia—in order to prevent Sweet Briar from being sold. She swallowed hard, her entire body covered with perspiration. The stakes were so damned high. She was so deathly afraid. But Charles King had been a good family friend and now he’d see her not as a child but a capable lady. Surely, surely, he’d loan her the funds necessary to pay off her father’s debts and save Sweet Briar.
Virginia closed her eyes tightly against the glaring sun, her smile faltering. God, she hated her uncle, the Earl of Eastleigh, a man she’d never met. He hadn’t even discussed the state of the plantation with her! Yet it belonged to her!
Or it would, if it hadn’t been sold off by the time she turned twenty-one.
Now the three years between the present and her majority loomed as an eternity.
“Miz Virginia,” Frank suddenly said, restraining her from entering the imposing facade of the brick-and-limestone bank.
Virginia paused, her stomach churning with fear and dread. She managed a small smile. “I may be long—but I hope not.”
“It’s not that,” he said roughly. He was very tall, perhaps five inches over six feet, and dangerously handsome. Tillie had fallen in love with him at first sight, almost five years ago, not that anyone would have known it, with the way she’d snubbed him and put on airs. Apparently it had been mutual—not six months later he’d asked Randall Hughes for permission to marry her, and that permission had been instantly given. “I’m afraid, Miz Virginia, afraid of what will happen to Tillie and my boys if you don’t get this loan today.”
Virginia had been acutely aware of her responsibility to save Sweet Briar and her people, but now it crashed over her with stunning force. Fifty-two slaves were depending on her, many of them children. Tillie, her best friend, was depending on her, and so was Frank. “I will get this loan, Frank. You have nothing to worry about.” She must have sounded forceful and confident, because his eyes widened instantly and he doffed his hat to her.
Virginia gave him another reassuring smile, silently begged God for a little help and entered the bank.
Inside, it was blessedly cool, oddly reverent and as quiet as a church. Two customers were at the teller’s queue and one clerk was at a front desk. At a desk in the back sat Charles King. He looked up then and saw her, his eyes widening in surprise.
This was it, she thought, lifting her chin to an impossible height. Her smile felt odd and brittle, fixed, as she marched forward through the lobby and the spacious back area of the bank.
King stood, a fat man neatly and well dressed, his old-fashioned wig powdered and tied back. “Virginia! My dear, for one awful moment, I thought you were your mother, God rest her beloved soul!”
Her father had told her many times that she looked just like her mother, but Virginia hadn’t ever believed it because Mama was so beautiful, although they shared the same nearly black hair and the same oddly violet eyes. She held out her hand as Charles took it firmly, clearly pleased to see her. “An illusion of light, I suppose,” she said, impressed with her own grace and bearing. But she had to convince Charles that she was a fine and capable lady now.
“Yes, I suppose. I thought you were at school in Richmond. Do come in—have you come to see me?” he asked, leading her back to his desk and the high chairs facing it.
“Yes, frankly, I have,” Virginia said, gripping her mother’s elegant black velvet reticule tightly.
Charles smiled, offering her a chair and some tea. Virginia declined. “So how have you found the big city, Virginia?” he asked, taking his seat behind his desk. His gaze held hers, with some concern. Virginia knew he was finally noticing how peaked she was, due to the terrible strain of her grief and now her worry over the state of her father’s finances.
Virginia shrugged. “I suppose it is fine enough. But you know I adore Sweet Briar—there is no place I would rather be.”
For one moment Charles stared and then he was grim. “I know you are a clever young lady, so may I assume you realize your uncle is selling the plantation?”
She wanted to lean forward and shout that the earl had no right. She didn’t move—she didn’t even dare to breathe—not until her temper had passed. But even then she said, “He has no right.”
“I am afraid he has every right. After all, he is your guardian.”
Virginia sat impossibly stiff and straight. “Mr. King, I have come here to secure a loan, so that I may pay off my father’s debts and save Sweet Briar from sale and even possible dissolution.”
He blinked.
She smiled bleakly at him. “I have helped Father manage the plantation since I was a child. No one knows how to plant and harvest, ship and sell tobacco better than I. I assure you, sir, that I would repay your loan in full, with any necessary interest, as soon as was possible. I—”
“Virginia,” Charles King began, too kindly.
Panic began. She leapt to her feet. “I may be a woman and I may be eighteen but I do know how to run Sweet Briar! No one except my father knows how better than I do! I swear to you, sir, I would repay every penny! How much do I need to pay off Father’s debts?” she cried desperately.
Charles regarded her with pity. “My dear child, his debts amount to a staggering twenty-two thousand dollars.”
The shock was so great that her heart stopped and her knees gave way and somehow, she was sitting down. “No.”
“I have spoken with your uncle’s agent at great length. His name is Roger Blount and I do believe he is on his way back to Britain in the next few days after seeing to your affairs here. Sweet Briar is not a lucrative plantation, Virginia,” he continued gently. “Your father had loss after loss, year after year. Even if I were foolish enough to lend a young and untried girl such a sum of money, there is simply no way you could ever repay me—not from the plantation. I am sorry. Selling Sweet Briar is the only intelligent and viable option.”
She stood, sick in her heart, in her soul. “No. I can’t let it be sold. It’s mine.”
He also stood. “I know how upsetting this is for you. Virginia, I’m not sure why you are not in school, but that is where you should be—although if you wish, I could try to arrange a match for you, a good one, and speak with your uncle about it. That would certainly solve your problems—”
“Unless you think to marry me to a very wealthy man, then that solves nothing,” Virginia cried. “I cannot allow Sweet Briar to be sold! Why won’t you help me? I would pay you back, somehow, one day! I have never broken my word, sir! Why can’t you see that this is all I have left in the entire world?”
He stared. “You have a glorious future, my dear. I promise you that.”
She closed her eyes and trembled violently. Then she looked him in the eye. “Please lend me the funds. If you loved my father, my mother, at all, then please, help me now.”
“I’m sorry. I cannot. I simply cannot lend an impossible sum to a young girl who will never in an entire lifetime pay the bank back.”
She could not give up. “Then lend me the funds personally,” she cried.
He blinked. “Virginia, I do not have that kind of wealth. I am sorry.”
She was in disbelief. He started to say something about a fresh start, and she turned and ran wildly through the bank and outside. There she collapsed against a hitching post, panting hard, shaking wildly, tears of panic and desperation trying to rise. This could not be happening, she thought. There had to be a way!
“Miz Virginia? Are you all right?” Frank had her by the elbow. His tone was concerned and anxious.
She met his black eyes but did not respond—because an idea had struck her so forcefully that she could not respond.
Her uncle was an earl.
Earls were wealthy.
She would borrow the money from him.
“Miz Virginia?” Frank was asking again, this time with a slight pressure on her elbow.
Virginia pulled free of his grasp and stared blindly across the busy street. She did not see a single wagon, carriage or pedestrian.
She had not a doubt that her uncle had the funds to save Sweet Briar. He was her only hope.
But clearly he didn’t wish to save the plantation, or he would have already done so. That meant she had to confront him directly—personally. A letter would not do. The stakes were far too high. Somehow, she would find the means to cross the Atlantic Ocean, even if it meant selling some of her mother’s precious jewelry, and she would meet her uncle and convince him to save Sweet Briar rather than sell it. She’d beg, rationalize, argue, debate, she’d do whatever she had to, even marry a perfect stranger, as long as he agreed to pay off her father’s debts. Virginia realized she had to make plans and quickly, because she was on her way to England.
She knew she could do this. As her father was so fond of saying, where there was a will there was a way.
She’d always had plenty of will. Now she’d find a way.
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May 1, 1812

London, England
Word had spread of his arrival. Cheering throngs lined the banks of the Thames as his ship, the Defiance, proudly edged her way toward the naval docks.
Devlin O’Neill stood square on the quarterdeck, unsmiling, his arms folded across his chest, a tall, powerful figure as still as a statue. For the occasion of this homecoming—if it could be called such—he was in his formal naval attire. A blue jacket with tails, gold epaulets adorning each shoulder, pale white britches and stockings, highly polished shoes. His black felt bicorn was worn with the points facing out, as only admirals had the privilege of wearing the points front to back. His hair, a brilliant gold, was too long and pulled back in a queue. The crowd—men, women and children, agile and infirm, all London’s poorest classes—raced up the riverbanks alongside his ship. Some of the women threw flowers at it.
A hero’s welcome, he thought with no mirth at all. A hero’s welcome for the man one and all called “His Majesty’s pirate.”
He had not set foot in Great Britain for an entire year. He would not be setting foot there now, had he a choice, but it had become impossible to ignore this last summons from the Admiralty, their fourth. His mouth twisted coldly. What he wanted was a steady bed and a pox-free woman who was not a whore, but his needs would have to wait. He did not wonder what the admirals wanted—he had disobeyed so many orders and broken so many rules in the past year that they could be asking for his head on any number of counts. He also knew he would be receiving new orders, which he looked forward to. He never lingered in any port for more than a few days or perhaps a week.
His glance swept over his ship. The Defiance was a thirty-eight-gun frigate known for her speed and her agility, but mostly for her captain’s outrageous and unconventional daring. He was well aware that the sight of his ship caused other ships to turn tail and run, hence his preference for pursuit at night. Now top men were high on both the fore and main masts, reefing sails. Fifty marines in their red coats stood stiffly at attendance, muskets in their arms, as the frigate cruised toward its berth. Other sailors stood with them, eager for the liberty he would soon grant. Forecastle men readied the ship’s huge anchors. All in all, three hundred men stood upon the frigate’s decks. Beyond the docks, where two state-of-the-line three deckers, several sloops, a schooner and two gunships were at birth, the spires and rooftops of London gleamed in the bright blue sky.
The past year had been a very lucrative one. A year of cruising from the Strait of Gibraltar to Algiers, from the Bay of Biscayne to the Portuguese coast. There’d been forty-eight prizes and more than five hundred captured crewmen. His duties had been routine—escorting supply convoys, patrolling coastal shorelines, enforcing the blockade of France. Nights had been spent swooping upon unsuspecting French privateers, days lolling upon the high seas. He had been rather wealthy before this past year, but now, with this last prize, an American ship loaded with gold bullion, he was a very wealthy man, indeed.
And finally, a smile touched his lips.
But the boy trembled and remained afraid. The boy refused to go away. No amount of wealth, no amount of power, could be enough. And the boy had only to close his eyes to see his father’s eyes, enraged and sightless in his severed head, there upon the Irish ground in a pool of his own blood.
Devlin had gone to sea three years after the Wexford uprising, with the Earl of Adare’s permission and patronage. Adare had married his mother within the year, although his baby sister, Meg, had never been found. The earl had fabricated a naval history for Devlin, enabling him to start his career as a midshipman and not as the lowliest sailor far below decks. Devlin had quickly risen to the rank of lieutenant. Briefly he’d served on Nelson’s flagship. At the Battle of Trafalgar, the captain of the sloop he was serving on had taken an unlucky hit and been killed instantly; Devlin had as quickly assumed command. The small vessel had only had ten guns, but she was terribly quick, and Devlin had snuck the Gazelle in under the leeward hull of a French frigate. With the French ship sitting so high above them, her every broadside had sailed right over the Gazelle. His own guns, at point-blank range, had torn apart the decks and rigging, crippling the bigger, faster ship immediately. He’d towed his prize proudly into Leghorn and shortly after had received a promotion to captain, his own command and a fast schooner, the Loretta.
He had only been eighteen.
There had been so many battles and so many prizes since then. But the biggest prize of all yet remained to be taken, and it did not exist upon the high seas of the world.
The heat of highly controlled rage, always broiling deep within him, simmered a bit more. Devlin ignored it. Instead of thinking of the future reckoning that would one day come with Harold Hughes, now the Earl of Eastleigh, he watched as the Defiance eased into its berth between a schooner and a gunship. Devlin nodded at his second in command, a brawny red-haired Scot, Lieutenant MacDonnell. Mac used the horn to announce a week’s liberty. Devlin smiled a little as his men cheered and hollered, then watched his decks clear as if the signal to jump ship had been given. He didn’t mind. His crew was top-notch. Some fifty of his men had been with him since he’d been given his first ship; half of his crew had been with him since the collapse of the Treaty of Tilsit. They were good men, brave and daring. His crew was so well-honed that no one hesitated even when his commands seemed suicidal. The Defiance had become the scourge of the seas because of their loyalty, faith and discipline.
He was proud of his crew.
Mac fell into step with him, looking uncomfortable in his naval uniform, which he seemed to have outgrown. Mac was Devlin’s own age, twenty-four, and this past year he had bulked out. Devlin thought they made an odd duo—the short, broad Scot with the flaming hair, the tall, blond Irishman with the cold silver eyes.
“Ach, got to find me land legs,” Mac growled.
Devlin smiled as the land heaved under them as high and hard as any storm swell. He clapped his shoulder. “Give it a day.”
“That I shall, a day and seven, if you don’t mind.” Mac grinned. He had all his teeth and only one was rotten. “Got plans, Cap? I’m achin’ meself for a lusty whore. Me first stop, I tell you that.” His laughter was bawdy.
Devlin was lenient with the men—like most ships’ commanders, he allowed them their whores in port, but he preferred them to bring the women aboard, so the ship’s surgeon could take a good look at them. He wanted his crew pox-free. “We were in Lisbon a week ago,” he said mildly.
“Feels like a year,” Mac grunted.
Devlin saw the post chaise waiting for him—he’d sent word to Sean by mail packet that he was on his way back. “Can I offer you a ride, Mac?”
Mac flushed. “Not goin’ to town,” he said, referring to the West End.
Devlin nodded, reminding him that he was expected back aboard the Defiance in a week’s time to set sail at noon, with all three hundred of his men. His rate of desertion was almost zero, an astonishing fact that no one in the British navy could understand. But then, with so many spoils taken and shared, his crew were all well off.
Thirty minutes later the chaise was clipping smartly over London Bridge. Devlin stared at the familiar sights. After days spent in the wind and on the sea, or at exotic, sultry ports in the Mediterranean, North Africa and Portugal, the city looked dark and dirty, unclean. Still, he was a man who liked a beautiful woman and refused a common whore, and his wandering eye took in more than his fair share of elegant ladies in chaises, carriages and on foot, shopping in the specialty stores. His loins stirred. He had sent several letters ahead and one was to his English mistress. He fully expected to be entertained that night and all the week long.
The London offices of the Admiralty were on Brook Street in an imposing limestone building built half a century before. Officers, aides and adjutants were coming and going. Here and there, groups of officers paused in conversation. As Devlin pushed open the heavy wood doors and entered a vast circular lobby with a high-domed ceiling, heads began to turn his way. Portraits of the greatest admirals in British history adorned the walls, as did paintings of the greatest ships and battles. His mistress had once said his portrait would soon hang there, too. The conversation began to diminish. An eerie quiet settled over the lobby; Devlin was amused. He heard his name being whispered about.
“Captain O’Neill, sir?” A young lieutenant with crimson cheeks saluted him smartly from the bottom of the marble staircase.
Devlin saluted him rather causally back.
“I am to escort you to Admiral St. John, sir,” the freckle-faced youth said. His flush had somehow deepened.
“Please do,” Devlin remarked, unable to restrain a sigh. St. John was not quite the enemy—he disliked insubordination, but he knew the value of his best fighting captain. It was Admiral Farnham who wanted nothing more than to court-martial him and publicly disgrace him, and these days, he was egged on by Captain Thomas Hughes, the Earl of Eastleigh’s son.
Admiral St. John was waiting for him. He was a slender man with a shock of white hair, and he was not alone. Farnham was with him—at once bulkier and taller, with far less hair—and so was the Earl of Liverpool, the minister of war.
Devlin entered the office, saluting. He was intrigued, as he could not recall ever seeing Liverpool at West Square.
The door was solidly shut behind him. Liverpool, slim, short and dark-haired, smiled at him. “It’s been some time, Devlin. Do sit. Would you like a Scotch whiskey or a brandy?”
Devlin sat in a plush chair, removing his felt. “Is the brandy French?”
The earl was amused. “I’m afraid so.”
“The brandy,” Devlin said, stretching out his long legs in front of him.
Farnham appeared annoyed. St. John sat down behind his desk. “It has been some time since we have had the privilege of your appearance here.”
Devlin shrugged dismissively. “The Straits are a busy place, my lord.”
Liverpool poured the brandies from a crystal decanter, handing one over to Devlin and passing the others around.
“Yes, very busy,” Farnham said. “Which is why deserting the Lady Anne is an exceedingly serious offense.”
Devlin took a long sip, tasting the brandy carefully, and decided his own stock was far superior, both on his ship and at home.
“Do you have anything to say for yourself?” St. John asked.
“Not really,” Devlin said, then added, “she was in no danger.”
“No danger?” Farnham choked on his brandy.
Liverpool shook his head. “Admiral Farnham is asking for your head, my boy. Was it really necessary to leave the Lady Anne in order to chase that American merchantman?”
Devlin smiled slightly. “The Independence was loaded with gold, my lord.”
“And you knew that when you spotted her off the coast of Tripoli?” St. John asked.
Devlin murmured, “Money, my lord, buys anything.”
“I know of no other commander as audacious as you. Who is your spy and where is he?” St. John demanded.
“Perhaps it’s a she,” he murmured. And in fact, the wench in Malta who ran an inn often used by the Americans was just that. “And if I do employ spies, I am afraid that is my affair entirely—and as it does aid me in the execution of my orders, we should lay the question to rest.”
“You do not follow orders!” Farnham said. “Your orders were to convey the Lady Anne to Lisbon. You are lucky she was not seized by enemy ships—”
He was finally annoyed, but he remained slouched. “Luck has naught to do with anything. I control the Straits. And that means I control the Mediterranean—as no one can enter her without getting past me. There was no danger to the Lady Anne and her safe conveyance to Lisbon has proved it.”
“And now you are rather rich,” Liverpool murmured.
“The prize is with our agent at the Rock,” he said, referring to Gibraltar. He’d towed the Independence to the British prize agent there. His share of the plunder was three-eighths of the total sum, and a quick estimation of that figure came to one hundred thousand pounds. He was wealthier than anyone would ever guess, and he had far exceeded his own expectations some time ago.
“But I do not care about the fate of the Lady Anne, a single ship,” Liverpool said. “And while you directly disobeyed your orders, we are all prepared to ignore the matter. Is that not right, gentlemen?”
St. John’s nod was firm, but Devlin knew it killed Henry Farnham to agree, and he was amused.
“I care about finishing this bloody war, and finishing it soon.” Liverpool was standing and orating as if before the House. “There is another war on the horizon, one that must be avoided at all costs.”
“Which is why you are here,” St. John added.
Devlin straightened in his chair. “War with the Americans is a mistake,” he said.
Farnham made a sound. “You are Irish, your sympathies remain Jacobin.”
Devlin itched to strangle him. He did not move or speak until the desire had passed. “Indeed they are. America is a sister nation, just as Ireland is. It would be shameful to war with her over any issue.”
Liverpool said bluntly, “We must retain absolute control of the seas, Devlin, surely you know that.”
“His loyalties remain selfish ones. He cares not a whit for England—he cares only about the wealth his naval career has afforded him,” Farnham said with heat.
“We are not here to question Devlin’s loyalties,” Liverpool said sharply. “No one in our navy has served His Majesty with more loyalty and more perseverance and more effect.”
“Thank you,” Devlin murmured wryly. But it was true. His battle record was unrivaled at sea.
“The war is not over yet, and you know it, Devlin, as you have spent more time than anyone patrolling the Straits of Gibraltar and the Mediterranean, as well. Still, our control there is without dispute. You will leave this room with your new orders, if I can be assured that you will effect them appropriately.”
His brows lifted with real interest. Where was Liverpool leading? “Do continue,” he said.
“Your reputation precedes you,” St. John pointed out. “In the Mediterranean and off these shores, every enemy and privateer knows your naval tactics are superior, if unorthodox, and that if you think to board, you carry fighting men, men who think nothing of carrying a second cutlass in their teeth. They fear you—that is why no one battles you anymore.”
It was true more often than not. Devlin usually fired a single warning shot before boarding with his marines. There was rarely resistance—and he had become bored with it all.
“I believe your reputation is so great that even near American shores, the enemy will flee upon the sight of your ship.”
“I am truly flattered,” he murmured.
Liverpool spoke. “We are trying to avoid war with the Americans.” He gave Devlin a look. “Sending you there could be like releasing a wolf in a henhouse and then expecting healthy, happy hens and chicks. If you are sent westward, my boy, I want your word that you will follow your orders—that you will scare the bloody hell out of the enemy but that you will not engage her ships. Your country needs you, Devlin, but there is no room for pirate antics.”
Did they truly expect him to sail west and play nanny of sorts to the American merchants and navy? “I am to chase them about, threaten them, turn them back—and retreat?” He could scarcely believe it.
“Yes, that is basically what we wish for you to do. No American goods can be allowed to enter Europe, that has not changed. What has changed are the rules of engagement. We do not want another ship seized or destroyed, another American life accountable to our hands.”
Devlin stood. “Find someone else,” he said. “I am not the man for this tour.”
Farnham snorted, at once satisfied and disbelieving. “He refuses direct orders! And when do we decide to hang him for his insubordination?”
Devlin felt like telling the old fool to shut up. “It is a mistake, my lord,” he said softly to Liverpool, “to send a rogue like myself to such a duty.”
Liverpool studied him. And then he smiled, rather coldly. “I do not believe that, actually. Because I know you far better than you think I do.” He turned to the two admirals present. “Would you excuse us, gentlemen?”
Both men were surprised, but they both nodded and slipped from the room.
Liverpool smiled. “Now we can get down to business, eh, Devlin?”
Devlin turned the corners of his mouth up in response, but he waited, unsure of whether he was to receive a blow or a gift.
“I have understood your game for some time now, Devlin.” He paused to pour them both fresh drinks. “The blood of Irish kings runs in your veins, and when you joined the navy you were as poor as any Irish pauper. Now you have a mansion on the Thames, you have bought your ancestral home from Adare, and I could only estimate the amount of gold you keep in the banks—and in your own private vaults. You are so rich now that you have no more use for us.” His brows lifted.
“You make me seem so very unpatriotic,” Devlin murmured. Liverpool was right—almost.
“Still, a fine man like yourself, from a fine family, always at sea, always seizing a prize, always at battle—never on land, never at home before a warm hearth.” He stared.
Devlin became uneasy. He sipped his brandy to disguise this.
“I wonder what it is that motivates you to sail so fast, so far, so often?” His dark brows lifted.
“I fear you romanticize me. I am merely a seaman, my lord.”
“I think not. I think there are deep, grave, complex reasons for your actions—but then, I suppose I will never know what those reasons are?” He smiled and sipped his own brandy now.
The boy trembled with real fear. How could this stranger know so much?
“You have fanciful imaginings, my lord.” Devlin smiled coolly.
“You have yet to win a knighthood, Captain O’Neill,” Liverpool said.
Devlin stiffened in surprise. So it was to be a gift—after a blow, he thought.
Once, his ancestors had been kings, but a century of theft had reduced them to a life of tenant-farmers. He had changed that. His stepfather had happily sold him Askeaton when he had come forward with the bullion to pay for it. His grand home on the River Thames had been purchased two years ago when the Earl of Eastleigh had been forced by financial circumstances to put it up for sale. Liverpool knew Devlin had used the navy to attain the security that comes with wealth. What he did not know—could not know—was the reason why.
“Do continue,” he said softly, but he had begun to sweat.
“You know that a knighthood is a distinct possibility—you need only follow your orders.”
The ten-year-old boy wanted the title. The boy who had watched his father fall in an act of cold-blooded murder wanted the title as much as he wanted the wealth, because the added power made him safer than ever before.
Devlin hated the boy and did not want to feel his presence. “Knight me now,” he said, “and barring any unforeseen and extenuating circumstance, I will sail to America and threaten her shores without inflicting any real harm.”
“Damn you, O’Neill.” But Liverpool was smiling. “Done,” he then said. “You will be Sir Captain O’Neill before you set sail next week.”
Devlin could not contain a real smile. He was jubilant now, thinking about the knighthood soon to be his. His heart raced with a savage pleasure and he thought of his mortal enemy, the Earl of Eastleigh—the man who had murdered his father.
“Where would you like your country estate?” Liverpool was asking amiably.
“In the south of Hampshire,” he said. For then his newly acquired country estate would be within an hour of Eastleigh, at the most.
And Devlin smiled. His vengeance had been years in the making. He had known from the tender age of ten that in order to defeat his enemy, he would have to become wealthy and powerful enough to do so. He had joined the navy to gain such wealth and power, never dreaming that one day he would be ten times wealthier than the man he planned to destroy. A title added more ammunition to his stores, not that it truly mattered now. Eastleigh was already on the verge of destitution, as Devlin had been slowly ruining the man for years.
From time to time their paths crossed at various London affairs. Eastleigh knew him well. He had somehow recognized him the first time they met in London, when Devlin was sixteen and dueling his youngest son, Tom Hughes, over the fate of a whore. The wench’s disposition was just an excuse to prick at his mortal enemy by wounding his son, but the duel had been broken up. That had only been the beginning of the deadly game Devlin played.
His agents had sabotaged Hughes’s lead mines, instigated a series of strikes in his mill and had even encouraged his tenants to demand lower rents en masse, forcing Eastleigh to agree. The earl’s financial position had become seriously eroded, until he teetered on the verge of having to sell off his ancestral estate. Devlin looked forward to that day; he intended to be the one to buy it directly. In the interim, he now owned the earl’s best stud, his favorite champion wolfhounds and his Greenwich home. But the coup de grâce was the earl’s second wife, the Countess of Eastleigh, Elizabeth Sinclair Hughes.
For, during the past six years, Elizabeth had been the woman so eagerly sharing his bed.
And even now, she was undoubtedly waiting for him. It was time to go.

Waverly Hall had been in the possession of the earls of Eastleigh for almost a hundred years—until two years ago, when a cycle of misfortune had caused the earl to put it up for sale. The huge limestone house had two towers, three floors, a gazebo, tennis courts and gardens that swept right down to the river’s banks. Devlin arrived at his home in an Italian yacht, a prize he had captured early in his career. He strolled up the gently floating dock, his gaze taking in the perfectly manicured lawns, the carefully designed gardens and the blossoming roses that crawled up against the dark stone walls of the house. It was so very English.
Unimpressed, he started up the stone path that led to the back of the house, where a terrace offered spectacular views of the river and the city. A man rose from a lawn chair. Devlin recognized him instantly and his pace quickened. “Tyrell!”
Tyrell de Warenne, heir to the earldom of Adare and Devlin’s stepbrother, strode down the path to meet him. Like his father, Ty was tall and swarthy with midnight-black hair and extremely dark blue eyes. The two men, as different as night and day, embraced.
“This is a very pleasant surprise,” Devlin said, pleased to see his stepbrother. It made the homecoming to which he was so indifferent suddenly inviting.
“Sean told me you were on your way home, and as I have had some affairs to see to in town, I decided to stop by the mansion to see if you were here yet. My timing is impeccable, I see.” Tyrell grinned. He was darkly, dangerously handsome and had had many love affairs to prove it.
“For once,” Devlin retorted as they strolled up to the terrace. “How is my mother? The earl?”
“They are fine, as usual, and wondering when you will come home,” Tyrell said with a pointed glance.
Devlin pushed open French doors and entered a huge and elegantly appointed salon, choosing to ignore that particular subject. “I have just accepted a tour of duty in the North Atlantic,” he said. “It is unofficial, of course, as I have yet to receive my orders.”
Tyrell gripped his shoulder and Devlin had to face him.
“Admiral Farnham is in a rage over the Lady Anne, Dev. Everywhere I go, I am hearing about it. In fact, even Father has heard that Farnham plots against you. I thought this was your last tour.” His gaze was dark and frankly accusing.
Devlin moved to a bell pull, but his butler had already materialized, smiling as if pleased to see him. Devlin knew the Englishman detested having an Irishman as his overlord; it amused him, enough so that he had kept Eastleigh’s staff when he had bought the mansion. “Benson, my good man, do bring us some refreshments and a fine bottle of red wine.”
Then Devlin turned back to his stepbrother. Like the rest of his family, Tyrell thought he spent far too much time at sea and there was a general effort being made to convince him to resign his commission. “I am being offered a knighthood, Ty.”
Briefly Tyrell stared in surprise; then he was smiling, smacking Devlin’s back. “That is fine news,” he said. “Damned fine!”
“Materialist that I am, I could not refuse the opportunity.”
Tyrell studied him for a moment. “A storm gathers behind your back. You need to take care, Dev. I don’t think Eastleigh has forgiven you for your purchase of this house. Tom Hughes has been lobbying around the Admiralty for a general court-martial,” he said. “And he spreads nasty rumors about you.”
Devlin raised a brow. “I really don’t care what he says.”
“I have heard it said that he has accused you of using vast discretion with French privateers—that is, allowing some to slip through your net for a hefty sum. That kind of gossip could hurt your career—and you, personally,” Tyrell warned.
“If I’m not worried, why should you be?” Devlin asked calmly, but he thought of Thomas Hughes, who had never even been to sea, except on a fancy flagship where he and the admiral and other officers lived in state. Nonetheless, Hughes held the very same rank as Devlin, though Devlin knew the man could not sail a toy boat on a park lake. In fact, Lord Captain Hughes spent all of his time fawning over and playing up to the various admirals with whom he served. Devlin was well aware of the fact that Tom despised him, and it amused him to no end. He did wish he had wounded him that one time when they had dueled over the whore. “I am not afraid of Tom Hughes,” he said dryly.
Tyrell sighed as Benson returned with two manservants, each bearing a silver tray with refreshments. Both men were quiet as a small table overlooking the grounds and the river was quickly set. Benson bowed. “Is there anything else, Captain?”
“No, thank you,” Devlin said. When the servants had left, he handed his stepbrother a glass of wine and walked over to the windows overlooking the terrace. He stared out the window, not particularly enjoying the view.
It was impossible not to think about Askeaton.
Tyrell followed him to the picture window. As if reading Devlin’s mind, he said, “You haven’t been home in six years.”
Devlin knew the last time he had been home, he knew it to the day and hour, but he smiled and feigned surprise. “Has it been that long?”
“Why? Why do you avoid your own home, Dev? Damn it, everyone misses you. And while Sean does a fine job of managing Askeaton, we both know you would do even better.”
“I am hardly at liberty to cruise up to Ireland whenever the urge overtakes me,” Devlin murmured. It wasn’t exactly a lie, but he was avoiding the question and they both knew it. The truth was he could sail up the Irish coast almost any time he chose.
“You are a strange man,” Tyrell said sharply. “And I am not the only one who worries about you.”
“Tell Mother I am more than fine. I captured an American merchantman carrying gold to a Barbary prince, a ransom for their hostages,” Devlin said smoothly. “With my share of the booty, I could ransom a hostage or two myself.”
“You should tell her yourself,” Tyrell said flatly.
Devlin turned away. He missed Askeaton terribly, but he had learned in the past years that his home was a place to be avoided at all costs. For there, the memories were too volatile; there, they threatened to consume him; there, the boy still lived.

A few hours later, pleasantly relaxed from an abundance of wine, Devlin started upstairs, Tyrell having gone to the Adare town home in Mayfair. His private rooms took up an entire wing of the second floor; upon possession of the house, he had gutted the master suite completely, as if gutting the Earl of Eastleigh himself. He strolled through one pretty parlor after another, past vases and artwork others had chosen, past a piano that was never played, aware that not one item in the house—other than his books—gave him pleasure. But he hadn’t bought the house for pleasure. He had bought it for a single purpose—revenge.
A maid met him on the threshold of his bedroom. She was flushed and perspiring, a pretty thing with brown hair and pale skin, and briefly Devlin thought of inviting her into his bed. But she turned a brighter shade of crimson upon espying him and then fled past him and down the hall with a gasp.
Devlin glanced after her, amused and wondering what had caused such a swift retreat. Had his intentions been that obvious? He was horny, certainly, but not aroused.
And then he entered the master bedroom and understood.
A blond Venus arose from the midst of his massive bed, a sheer undergarment caressing and revealing full, billowy breasts with large dusky nipples, round, lush hips, plump thighs and a dark ruby-red delta between.
Elizabeth Sinclair Hughes smiled at him. “I received your message and came as soon as I could.”
His loins filled as he looked at her. She belonged to his mortal enemy, a man he was slowly but surely wreaking his vengeance upon, and she aroused him as no other woman could.
Elizabeth was very pretty, and now her green eyes moved directly to his swollen groin. “You are in need of attention, Captain,” she murmured.
He moved forward, red-hot blood filling his brain, removing his shirt as he did so. With the raging blood came raging lust—blood lust—savage and uncontrolled. The beast always chose this moment to walk the earth. Devlin mounted her as he mounted the bed, pushing her down, unfastening his britches, thrusting his massive hardness inside.
Elizabeth cried out in pleasure, already hot and wet. He moved as hard and fast as he could, images of Eastleigh filling his mind, gray of hair, fatter and fifty now, and then fourteen years ago, slimmer, younger, crueler. His hatred knew no bounds. It mingled with the lust. His mouth found hers and he thrust there deeply, hurtfully, grinding against her, until he had become the beast itself. Elizabeth never knew. She gripped his sweat-slickened back, keening wildly in her ecstasy.
He wanted to release himself, too, but the hatred, the pleasure and the lust were so great and so satisfying that he refused, pounding deeper, harder, but ugly memories rode him now as he rode her…ugly, bloody glimpses of a dark and terrible past, rising fast and furious—a small boy, a headless man, a severed head, sightless eyes, a pool of blood.
He forgot the woman he rode as the wave preceding his climax, a wave of intense, growing pleasure, turned into one of anger and pain, and he was swept forward, against all will, a wave that now unfurled like a topsail, hard and fast. Behind that wave the memories chased him. His father’s furious, sightless eyes accused him now. You let me die, you let me die. Devlin sought now only to escape, and when he climaxed, he did just that.
There was no moment of peace, no moment of relief. Instantly he was conscious, aware of the woman he lay upon, aware of the man he was cuckolding—aware of the gruesome memories that he now must bury, at all cost. Devlin flipped over, away from the countess, breathing harshly. In that instant a painfully familiar emptiness emanated from deep within him and consumed him entirely. It was so huge, so hollow, so vast.
Devlin leapt to his feet.
“Good Lord, one would think you’d been without for an entire year,” Elizabeth murmured with a satisfied sigh. Then she eyed him with a small, pleased smile, her gaze lingering on his narrow hips and muscled thighs.
Naked, Devlin hurried across the bedroom, hardly aware of her words, quickly pouring a glass of wine. He downed it in a gulp, shaken, as always, by the memories he had vowed never to forget. He drained the glass and fought the beast until it finally returned to its lair.
“Nothing ever changes, does it, Devlin?” the countess asked, sitting up.
He poured another glass of wine and approached her, aware of his manhood stirring. Her gaze moved to his groin and she smiled. “You are becoming terribly predictable, Devlin.”
“I could change that easily enough,” he remarked casually, handing her the wine. As he did, he paused to admire her breasts. “You haven’t changed,” he added.
“And you remain a gentleman, in spite of your reputation,” she said, but she was smiling and pleased. “I’m a year older, a bit fatter and lustier than ever.”
“You haven’t changed,” he said firmly, but now he noticed the slight wrinkles at her eyes and the equally slight thickening of her waist. Elizabeth was several years his senior, although he wasn’t really certain of her age—he had never cared enough to learn what it might be. She had two adolescent daughters, and he thought, but wasn’t sure, that the eldest was fourteen or fifteen. Neither daughter belonged to Eastleigh.
“Darling, would it ever be possible for you to lie quietly by my side?” she asked, setting her glass down and stroking his inner thigh.
He hardened like a shot. “I have never pretended to be anything but what I am with you. I am not a quiet man.”
“No, you are His Majesty’s Pirate, for that is what I hear you called from time to time, when your exploits become dinner conversation.” Her hand drifted upward, its back brushing his phallus as she toyed with his thigh.
“How boring those dinners must be.” He couldn’t care less what he was called, but he didn’t bother to say so. The countess loved to chat idly after their various bouts of lovemaking. She had been the source of much of his information about Eastleigh for the past six years, so he usually encouraged her chatter.
Now she murmured, “I have missed you, Dev.”
There was simply nothing to be said; he took her hand and placed it firmly on his swollen shaft. “Show me,” he said.
“Spoken like a true commander,” she said hoarsely, lowering her head.
He hadn’t meant to give an order, but it was his nature now. He didn’t move, waiting patiently for her to nibble and lick him, watching her dispassionately as she did so. One day Eastleigh would learn of their affair—he had only to decide which moment to choose.
Suddenly she lifted her head and smiled up at him. “Will you ever tell me that you have missed me, too?”
Devlin tensed. “Elizabeth, there is a better time for discussion.”
“Is there? The only time we are together is in moments like these. I wonder what beats beneath your chest? Sometimes, Dev, I do think your heart is cast of stone.”
His erection had been complete for some time, and talking was actually painful. But he said, “Have I ever made you any promises, Elizabeth?”
“No, you have not.” She sat up, facing him. “But it’s been six years, and oddly, I have become quite fond of you.”
He did not respond. He did not know what to say, for once in his life at a loss.
“I may be in love with you, Dev,” she said, her gaze riveted to his.
Devlin stared at her attractive face, a face as enticing as her body. He carefully considered his words. He felt nothing for her, not even friendship; she was a means to an end. But he didn’t dislike her—it was her husband whom he hated, not Elizabeth Hughes. He preferred for things to remain exactly as they were—he did not wish for her to be hurt, and not out of compassion. He was not a compassionate man. The world was a battlefield, and in battle, compassion was a prelude to death. He did not want to hurt Elizabeth only because she remained so useful to him; he wanted her at his disposal, on his terms, not hurt and angry and spiteful.
“That would not be wise,” he finally said.
“Can’t you just pretend?” she asked wistfully. “Lie to me, just once?”
He didn’t hesitate. He rubbed his thumb over her lips, ignoring the tear he had just glimpsed forming in her eye, and then he rubbed it lower, over her throat, her chest and, finally, a swelling nipple. His mouth followed in the path of his finger. Several moments later, they were once again entwined in frenzy, with Devlin pounding deeply and forcefully inside her.
Several hours later, Devlin tested the water in his hip bath and found it warm enough. Elizabeth was dressing; he climbed into the claw-footed tub and sank down into the tepid water. After months at sea, the temperature was very pleasant. He’d had enough climaxes so that now, finally, his mind remained a blessed blank and there were no monsters to defeat.
“Darling?”
Devlin jerked—he had dozed off in his bath. Elizabeth smiled at him, elegantly dressed in a sapphire-blue gown with black velvet trim. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have awoken you!” she exclaimed. “Devlin, you look so enticing in that bath, I could jump right in with you.”
He raised a brow. “Isn’t Eastleigh expecting you?”
She frowned. “We have supper plans, so yes, he is. I just wanted to tell you that I will be in town for another two weeks.”
He understood. She wished to see him again before he shipped out, but that was perfectly fine with him. “I haven’t received my official orders yet,” he said carefully, “so I do not know when my next tour begins.”
Her eyes brightened. “Tomorrow? Tomorrow afternoon?”
He smiled a little at her. “That would be fine, Elizabeth. Will Eastleigh also remain in town?” he asked. The question would seem innocent enough to her. After all, any lover would ask such a question.
“Fortunately, the answer to that is no, so perhaps we could even spend the night together.”
He chose not to respond to that. He had never allowed any woman to spend a night in his bed and he never would.
Her expression changed; she appeared annoyed. “I have been ordered to remain in London for a fortnight! It’s a miracle that you are here, too, so I should not be so put out, really.”
“Why?” he asked mildly.
“Eastleigh’s American niece is on her way to London. She is aboard the Americana and we expect her in the next ten days.”
He was mildly surprised. He hadn’t even known that there was a niece, much less an American one. He was very thoughtful. “You have never mentioned a distant relation before,” he said calmly.
Elizabeth shrugged. “I suppose there was no reason to do so, but now she is an orphan and she is coming here. Eastleigh intended for her to remain in a ladies’ school over there, but I imagine she thinks to latch on to our coattails. Oh, this is just what I do not need! Some uncouth colonial! And what if she is beautiful? She is eighteen, and Lydia is only sixteen! I have no interest in having an American orphan compete with my daughter for a husband, and by all rights, the colonial is the one who should be married off first!”
Well, now he knew how old Elizabeth’s eldest daughter was. He smiled slightly, wry. “I doubt she will outshine your daughters, Elizabeth, not if they are as beautiful as you.” His reply was an automatic one, as he was thinking now, hard and fast.
Eastleigh’s niece was on her way to Britain aboard an American ship. He was about to be given very specific orders to sail west to interfere with American trade there but not to harm any American ships. The niece was clearly unwanted and just as clearly she would soon be in his path.
Could he use this bit of information? Could he use her?
“Well, thank you for that!” Elizabeth said. “I am just annoyed at having to take her in. You know how pinched we’ve become these past few years. It has been one thing after another. We cannot afford to bring her out properly, Dev, and that is that!”
Devlin nodded. There was no guilt. He remained very thoughtful and it became obvious what he must do.
Eastleigh might not want the girl, but he wanted scandal even less. Oh, how he would enjoy pricking the fat earl one more time! He would seize the ship and take the girl and force Eastleigh to pay a ransom he could ill afford for a young woman he did not even want.
Devlin began to smile. His heart raced with excitement. This was a stroke of fortune too good to be true—and too good to be ignored.
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Late May, 1812

The High Seas
They were being attacked!
Virginia knelt upon her berth, her gaze glued to the cabin’s only porthole, gripping a strap for balance as the ship bucked wildly in response to the boom of more cannons than she could count. She was in shock.
It had all begun several hours ago. Virginia had been told that they were but a day away from the British coastline, and that, at any time, she might soon see a gull wheeling in the cloudy blue skies overhead. Soon afterward, a ship had appeared upon the horizon, just a dark, inauspicious speck.
That speck had grown larger. She was racing the wind—the Americana was tacking slowly across it—and it appeared that the two ships would soon cross paths.
Virginia had been taking sun on the ship’s single deck and had quickly become aware of a new tension in the American crew. The ship’s commander, an older man once a naval captain, had trained his binoculars upon the approaching vessel.It hadn’t taken Virginia long to realize they were worried about the identity of the approaching ship.
“Send up the blue-and-white signal flags,” Captain Horatio had said tersely.
“Sir? She’s flying the Stars and Stripes,” the young first officer had said.
“Good,” the captain had muttered. “She’s one of ours, then.”
But she wasn’t. The frigate had sailed within fifty yards of them, maneuvering herself to the leeward side so she rode below the Americana, when the red, white and blue American flag had disappeared, replaced by nothing at all. Virginia had been ordered below. The crew had scrambled to the ship’s ten guns. But Virginia hadn’t even made it to the ladder when a cannon had boomed once, loudly but harmlessly, the ball falling off to the side of the stern.
“Americana,” a voice boomed over the foghorn. “Close your gun ports and prepare to be boarded. This is the Defiance speaking.”
Virginia froze, clinging to the dark hatch that would take her below, glancing back at the other ship, a huge, dark, multi-masted affair. Her gaze instantly found the treacherous captain. He stood on a higher, smaller deck, holding the horn, his hair blindingly bright, as gold as the sun, a tall, strong figure clad in white britches, Hessian boots and a loose white shirt. She stared at him, briefly mesmerized, unable to tear her gaze away, and for one moment she had a very peculiar feeling, indeed.
It was indescribable.
As if nothing would ever be sane or right again.
Time was suspended. She stared at the captain, a creature of the high seas, and then she blinked and there was only her wildly racing heart, filled with panic and fear.
“Hold your fire,” Captain Horatio cried. “Do not close the gun ports!”
“Captain!” the first officer cried with panic. “That’s O’Neill, the scourge of the seas. We can’t fight him!”
“I intend to try,” Horatio snapped.
Virginia realized there would be no surrender. She needed a gun.
She glanced wildly around as the captain of the Defiance repeated his demands that they surrender to be boarded. An interminable moment followed as the crew of the Americana hastily prepared to fire. And suddenly the sea changed. A huge blast of too many cannons to count sounded, the Defiance firing upon them. The placid seas swelled violently as the ship bucked and heaved, hit once or many times—Virginia could not know—and as someone screamed, she heard a terrible groaning above her.
She turned and glanced upward and cried out.
Horatio was yelling, “Fire!” but Virginia watched one of the Americana ’s three masts and all its rigging toppling slowly over before crashing down on several gunners. Several cannons now fired again from the Defiance, but not in unison. Virginia didn’t hesitate. Lifting her skirts, she raced to the fallen men. Three were crushed and alive, one was apparently dead. She tried to heave the mast, but it was useless. She grabbed a pistol from the murdered sailor and ran back to the hatch that led below.
She could not breathe. She scrambled down and into the tiny cabin that she shared with the merchantman’s only passengers, a middle-aged couple. In the small, cramped and dark space below, Mrs. Davis was clutching her Bible, muttering soundlessly, her face stark with terror. Virginia had glimpsed Mr. Davis on deck, trying to help the wounded.
Virginia gripped her arm. “Are you all right?” she demanded.
The woman gazed at her with wild terror, clearly unable to hear her or respond.
More cannons boomed and Virginia heard wood being ripped apart as they were clearly hit again. Virginia leapt onto her narrow berth, grabbing a hanging strap for balance, and stared at the attacking ship through the porthole. The Americana lurched wildly, and she was almost tossed from the bunk.
How could this be happening? she wondered wildly, aghast. Who would attack an innocent, barely armed and neutral ship?
Mrs. Davis began to sob. Virginia listened to familiar prayers and wished the woman had remained silent.
What would happen next? What did that terrible captain want? Did he intend to sink the ship? But that would not make sense!
Her gaze moved instinctively back to the quarterdeck where he stood so motionlessly that he could have been a statue. He was staring, she knew, at the Americana, as intent as a hawk. What kind of man could be so merciless, so ruthless? Virginia shivered. Officer Grier had referred to him as the scourge of the seas.
Then she stiffened with real fear. The Defiance ’s decks, a moment ago, had been frenzied with activity. Now the gunners at the cannons and the men in the masts were still. The only activity was a number of sailors climbing down into two rowboats that were tied to the frigate’s hull. Her gaze flew back to the captain with real horror; he was sending a boarding party.
Now the Americana had become eerily quiet. Virginia already thought that Captain Horatio would not surrender, and nor would she, if she were in command. She checked the pistol to find it primed and loaded.
“Dear Father who art in Heaven,” Mrs. Davis suddenly cried. “Have mercy on us all!”
Virginia could not stand it. She turned and seized the other woman’s arm savagely, shaking her hard. “God isn’t here today,” she cried. “And he sure as hell isn’t going to help us! We’re being boarded. They must be pirates. We are losing this battle, Mrs. Davis, and we had better hide.”
Mrs. Davis clutched her Bible to her bosom, clearly paralyzed with fear. Her mouth moved wildly now, forming words, but no sounds came.
“Come,” Virginia said more kindly. “We’ll hide down below.” She knew there were lower decks and hoped they could find some small cranny to hide in. She tugged on the other woman. But it was useless.
Virginia gave up. Pistol in hand, she climbed back to the main deck and saw the first of the rowboats approaching. O’Neill stood in the bow behind his men, his legs widely braced against the seas. Virginia hesitated. Why the hell wasn’t anyone shooting at him?
If she had a musket, he’d now be dead.
Her fingers itched, her palms grew clammy. She didn’t know what range the pistol she held carried, but she did know it wasn’t much. Still, he was getting closer and closer and why wasn’t Horatio firing upon him?
Virginia could not stand it. She rushed to the rail and very carefully, very deliberately, took aim.
With some finely honed instinct, perhaps, he turned his head and looked right at her.
Good, she thought savagely, and she fired.
The shot fell short, plopping into the sea directly before the rowboat’s hull. And she realized had she waited another minute or two for him to travel closer, she would have got him after all.
He stared at her.
Virginia turned and ran around the first hatch to the one that the seamen used. She scrambled down the ladder, realized she was in the sailors’ cramped, malodorous quarters—she was briefly appalled at how horrid they were—when she saw another hatch at the far end of the space. She lifted that and found herself descending even lower below the sea.
She didn’t like being below the ocean. Virginia couldn’t breathe and panic began, but she fought it and she fought for air. Not far from the bottom of this ladder was an open doorway, through which was utter darkness. Virginia wished she’d had the wit to bring a candle. She went cautiously forward and found herself in a small hold filled with crates and barrels. Virginia crouched down at the far end and realized she still held her pistol, now useless, because in the midst of battle she hadn’t thought to grab any powder and shot.
She didn’t toss it aside. Her eyes adjusting to the darkness, she reversed it, holding the barrel now in her right hand.
Then her knees gave way. He had seen her take a shot at him.
She felt certain of it. She felt certain that the expression on his face had been one of utter surprise.
Of course, she hadn’t been able to make out his features, so she was guessing as to his reaction to her sniper attempt, and if she were very lucky, he hadn’t seen that miserable shot.
What would happen now?
Just as Virginia realized that the puddle of water she had been standing in was slightly higher—and she prayed it was her imagination—she heard shots begin: musket fire. Swords also clashed and rang. Her gut churned. The pirates had clearly boarded. Were they now murdering the crew?
And what was her fate to be?
She was seized with fear. Her first thought was that she might be raped.
She knew what the act entailed. She’d seen horses bred, she’d seen slaves naked as children, and she could imagine the gruesome act. She shivered and realized the water was ankle deep.
Then she stiffened. The gunfire and sound of swords had stopped. The decks above were eerily silent now. Good God, could the battle already be over? Could his men so quickly subdue the American ship? Virginia estimated the Americana held about a hundred sailors. The deathly silence continued.
If he hadn’t seen her, maybe he would loot the ship and sail straight back to the hellish place he had come from.
But what would he do if he had seen her attempt to shoot him?
Virginia realized she was trembling, but she told herself it was from the frigidly cold water, which was almost calf deep.
Would he kill her?
She told herself that murdering an innocent eighteen-year-old woman made no sense, although if one were a ruthless, mercenary pirate, she supposed that attacking a trading ship that was carrying cotton, rice and other merchandise was rational, indeed. So maybe there was hope.
For once, Virginia gloried in the fact that she was so skinny she was often mistaken for someone about fourteen, and that her face was too small, too pale, her hair utterly unruly. Thank God she did not look like Sarah Lewis.
Virginia froze.
Footsteps sounded directly above and to the right of her head. Virginia began to shake. Someone was traversing the hold where the sailors slept, just as she had in order to find her hiding place. Trembling again, unable to stop it, she glanced at the hatch she had come through. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but still there was nothing she could see on the other side where the ladder from the upper deck was.
Wood creaked.
Virginia closed her eyes. After all the days she had been at sea, Virginia had become accustomed to the sounds of the ship—its moans and groans, the soft sigh and slap of the sea. She did not have to debate to know that this sound was not a natural one and that someone was coming down that ladder.
Sweat trickled between her breasts.
She gripped the pistol more tightly, holding it in the folds of her skirts.
He was coming down that ladder, she simply knew it.
On the other side of the hatch, light flickered from a candle.
Virginia blinked, sweat now blurring her vision, and made out a white form on the other side of the hatch, holding up the candle, turning slowly and thoroughly assessing the space there. She couldn’t breathe and she feared suffocation.
He stepped through the hatch.
Virginia didn’t move because she could not. He held up the candle, saw her instantly and their gazes locked.
Virginia could not look away. This man was the ruthless monster responsible for numerous deaths; she was not prepared for the sight of him. He had the face of a Greek god come down from Mount Olympus—dangerously, disturbingly handsome—high planes, hard angles, piercing silver eyes. But that face—the face of an angel—was carved in granite—and it was the face of a sea devil instead.
He was also far taller than she had assumed—she knew her head would just reach his chest—and broad-shouldered, his hips lean. His legs, while impossibly muscular from the days he spent riding the sea, were encased in bloody britches. Blood covered his white linen shirt as well. He wore a sheathed sword, a dagger was in his belt, but otherwise, she saw no other weapon.
Virginia bit her lip, finally breathing, the sound loud and harsh in the small space they now shared. She did not have to know anything else about this man to know that he was cruel and ruthless and incapable of kindness or mercy.
He broke the tense silence. “Come here.”
She remained standing beside a number of piled-up crates. She wasn’t sure she could obey even if she wished to—she wasn’t sure that she could move. Virginia finally understood Mrs. Davis’s paralyzing fear.
“I am not going to hurt you. Come out.”
His tone was one of authority—she sensed he was never disobeyed. Virginia continued to stare into his cold eyes—she was incapable of looking away—as if hypnotized. He looked angry. She saw it now, because he was glancing at all of her—her mouth, her hair, her small waist, her sodden skirts—and his eyes were turning stormy gray, his jaw was flexed, his temples ticking visibly. It was very clear he did not care for the sight of her.
She took another huge breath, seeking courage, her hand holding the pistol behind her back, in the folds of her navy-blue skirts. Virginia wet her lips. “What—what do you want?”
“I want you to come here, as I never give an order twice, and this is the third time.” Impatience edged his voice.
Virginia realized there was no choice. But stubbornly, childishly, she wanted reassurance from the least reassuring human being she had ever had the misfortune to meet. “What are you going to do with me?” she asked hoarsely.
“I am taking you to my ship,” he said flatly.
He was going to abuse her—rape her. Virginia willed herself to stop shaking, but the trembling refused to cease. “You have just attacked an innocent ship,” she managed to say hoarsely. “But I am a young, defenseless woman, and I ask mercy of you now.”
His mouth curved into a smile at once mirthless and merciless. “You will not be harmed,” he said.
She started. “What?”
“Does that disappoint you?” he asked.
She stared, stunned, trying to determine whether to believe him or not. Then she realized she should not believe him, because he was a murderer, which meant he must be a liar as well. “I am not going to your ship of my own free will,” she heard herself say.
His eyes widened in real surprise. “I beg your pardon?”
She tried to back up, but there was nowhere to go, and the wood crates dug into her back and her hand as it held the pistol.
Suddenly he laughed. The sound was raw, as if laughter was hard for him. “You dare to disobey me, the captain of this ship?”
“You are not—” she began, and bit her lip, hard. Do shut up, she told herself.
His smile was hard, his eyes colder than a block of ice. “I beg to differ with you. I am the captain of the Americana, as I have seized her and she has surrendered to me.” And then he started for her. “I also have no patience. We have a fine nor’ easter,” he said, as if that explained everything.
Virginia didn’t move, planning to strike him over the head with the pistol when he reached her side. But he was so tall, she would never succeed in wielding that blow. She glanced between his legs and decided to strike him there.
The space was so small in the hold that two of his hard strides closed the distance between them. Virginia’s heart was banging so rapidly in her chest that it hurt. She stiffened as he reached for her, and as his large hand closed over her left arm, she swung the pistol at him.
He had the reflexes of a wild beast. He leapt aside, the butt of the gun grazing one rock-hard thigh, which it actually bounced off. His grip tightened on her arm and she cried out.
“That, mademoiselle, was distinctly unladylike.”
Tears filled her gaze in a rush.
“But should I expect more from a vixen who thinks to shoot me?” he demanded.
She blinked and looked into pale, opaque eyes. So he knew. The adage was that the eyes were a window to the soul. If that was so, this man was soulless. “What are you going to do with me?” she whispered roughly.
“I told you. You will be transferred aboard my ship.” He removed the pistol from her grip, tossing it aside. He gestured at the ladder in the other hold, never releasing her arm.
Virginia didn’t move. “Why? I’m not pretty.”
He started, then his gaze narrowed with comprehension. “Why? Because you shall be my guest, Miss Hughes.”
She gasped at the sound of her name and real fear flooded within her. An instant later, her shrewd wit saved her—he had surely just learned her name from the captain or his crew. “My guest? Or your victim?” she whispered.
“God, you are defiant for such a little wench!” He moved her forward and her feet had no choice but to rise and fall, the one after the other. Her sodden skirts quickly tangled, making it hard to keep her balance. “Can you climb the ladder or do I have to throw you over my shoulder?” he asked.
But she had no intention of being manhandled by him until there was no other choice. Still, she heard herself say, “Captain, sir! I am on my way to London—my business is most urgent—you must let me continue on!”
He reached for her, clearly intending to hoist her into his arms, obviously devoid of any more vestiges of patience.
Virginia whirled, grabbed the ladder, gripped her skirts and scrambled upward. But she heard no movement behind her and suddenly she had an awful notion. On one of the top rungs, she paused and glanced down.
He was studying her calves and ankles, fully revealed in her frilly pantalettes. There was an odd look in his eyes and it made her heart skip wildly in fear.
His gaze lifted. “I haven’t seen a woman in pantalettes in years.”
Her color increased and a cruel comment made by Sarah Lewis when she had been in school in Richmond flashed through her mind: “Virginia, I hate to be the one to tell you, but those things are not in fashion anymore!”
The heat in her cheeks increased. She realized he had begun to climb up and she scrambled out of the hatch and into the hold where the ship’s crew slept.
She gagged as she hurried through, acutely aware of her captor an inch behind her, giving her no chance to escape. But she would have to escape, and soon, wouldn’t she? It was that or become reduced to being his whore.
Another ladder faced them. Virginia did not want to climb up first. The pirate lightly pressed her forward. “Go up, Miss Hughes.”
She dared to face him. “It is clear you are no gentleman, sir, but keep your eyes to yourself.”
An incredulous look crossed his face, followed by amusement, and for one moment, Virginia expected him to chuckle. “Miss Hughes, I am not interested in your charms.”
“Good,” she snapped, as her temper suddenly reared. “Then you can leave me on this ship and let me continue on my way while you rape someone else.”
He stared at her for a long, tense moment. “I told you that you would be my guest.”
“And I am to believe a murderer?”
His jaw flexed. “You may believe as you will, but I am not in the habit of raping my guests. Frankly, I am not in the habit of rape at all. Go up the ladder.”
“Then why?” she asked, confused.
“I am very tired of your insolence, Miss Hughes.”
Virginia saw that here, at least, was the unfettered truth. She hoisted her skirts and scrambled up, and this time she made certain she did not look back.
Above, clouds were scudding in the blue sky and the stench of death was everywhere. Virginia choked upon seeing five corpses of American sailors laid out neatly in a row, clearly about to be tossed out to sea. One of them was dear Captain Horatio. She fought genuine tears. He had been more than kind to her—he had, in an odd way, reminded her of her own father.
The rest of the American crew was shackled. Then she saw Mr. and Mrs. Davis, holding each other. She turned abruptly, suddenly furious.
“What will you do with Mr. and Mrs. Davis? Are they to be your guests, as well?” Her tone was filled with loathing and sarcasm.
“No.” He wasn’t even looking at her now. “Mac! Gus!”
A brawny seaman armed with two pistols, each tucked into his belt, two daggers and a sword hurried forward, followed by a slender blond lad, also heavily armed. Both men bore their share of blood, not their own. “Cap?” the redhead asked quickly.
“Gus will take Miss Hughes to the Defiance. Make certain that her bags accompany her. Issue the following orders—no one is to speak to her, look at her or acknowledge her in any way. She is my personal property, and as far as the crew is concerned, she does not exist. Am I clear?”
Mac nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Gus nodded grimly as well. Neither man looked her way, not even once.
Virginia choked in disbelief. She was his personal property? “I thought I was your guest!” she cried.
The captain ignored her, as did Mac and Gus. “Mac, you captain this ship,” the golden-haired pirate said. “Sail her to Portsmouth. We’ll take our bounty from the prize agent there. Drogo, Gardener and Smith will stay on board to crew for you. Handpick ten others. I will be following,” he said.
Mac blinked. “Yer comin’ with us to Portsmouth?”
He clapped a hand on Mac’s broad shoulder. “Our plans have changed,” he said flatly. “You will rejoin the Defiance in Portsmouth.”
“Yessir.”
Virginia, listening intently and watching closely, felt her heart sink. Why were his plans changing? She prayed that it had nothing to do with her.
And what did he intend to do with her? It crossed her mind then that she was well enough dressed for him to be thinking of ransoming her. On the other hand, Mrs. Davis was the one with the pearl necklace, the diamond rings and the expensive clothing.
The pirate said, “Mr. and Mrs. Davis, I suggest you go down to your berth. We have a fine nor’ easter and we’re setting sail immediately. You will be allowed to disembark in Portsmouth.”
Clearly in terror, the Davis couple rushed past the pirate and disappeared into the hold below.
Now Virginia had a very bad feeling indeed. Why wasn’t he robbing Mrs. Davis? Her rings were worth thousands of dollars. A new fear—and a new dread—filled her.
The pirate started away.
“Captain O’Neill, sir?” Gus hurried after him.
O’Neill didn’t stop. “You may address Miss Hughes for the sole purpose of finding the location of her bags and escorting her to my cabin, Gus.” He did not look back at Virginia, not even once. He leapt onto the higher portion of the deck where clearly many of his cannons had done a great deal of damage to the middle mast and sails. Several pirates seemed to be about to attempt repairs to the rigging there.
“Lash the mainmast,” he commanded. “There’s good canvas below. Replace the main staysail. The rest can be patched. Put everyone on it. You have one hour and we set sail. I will not lose this wind.”
Virginia stared at his tall, arrogant figure, until she realized that someone was speaking to her.
“Miss Hughes, please, this way, Miss, er, Hughes.”
Virginia turned and faced the blond man, who seemed younger than herself. His cheeks were flushed and he was not looking at her, clearly taking his captain’s orders very seriously, indeed. “Where are we going?”
Still gazing past her shoulder, he said, “To the Defiance. Where are your bags?”
“In the cabin below,” she said, hardly caring about her baggage.
Gus turned, grabbed another young sailor, and sent him below for her luggage. Virginia found herself at the railing where a dinghy waited for her in the swells below. She hesitated, filled with desperation now.
He had said he would not hurt her. She didn’t believe him. She would be a fool to believe him. She dismissed the notion that he intended to ransom her, for he hadn’t looked twice at the wealthy Davis couple. What did he want? What could he possibly want?
The Atlantic Ocean was silvery gray, far darker than his eyes, and it looked as immensely threatening. One false step and she would be immersed in its frigid watery depths. It crossed her mind that another woman would jump to a watery death, saving herself from any further abuse.
She gripped the rail tightly. She had no death wish, and only a fool would choose suicide over life—any kind of life.
“Do not even think about it,” he said, landing catlike by her side.
Virginia flinched and met his brilliant gray eyes.
He stared back and he was very angry, indeed.
Virginia reminded herself to never forget that this man had acute senses—that he did not miss a thing—that he almost had eyes in the back of his head. Perversely, she said, low and almost as angry as he, “If my wish is to jump, the time will come when you will not be able to stop me.”
And he smiled. “Is that a challenge or a threat?”
She inhaled, struck hard by his look, his tone, his words. Something odd happened then. He was standing so close, he was so tall, so virile, so in control, and with the comprehension that he would not allow her to die came a breathless sensation and a fiery tingling to her every nerve. She backed away instantly, nervously, suddenly awash in confusion.
“Get her to the Defiance. And if she even looks at the water, blindfold her,” he snapped to Gus.
Virginia stared. He stared back. In that moment she knew that in any battle that ensued between them, she simply could not win.
Male arms lifted her over a hard shoulder. She cried out, but it was too late, for Gus was climbing down the rope ladder to the dinghy, holding her like a treasured sack of gold. Upside down, she met the pirate’s eyes. It was hard to see clearly from this humiliating position, but she could have sworn that he was frowning harshly at her now.
And by the time she was right side up and seated in the bow, he was gone.
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From the decks of the Americana the seas had looked pleasant enough. The moment the dinghy was set free, the small boat leapt and bucked wildly as two sailors rowed it toward the hulk that was the Defiance. Virginia gripped the edge of the boat, sea spray soaking her. A minute ago, the Defiance had seemed so close by. Now it looked terribly far away.
A huge wave took the rowboat high up toward the sky. Virginia bit her lip to keep from crying out and then they were cast at breakneck speed toward the pit of the rushing seas.
But they did not go under. Another frothing swell raised them up again. Virginia hadn’t eaten since that morning, but she realized she was in danger of retching. She managed to tear her gaze from the violence of the ocean and saw that none of the sailors seemed at all concerned. She tried to breathe more naturally but it was impossible. Then her gaze met Gus’s.
Instantly he looked away at the mother ship, his cheeks crimson.
What nonsense, she thought angrily, to order the men to avoid looking at her. “Gus! How will we disembark?” she shouted at him. An attempt to do so now seemed suicidal.
Another huge sea spray thoroughly soaked her; Gus acted as if he hadn’t heard her question. The ocean was very loud, however, so she repeated herself, now hollering. His shoulders squared and he refused to look her way.
Finally they reached the other ship. A sailor tossed down ropes and a plank attached to the ship was lowered, answering Virginia’s question. She could not wait to get out of the bucking rowboat.
The sailors above were staring at her. Their rude gazes gave her a savage satisfaction. Gus said tersely, “She’s the captain’s. No one’s to speak to her, no one’s to look at her, captain’s orders.”
Four crude gazes veered away.
As Virginia was helped onto the plank by Gus, who held on to her with a firm grip, she wondered at the control that O’Neill had over his men. How did he instill their instant submission and obedience? Undoubtedly he was a cruel and harsh master.
“This way,” Gus said, not looking at her. He’d released her arm now that they were on the vast main deck of the frigate, for she rode the sea more gently than the dinghy and even than the Americana.
A sick feeling began. Virginia gazed about her at the huge pirate ship, wishing she knew her fate. She found herself being led across the deck, where word of the captain’s orders had obviously spread, as she was studiously avoided. A moment later she was in a small cabin with her single valise, the door closed behind her.
Virginia hugged herself. It had happened. She was the pirate captain’s prisoner—she was in the pirate captain’s cabin.
She shivered, realized she was trembling from the cold—she was soaked from head to foot—and she blinked and glanced around at her new accommodations. The cabin was about four times the size of the berth she’d shared with the Davises. It was, in fact, luxuriously appointed. Just beyond the doorway there was a low four-poster mahogany bed, bolted to the floor and covered with paisley silk quilts in a bold red, black and gold pattern. Gold-tasseled red velvet pillows were piled high on the bed, looking distinctly Eastern. Two rows of shelves were on the wall above the bed and two dark red Persian carpets covered the floor. A desk covered with books, maps and charts was in a corner of the cabin.
There was also a fine, small dining table in the cabin, gleaming with wax, its pedestal base incredibly carved, clawed and detailed. Four tall, elegantly upholstered striped chairs graced it. A black Chinese screen, inlaid with mother of pearl, was against the fourth wall. A closet seemed to be built into the wall. A porcelain hip bath was there, as well.
Virginia grimaced, terribly uneasy. She hated being in his quarters, surrounded by his personal effects. Worse, it bothered her to no end that the appointments were far more elegant than those of her own home. She walked over to the bed, ignoring it, but helplessly wondering where she was going to sleep. There were some folded garments on one shelf—she saw what she thought were drawers and stockings. There was a mirror, a razor, a thick shaving brush, a toothbrush and a gold-engraved porcelain bowl. There were also several candles in sterling-silver holders.
Dismay somehow joined the unease.
On the higher shelf were dictionaries: French-English, Spanish-English, German-English, Italian-English, Portuguese-English and Russian-English. And then there were two small, tattered books, one on common phrases in the Arabic language, the other Chinese.
Was her captor educated? He’d had a heavy Irish brogue, but he’d also had the airs of an aristocrat. In fact, he hadn’t appeared at all the way she would expect a pirate to appear—he hadn’t been toothless, smelly and dirty—except for the blood. It crossed her mind that he had been clean-shaven, too.
She couldn’t stand it. The cabin, filled with his presence, now threatened to suffocate her. She rushed to the door and tried it, expecting to find it locked. To her shock, it opened instantly.
She wasn’t locked in.
The door ajar, she peered out and saw that the preparations on the Americana were almost complete. A new mainsail was being unfurled, which meant only one thing—the ship would soon begin to sail. If only she could manage to get back on board, she thought.
She stepped out of the cabin. It was growing later in the afternoon now and a swift breeze had picked up, chilling her more thoroughly. She shivered, shading her eyes with one hand and gazing out at the Americana. No dinghy remained tied to its side, so even if she could have thought of a way to get back over to the other ship, it was too late; the ships were casting off.
Cautiously, Virginia glanced around. Men were climbing the masts, unfurling some sails, reefing others, and other men were hoisting a huge anchor. No one seemed to be aware of her presence.
She hesitated, then saw him on the quarterdeck. Virginia stilled. He was obviously giving orders. The strong wind was now blowing strands of his hair wildly about, even though he wore it tied back, and it was also causing his billowing and still-bloody shirt to collapse against his torso, defining ridge after ridge and plane after plane of muscle. His presence was commanding. Far too commanding for him to be some farmer-turned-pirate. The man was an aristocrat, she decided instantly, an aristocrat gone bad.
He saw her and across a vast distance, he stared.
Virginia found it hard to breathe.
A moment later he put his back to her. The Defiance suddenly bolted as if it were a horse let out of a starting gate. Virginia was thrown back against the outside wall of the cabin.
Gus appeared. “Captain asks that you stay below, Miss Hughes,” he said, refusing to make eye contact with her.
“Then why doesn’t he lock the door?” she asked tartly.
“Please go inside, Miss Hughes. Captain’s orders,” he insisted, crimson-cheeked once again.
“Gus!” she snapped, gripping his wrist. “I don’t care what he’s ordered, as he is not my captain!”
Gus blinked and, for one moment, regarded her with disbelief.
She felt a tiny surge of triumph. “Please look at me when you address me. I am not a door or a post.”
He flushed and looked away. “Captain’s orders, miss.”
“Damn your murdering captain! Damn him to hell—which is where I have no doubt he will one day end up, far sooner than later!” Virginia cried.
Gus dared to glance at her again. “Wind’s changed. Storm’s coming. Please go inside or I am ordered to take you in.”
Virginia made a distinctly unladylike sound, very much a snort, and she stormed into the cabin, slamming the door shut behind her. She waited to hear a padlock being put in place, but she heard nothing at all. But they were in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, and there was, quite simply, nowhere for her to go.
She would escape in Portsmouth.
Virginia sat down hard on one of the dining room chairs, filled with sudden excitement. They were but a day away, if she understood correctly. Surely she could keep the lecherous captain at bay for an entire day—and surely, in the next twenty-four hours, she could come up with a plan.
And Portsmouth was in Britain. Somehow she would find a way to get from Portsmouth to London, where she was certain her uncle was expecting her.
Hope filled her. So did relief.
Virginia finally faced the fact that she had nothing to do other than plot and plan. She was freezing, though, and she eyed her valise. She was afraid to change. She was afraid of being caught in a state of undress by the captain. Rubbing her hands together, she decided to focus on planning her escape.
Within minutes, her mind slowed and dimmed and her eyes became heavy, refusing to stay open. Finally, her head fell onto her arms and she was asleep.

“Sir. She’s gone below,” Gus said.
Devlin allowed his first mate to handle the ship’s helm but he stood beside him, studying the racing clouds, the graying light, acutely aware of the sudden drop in temperature. A gale was blowing in and his every instinct, honed by eleven years at sea, told him it would be a nasty one.
There was still time, however, before he needed to reef in the topsails. Now he hoped to outrun the storm, although doing so was pushing them off course.
And the girl was in his cabin. A pair of huge violet eyes, angry and outraged, assailed his mind’s eye. They were set in a small, finely formed face. Dismissing the unwanted images, he glanced at Gus, who was blushing. “Give you a hard time, did she?” He could not help but find Gus’s discomfort amusing.
Gus hesitated. “She’s very brave for such a small lady, sir.”
He turned away with a grunt. Brave? That was an understatement. Her huge violet eyes had been disturbing him ever since he had had the misfortune to finally meet the Earl of Eastleigh’s American niece. He didn’t know whether to be truly amused by her antics, or genuinely furious with her lack of respect and subordination. The girl was as small as a child of thirteen, but he was a fine judge of character and she had the courage of ten grown men. Not that he cared. She was a hostage and a means to an end.
He had been expecting a refined lady with equally refined airs, a fully grown and experienced woman like Elizabeth, a woman he might consider bedding just to sweeten the pot. He had not anticipated a pint-size hellion who would try to murder him with a sniper shot and then had dared attack him again, this time with the butt of a pistol.
It was not amusing. Devlin stalked to the side of the quarterdeck, raising spyglasses to his eyes. A heavy feeling simmered in the pit of his loins, dangerous and hot, and it was the seed of a huge, terrible lust.
His mouth twisted mirthlessly as he gazed through the binoculars. Fucking Eastleigh’s niece was a terrible temptation. The savage blood lust smoldering in him felt far greater than any lust he’d ever experienced before, perhaps because the girl was just that, more child than woman, making the act even more vicious and brutal. He knew it would add to the triumph of his revenge. But he hadn’t lied when he had said he did not rape and neither did his men. It was not allowed. He was a man, not a monster. He had, in fact, been raised by both his mother, his father and his stepfather to be a gentleman. And he supposed that when he infrequently attended a ball or affair of state, it was assumed that he was just that. But he was not. No gentleman could ever triumph on the high seas, not in war and not in peace. No gentleman could amass a real fortune by seizing prize after prize. His crew would never obey a gentleman. Still, ruining an eighteen-year-old virgin was simply not an option, even if he was intrigued enough to be thinking about it.
He set the binoculars down. Her reputation would be tattered enough when he finally delivered her to Eastleigh. He didn’t care. Why should he? She meant nothing to him. And if he learned that Eastleigh was fond of her, then he would be even more pleased to present her with a shredded reputation. As for his own reputation, it was very simple—he didn’t give a damn and he never had.
He had been talked about behind his back for most of his life. As a small boy, before his father’s murder, their neighbors used to whisper with a mixture of pity and respect that he should have been The O’Neill one day, like his ancestors before him. Then they would whisper about his family’s current state of destitution—or about his father’s love affairs. Gerald had been a good husband, but like many men, he had not been entirely faithful. And the whispers had not stopped after Gerald’s murder. There were more whispers then, more stares, mostly unkind and accusatory. They whispered about his family’s conversion to Protestantism, they whispered about his mother’s love for her new husband, and then they dared to whisper about his real paternity. With stiff shoulders, his cheeks aflame, Devlin had ignored them all.
Now the rumors were spread in society by the English lords and ladies there. They bowed to him with the utmost deference, but their whispers were hardly different. They called him a hero to his face, and a rogue, a scoundrel and a pirate behind his back, even as they foisted their pretty, unwed, wealthy daughters upon him at the balls they invited him to.
And he wasn’t worried about his naval career, either. It was a career that had served him well but it was also one that he was ambivalent about. His life was the wind and the sea, his ship and his crew—of that, there was no doubt. Should his naval career end prematurely, he would still sail the high seas, just differently. He felt no loyalty and no love for his British masters, but he was a patriot—he would do anything for his country, Ireland.
Devlin was very aware that he had failed to follow his orders once again. In fact, he had done more than fail to follow them, he had actually flagrantly violated them. But the Admiralty needed him more than they wanted his head; besides, he would see that this new game with Eastleigh was conducted fashionably, discreetly and with the semblance of honor. Eastleigh had no wish for scandal, and Devlin knew he would keep the abduction and ransom of his niece a very private affair. He intended to conclude it as swiftly as possible—after he toyed with Eastleigh just a bit.
And Devlin smiled at the darkening sky.

She didn’t know how much time had passed or how long he’d stood there in the growing dusk, staring at her as she slept. But suddenly Virginia was awake, and as she lifted her head, he was the first thing that she saw.
She gasped, sitting upright, riveted by an odd glitter in his eyes. Devlin didn’t move. He stood in front of the closed door as if he had just entered the cabin.
Virginia leapt to her feet. Her clothes remained damp and wet and that told her she’d slept for just a short time. “How long were you standing there?” she demanded.
His gaze slipped from her eyes to her breasts. Quickly, they returned to her eyes, and then he moved across the cabin, past her. “Not long.” His reply was cool and indifferent.
Virginia hugged herself, flushing. Had that man just ogled her bosom? She had no bosom, and the cabin was too small for the two of them. “I thought this was my cabin now.”
He was opening the closet door. He turned toward her, his expression mild and inscrutable. “It is.”
“Then you should leave.”
Now he fully faced her. “Has anyone ever told you that you have the tongue of a shrew?”
“And you are rude. This cabin is too small for the both of us and…” She faltered, finally looking at his wet, bloody shirt. It clung to interesting angles and planes. “You smell.”
“For your edification, Miss Hughes, this is my cabin and you are in it as my guest. You did not change your clothes. Why?”
She blinked, his sudden change of topic taking her by surprise. “I don’t wish to change my clothes,” she said warily.
“You like the appearance of a drowned cat?” His dark brows lifted. “Or is it the cold you enjoy?”
“Thank you for the flattery—and the sarcasm.”
He sighed. “Miss Hughes, you will catch pneumonia if you do not get out of those garments. My intention is not for you to die.”
She jumped at the cue. “What is your intention?”
His expression changed and it was clear he was now annoyed. He half turned and before she could make a sound, he had pulled his bloody shirt over his head, letting it drop on the floor.
She backed away until she hit the door. “What in God’s name are you doing?” she cried, her gaze riveted on broad, naked shoulders and a glimpse of an equally broad, rock-hard chest.
She looked lower. His belly was flat and tight, with interesting lines, and then it began to ripple. She quickly averted her gaze, but her cheeks had warmed.
“I have the good sense to change my clothes,” he returned evenly, forcing her gaze to his.
She met a pair of pale gray eyes and knew she should not have stared. Her spirits sank stunningly, with real dismay. The face of a god, the body of a warrior. She had seen a few men without their shirts before at Sweet Briar, but somehow, a glimpse of Frank’s naked chest had never distressed her in such a way.
Of course, at Sweet Briar, she wasn’t being held a prisoner against her will, in such a small, confined space with her captor. “This cabin is too small for us both,” she repeated, aware of her racing heartbeat.
He held a new, clean shirt in his hands, but he didn’t move. In fact, had she not seen the rise and fall of his very sculpted chest, she would have thought him to be a lifelike statue. Slowly he said, “You are repeating yourself.”
Her shivering abruptly ceased as their gazes locked. The cabin had become hot. It had also become airless.
His face was taut. “You are staring again.”
She somehow looked away. “You could have asked me to step outside,” she managed, carefully looking at the floor.
“I hadn’t realized a man’s chest would be so fascinating,” he said bluntly.
Her gaze flew up. His back was to her now, encased in fine white lawn, but he was pulling one Hessian boot off, and then another. As he reached into the closet, Virginia glimpsed a sparkle of gold, and then a pair of clean, cream-colored britches were in his hands.
She didn’t speak. She whirled, about to dash out the door.
He crossed the space of the cabin in a heartbeat and placed a hand on the door, preventing her from opening it. “You cannot go out on deck that way.”
His arm was over her shoulder and she felt the presence of his large body just behind hers. She couldn’t turn around to face him because if she did she would be in his arms. “I am not going to watch you undress,” she said, and her tone sounded odd and rough.
“I am not asking you to watch, Miss Hughes. I apologize. I have forgotten how innocent a woman of eighteen is.”
Virginia froze. Was he now playing the part of a gentleman? Disbelief warred with a vast confusion.
In that endless moment, she became aware of the heat actually emanating from his body, as only inches separated them. Abruptly he dropped his hand from the door and stepped back.
Slowly, Virginia turned around.
He still held the clean britches in his hand. He broke the silence. Tersely, he said, “Look the other way. I will be done in a moment and then you may change your gown.”
“I prefer to step outside—” she began.
“Good God, woman! Will you dispute my every word? Your gown is indecent.” He raked a gaze over her bosom and stalked away, unfastening his britches as he did so.
It was a moment before she comprehended his words. Virginia looked down and was utterly chagrined. The wet silk of her gown and chemise molded her small breasts, enhanced by her corset, and clearly defined each erect nipple, the entire effect so revealing that no one could be in any doubt as to the size or state of her anatomy. No wonder he had stared. She might as well have been naked. She was mortified.
Cloth rustled.
Virginia looked and glimpsed far more than she should have—high, hard buttocks, muscled thighs and calves—and she reversed, facing the door, breathing harshly against the wood. Suddenly she wanted to cry.
She had been as brave as she could be for an interminable amount of time, but her courage was failing her now. She had to get to London, she had to beg her uncle for pity and the payment of her debts. Instead, she was on board a pirate ship, in a pirate’s cabin, a pirate who at times spoke like an aristocrat, a pirate who exuded such seductive virility that she was, for the first time ever in her life, aware of her own body in an entirely different way than ever before. How had this happened? How?
He was her enemy. He stood between her and Sweet Briar.She hated him passionately—and she must not ever find a single inch of him interesting, intriguing or fascinating.
“I’ll wait outside,” he said, suddenly behind her again.
Virginia fought the tears back, nodding and stepping aside while refusing to look at him. She was aware of him hesitating and staring at her. She walked over to her bag and made a show of finding new garments, praying he hadn’t seen a single tear. Finally, she heard the door close.
She sank onto the floor by her valise and wept.

The wind blew strong and hard behind them. Devlin had taken the helm, as if that would make everything right again. Gripping it with the ease of one who could steer a huge ship in his sleep, he focused on the task at hand—outrunning the storm chasing them.
“Will we make it?” a quiet voice asked from behind just as a pair of moist violet eyes invaded his mind.
Devlin relaxed, relieved by the interruption. He glanced at the ship’s surgeon, a small, portly man with thick sideburns and curling gray hair. “It’s fifty-fifty,” he responded. “I’ll know in the next fifteen minutes.”
Jack Harvey folded his arms across his chest and gazed up at the inky, starless sky. “What is this hostage-taking business, Devlin?”
Devlin stared into the gray horizon. “My own mad affair, I’m afraid.”
“Who is she?”
“Does it matter?”
“I caught a glimpse of her on board the Americana. She’s a young lady. I smell a ransom. I don’t know why. You’ve never ransomed a woman before.”
“There’s always a first time,” Devlin said, having no intention of telling the good surgeon anything at all. “How are the wounded?”
“Brinkley is dying, but I’ve given him laudanum and he doesn’t know it. Buehler and Swenson will make it. Does she need medical attention?”
Devlin became irritated. “She needs a gag, but no, she does not need medical attention.”
Jack Harvey raised both bushy brows in surprise. Then he said, “She’s a beautiful wild thing, isn’t she? Good God, the men are talking about how she tried to shoot you! She—”
“Reams!” Devlin snapped. “Take the helm. Stay true to course.” He jammed a finger at the compass heading and stalked across the quarterdeck. He did not know why he was suddenly very annoyed and angry.
“I take it you are not inviting me to join you for a bite of supper before we face the winds of hell?” Harvey called out to his back.
Devlin didn’t bother answering. But it was now or never—if the storm caught them, he needed a full belly and all of his strength.
Had she been crying when he left the cabin?
Not that he cared. Women used tears for the sole purpose of manipulation—he had learned that long ago. As he didn’t care about any woman to begin with, tears had no effect on him.
He opened the cabin door and saw Virginia seated at his table, which was set with silver and fine crystal and a covered platter, from which savory aromas were wafting. Her posture was terribly erect, her hands were clasped in her lap and two bright pink spots blotched her cheeks. Her gaze, which seemed wild, clashed with his.
He straightened, closing the door, sensing a battle’s first blow.
She smiled and it was as cold as ice. “I wondered when you would return…Captain.”
Delight tingled in his veins. How he loved a good war. He intended to enjoy this one. “I hadn’t realized you were pining for my company,” he said with a courtly inclination of his head.
“I only pine for your head—on that silver serving platter,” she said, as regally as if she were England’s queen.
He wanted to smile. He nearly did. Instead, he approached cautiously and saw the fury in her eyes. “I fear to disappoint you. My chef is French. I have far better fare on that platter.”
“Then I shall wait patiently for a better day, when the dinner I truly desire is served,” she almost spat.
He refused to chuckle. “You do not strike me as a patient woman, Miss Hughes, and as I doubt the day you seek will come for a good many years, what will you do instead of waiting?”
“You’re right. I have no patience, none at all! Rogue!” she cried.
He almost laughed. “Bastard” was more like it. “Have I somehow offended you, Miss Hughes?”
Her laughter was brittle. “You murder innocent Americans, you abduct me, take me prisoner, strip in front of me, ogle my breasts and ask me if I am offended? Hah,” she said.
He reached for the bottle of red wine. “May I?” he asked, about to pour into her glass.
She leapt to her feet. “You’re an officer!” she shouted, and he tensed, thinking she intended to strike him. But she only added in another shout, “In the British navy!”
He set the bottle down and swept her a mocking bow. “Sir Captain Devlin O’Neill, at your service, Miss Hughes.”
She was trembling with rage, he saw. He decided to give in to lechery and admire her perfect breasts. “Stop leering,” she hissed. “You have committed criminal acts. Atrocious criminal acts! Explain yourself, Captain, sir!”
He gave up. This woman dared to order him. It was the single truly entertaining moment of his life. She was on his ship, in his command and she ordered him about. He laughed.
Virginia froze, startled by the brief eruption of that rough sound, with its oddly raw tone. Then, still furious at his deception, and worse, at what clearly was not the dire predicament she had thought herself to be in, she snapped, “I am waiting for an explanation, Captain.”
He shook his head and looked at her. Very softly, he asked, “Are you not afraid of me?”
She hesitated. What kind of question was this?
“Be truthful,” he said, as if in earnest.
“You terrify me,” she heard herself say, her pulse quickening. Then she amended, “You have terrified me, and all for naught, damn it!”
His brows lifted. “Ladies do not curse.”
“I don’t care. Besides, I have not been treated like a lady, now have I?”
He gave her a very odd, long look. “Another man would have had you in that bed—where you belong. But you are hardly there, are you?”
She went still. Alarm filled her. Alarm and such a forceful heartbeat she could no longer breathe. “I har—I har—I hardly belong in your bed!” she stammered. Terrible images of her there, with him, in his powerful arms, assailed her.
“A slip of the tongue.” His brows, darker than his hair, lifted. “I agree. Skinny women tend to be exceedingly uncomfortable.”
She almost gasped again. Then she cried, “I am only fourteen, sir! You would take a child to your bed?”
His gaze slammed to hers.
She wet her lips. She was perspiring and she desperately needed him to believe her now.
His jaw flexed. His gaze narrowed with speculation, causing her heart to lurch with dread. “This is a dangerous game you play, Miss Hughes,” he said softly.
“It is no game!”
“Indeed? Then explain to me the fact of your passage, alone and without chaperone, aboard the Americana?”
Her mind scrambled and raced. “I had to lie to Captain Horatio to get passage,” she said, and she thought her explanation brilliant. “Obviously he would not let a child travel to Britain alone. I told him I was eighteen—”
He cut her off, his eyes cold. “You did not look fourteen in your wet gown, Miss Hughes.”
She stiffened.
His smile was a mere twist of lips. “Do sit down. As interesting as this conversation is, I am here for a purpose. A storm threatens to catch us, and if so, a long night ensues.” He moved swiftly to the table and held out her chair.
Virginia found it hard to sit down. Oddly, she hated her deception now; she did not want him to really think of her as a child. But did he even believe her? She did not quite think so. And he wasn’t a pirate, oh no! Some of her anger at being duped—and pointlessly frightened—returned. “Why didn’t you tell me that you are a captain in the royal navy?”
He shrugged. “Do you care?”
“Of course I do!” she cried, facing him earnestly now. “Because I thought I was your prisoner, although I could not fathom why. Now I know differently, although I still do not understand why I am on your ship and not the Americana. I know that the British navy thinks nothing of seizing American ships, as you have clearly done, for your country has no respect for our rights! But we are not at war with you, and you are not a pirate! In some ways, we are allies. Clearly you will release me in Portsmouth!” For this was the conclusion she had drawn upon finding his naval uniform in his closet. An officer in the British navy was not about to ransom an American citizen. But what was he about?
“We are not allies,” he said harshly.
This was not the reply she had expected and she did not like the look on his face or in his eyes.
“And I am not releasing you in Portsmouth.”
“What?” She was shocked. “But—”
“In fact, I am taking you to Askeaton. Have you ever been to Ireland, Miss Hughes?”
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Virginia was disbelieving. “Ireland? You think to take me to Ireland?”
“I hardly think it,” he murmured, “I plan it. Now, do sit down, as I also intend to eat.” He held out her chair.
Confusion overcame her. “I am not sure that I understand.”
“Good God!” he shot. “What is there to understand? I am taking you to Ireland, Miss Hughes, as my guest.”
She was truly trying to comprehend him. “So I am your prisoner,” she managed to say hoarsely.
“I prefer to think of you as a guest.” He became serious. “I will not harm you—not even if you are eighteen.”
“Why?”
“It doesn’t matter. Now, sit.”
Virginia had believed her terrible predicament over. She shook her head, refusing to take the offered chair. “I have no appetite. Is it a ransom that you seek?”
“How clever.” His smile was cold.
“I have no funds. My inheritance is being sold in bits and pieces as soon as possible, and the proceeds go to the repayment of my father’s debts.”
He shrugged as if he did not care.
Virginia became very alarmed, but managed to breathe slowly, evenly. “You let Mrs. Davis go. She was rather wealthy.”
“If you think to starve, so be it.” He sat down and began serving himself from the platter, where a hearty mutton stew was revealed.
Unfortunately, the sight and smell of the stew caused her stomach to growl loudly, but he did not seem to hear. He began to eat, and quickly, as if eating were a mission and he were in a rush to accomplish it.
Finally he took a sip of wine and saluted her with his glass. “Fine contraband, indeed.”
Virginia did not reply. A terrible inkling was dawning upon her. He intended to ransom her and he couldn’t care less about her inheritance.
He had known her name from the moment they had met.
He must know of her uncle, the earl.
She sat down hard on the chair he had left pulled out from the table. That action caused him to glance up, although he never ceased eating.
But now she was safe enough, was she not? The man was in the navy, even if about to be discharged, or worse—and she hoped he hanged from the nearest gallows. He was no common outlaw. He wanted a ransom, one that would surely be paid, and considering all circumstances, she doubted he would return her to her uncle blemished in any way.
Virginia wondered what the ransom would be and if her uncle was wealthy enough to pay her ransom and her father’s debts. Her dismay was infinite.
“You seem distraught,” he remarked, leaning back in his chair, apparently having finished his meal.
“You have no morals, sir,” she said tightly. “That much is clear.”
“I have never said I did.” He eyed her. “Morals are for fools, Miss Hughes.”
She stared. Impulsively, she leaned forward. “How can I make you change your mind?” She could hardly believe herself now. “There cannot be a ransom from my uncle, Captain O’Neill. I am eighteen, not fourteen.” His face never changed expression. “I will do whatever I must to be freed.”
He stared for an interminable moment. “Is that the offer that I think it is?”
She felt ill…breathless…ashamed…resigned. “Yes, it is,” she croaked.
He stood. “The storm is upon us. I am afraid I must go. Do not leave this cabin. A chit such as yourself would be blown overboard instantly.” He tossed his napkin aside and strode across the now-rolling floor of the cabin as if it were still and flat.
That was his reply? She was incredulous.
At the door, he paused. “And my answer is no.” He walked out.
She collapsed on the table in tears, all of which now flowed purely from desperation. She already knew her uncle didn’t give a damn about her. He would never pay both a ransom and her father’s debts.
Because of the damned Irishman, she would lose Sweet Briar.
Anger exploded and she leapt up, racing across the cabin. As soon as she had swung the door open, a huge gale wind sent her forward helplessly across the entire deck. She had never felt such a force in her life; Virginia saw the raging, frothing sea beyond the railing and it seemed to be racing toward her. She couldn’t even cry out and then she was slammed hard, midsection first, into wood and rope.
Pain blinded her. The sea sprayed her, while the wind wanted to push her overboard. Panic consumed her—she did not want to die!
“You damnable stubborn woman,” O’Neill hissed, his strong arms wrapping around her. And she was cocooned against his entire hard, powerful body, the sea and the wind now relentlessly battering them both.
She inhaled, unable to look up, her face pressed against his chest. His grip tightened, and then he was dragging her with him as he confronted the wind, walking fiercely, determinedly into it, a single man against the elements.
He shoved her into the cabin, and for one moment stood braced in the doorway, pounded by the wind. “Stay inside!” he shouted to make himself heard.
“You have to let me go!” she shouted back. Oddly, she wanted to thank him for saving her life.
He shook his head, lashed her with a furious look and began running across the deck, finally leaping up to the quarterdeck. It had begun to rain, pounding and fierce.
Virginia stayed safely within the cabin, out of the reach of the storm, but she made no move to close the door, which had become nailed open by the wind. Now she realized how serious the storm was. The ship was riding huge tidal waves the way the tiny dinghy had earlier, cresting to each huge tip, only to plummet sickeningly down again. She glanced around and saw sailors everywhere, straining against ropes, crawling in the masts. They were hanging there, too.
Then she looked back up and cried out in horror, because a man was hanging from a middle yardarm, and she knew he had fallen and was about to careen to his death.
She had to do something, yet there seemed to be nothing that she could do.
She glanced toward the quarterdeck. She was too small to even cross the space between O’Neill’s cabin and where he stood, to tell him what was happening. She looked back up—and the hanging man was gone.
Vanished…drowned.
Her insides lurched terribly. He was gone, and she hadn’t even been able to hear him scream.
As the ship bucked violently, Virginia saw that all of the sails were tied down save one. She quickly realized that the sailor who had fallen had been sent up the first mast to reef a single sail that remained taut and unfurled.
And the huge ship instantly began to turn over on its side.
Virginia was thrown against the floor and carried all the way across it, downward, until she slammed into the opposite wall, her shoulder taking the blow, and then her head. For a moment, as the ship lay on its side—or nearly so—she remained there, incapable of moving, stunned.
She then realized that the ship was going to capsize if it didn’t become righted again. She looked at the doorway, which remained wide open, and now was oddly above her, like the ridge of a hill, the angle severe, perhaps forty-five degrees or more. The black sky shimmered in the open hatch.
They were all going to die, she thought wildly.
Virginia began to climb the floor, using the bolted table legs to help her, then the leg of the bed. Once there, she managed to stretch flat and reach high up to grab the ridge of the floor where it adjoined the door. Her arms screamed in protest, her shoulder joints felt racked. Virginia slowly pulled herself to the doorway, and once there, her back pressed into one wall, her feet into another, gazed wildly around.
The sailors on deck were also fighting the terrible angle of the ship, and its lowered side, while still not submerged, was being pounded with whitecaps. Virginia looked up at the masts and froze.
There was no mistaking Devlin O’Neill, a dagger in his teeth, climbing up the first mast, another man behind him. Above him, the huge foresail billowed, begging the storm to capsize them.
He was going to die, she thought, mesmerized, just the way that other man had. For as he climbed, using sheer strength and will to fight the pitch of the ship, the huge winds and the rain, the frigate rolled precariously even further to its side.
Virginia watched in horror. Even if he didn’t die, they were surely doomed, as no man could defeat the wind and the bucking ship in order to cut the sail free.
She watched as O’Neill paused, as if exhausted, the man beneath him also stopping. Virginia could not remove her gaze. She prayed as both men took a brief respite, clinging to the swaying mast.
He started back up. He’d reached the yardarm from which the sailor had fallen and he began to slash at the rigging. The other man joined him. Virginia watched them avidly. A few brief moments passed into an eternity when suddenly the huge canvas broke free of its rigging, sailing wildly away into the night.
The huge ship groaned and sank back evenly into the water.
“Oh, my God,” she whispered, watching him begin a precarious but nimble descent. It was obvious he had just saved his ship and crew, and it was also obvious he had dared to do what few others would even contemplate.
She began to shake. The man knew no fear.
She realized she had never been more afraid in her life.
She wasn’t sure how long she sat there when a sailor shoved his face at her. “Get inside, Captain says so.”
Virginia had no time to react. She was shoved back into the cabin, while the sailor used all of his strength to pry the door free from the outside wall, fighting the gale and eventually slamming it in her face.
This time, she heard the click of a lock.
Virginia stumbled over to his bed, where she collapsed and lapsed into unconsciousness.

Sunlight was streaming brightly through the portholes of the cabin when she awoke. Every part of her body ached and her head pounded, while her eyes felt too heavy to even open. She had never been so tired in her life, and she had no wish to awake. She snuggled more deeply beneath the covers, cocooned in warmth. Then a mild irritation began—only the back side of her body seemed to be covered.
She groped for the blanket…and realized there were no covers and she was not alone.
She stiffened.
The length of a hard body lay against her, warming her from her shoulders to her toes. She felt a soft breath feathering her jaw, and an arm was draped over her waist.
Oh God, she thought, blinking into bright midday sunlight. And trembling, a new tension filling her, she looked at the hand on her waist.
She already knew who lay in bed beside her and she stared at O’Neill’s large, strong, bronzed hand, which lay carefully upon her. She swallowed, an odd heavy warmth unfurling in the depth of her being.
How had this happened? she thought with panic. Of course the explanation was simple enough and she guessed it immediately—sometime after the storm died, he had stumbled into bed just as she had, too tired to care that she lay there. That likelihood did not decrease her distress. In fact, her agitation grew.
Then a terrible comprehension seized her.
His hand lay carefully on her waist.
Not limp and relaxed with sleep, but carefully controlled and placed.
Her heart skipped then drummed wildly. He was not asleep. She would bet her life on it.
She debated feigning sleep until he left her bed. But her heart was racing so madly it was an impossibility, especially as she felt his hand tighten on her waist. Virginia turned abruptly and faced a pair of brilliant silver eyes and the face of an archangel. Their gazes locked.
She didn’t move, didn’t breathe, and could think of nothing intelligent to say.
Then his gaze moved to her temple, which she now realized truly hurt. “Are you all right?” he asked, also still. His gaze slipped slowly to her mouth, where it lingered before moving as slowly back up to her eyes.
His gaze felt like a silken caress.
“I…” She stopped, incapable of speech. And she could not help but stare. His face was terribly close to hers. He had firm, unmoving lips. Her gaze shot back to his. His face was expressionless, carved in stone and impossible to read, but his eyes seemed bright.
She wondered what it would feel like, to have his hard mouth soften and cover hers. “You saved my life,” she whispered nervously. “Thank you.”
His jaw flexed. He started to shove off of the bed.
She gripped the hand that had been on her waist. “You saved the ship, the crew. I saw what you did. I saw you up there.”
“You are in my bed, Virginia, and unless you wish to remain here with me for another hour, at least, leaving the last of your youth behind, I suggest you let me get up.”
She remained still. Her mind raced. Her body burned for his touch and she knew it. It was foolish now to deny. Somehow, his heroism of the night before had changed everything. Anyway, he was perfectly capable of getting up, never mind that she had seized his wrist. She found herself looking at his mouth again. She had never been kissed.
Abruptly he lurched off of the bed and before she could even cry out, he was gone.
Virginia slowly sat up, stunned.
There was no relief. There was a morass of confusion, and more bewildering, there was disappointment.

Virginia remained on the bed, sitting there, beginning to realize what she had almost done.
She had been a hairbreadth away from kissing her captor—she had wanted his kiss.
Disbelief overcame her and she leapt to her feet as a knock sounded on her door. O’Neill never knocked, so she snapped, “Who is it?”
“Gus. Captain asked that I bring you bathing water.”
“Come in,” she choked, turning away. O’Neill was the enemy. He had taken her against her will from the Americana, an act of pure avarice and greed. He was holding her against her will now. He stood between her and Sweet Briar. How could she have entertained, even for an instant, a desire for his touch, his kiss?
Gus entered, followed by two seamen carrying pails of hot water. He set a pitcher of fresh water on the dining table, not looking at her. Both sailors also treated her as if she were invisible, filling the hip bath.
How kind, she thought, suddenly furious with him—and furious with herself. She had never even thought of kissing anyone until a moment ago. This had to be his fault entirely—she was overwrought from the crisis of the abduction, of the storm, the crisis that was him! He was somehow taking advantage of her state of confusion, her nerves. In any case, the entire interlude was unacceptable. He was the enemy and would remain so until she was released. One did not kiss one’s enemy, oh no.
Besides, kissing would surely lead to one certain fate—becoming his whore!
“Is there anything else that you need, Miss Hughes?” Gus was asking, cutting into her raging thoughts.
“No, thank you,” she said far too tersely. Her cheeks were on fire. She was on fire. And she was afraid.
Gus turned, the other sailors already leaving.
Virginia fought the fear, the despair. She reminded herself that she had to escape. She had to convince her uncle to save Sweet Briar. Soon, this nightmare that was O’Neill would be only that, a passing bad dream, a memory becoming distant. “Gus! Where are we? Are we close to shore?”
He hesitated, but did not turn to face her. “We were blown off course. We’re well north of England, Miss Hughes.”
She gaped as he left, before she was able to demand just how far north they had been blown off course. Her geography was rusty, but she knew rather vaguely that Ireland was north of England. Being taken to Portsmouth was far better than being taken to Ireland, and ironically, now she was afraid he’d change his damnable plans and not take the Defiance to Portsmouth first.
She ran to his desk and glanced at the map there. It took her a moment to confirm her worst fears. Ireland was north and west of England, and if they had been blown far north enough, Ireland would be smack in their way. But could a mere storm have blown them that far off course? To her uneducated eye, two hundred miles or more were required for them to be on a direct line with the other country.
She glanced at the map of England. Portsmouth did not look to be far from London. She tried to estimate the distance and decided it was a day’s carriage ride. At least that one point was in her favor, she thought grimly.
Now what? Virginia’s gaze fell on the steaming bath. Instantly she decided not to waste the hot water. She bathed quickly, afraid of an interruption, scrubbing his touch from her body. Leaping out, she barely toweled dry, afraid he would walk in and catch her unclothed. She braided her hair while wet, in record time donning the same clothes. A glance in his mirror showed her that she was frightfully pale, which only made her eyes appear larger. She looked terribly unkempt—her gown was beyond wrinkled and torn at the hem, with a bloodstain on one shoulder. But even worse was the abrasion on her temple. It looked like a terrible gash, and when she touched it she found the wound sensitive.
She looked like a washerwoman in a fine lady’s clothes, one who’d been in a fistfight or other battle.
But then, she had been in a battle, she had been in a constant battle since the moment O’Neill had attacked the Americana.
Virginia walked over to a porthole, which she levered open. It was a beautiful spring day, the sky blue and cloudless, the ocean almost flat, and she was amazed at how serene the sea was after the horror of the night before. She strained for a glimpse of land or even a seagull, but saw neither. Virginia left the porthole open and stepped out onto the deck.
She espied him instantly. O’Neill had his back to her, standing with an officer who was steering the ship, his legs braced wide apart, his arms apparently folded in front of his chest. She felt an odd breathless sensation as she stared at him, one she did not care for. He turned slightly—the man had the senses of a jungle tiger—and their gazes locked.
He nodded.
She ignored his gesture and walked over to the railing, only too late realizing that this was very close to the spot where she would have been washed overboard if he hadn’t rescued her.
She clung to the rail, closing her eyes and lifting her face to the warm May sun. But inside, she was shaken to the core. Last night, she had almost died. It was an experience she hoped never to repeat.
A distinct recollection of the feel of his strong arms wrapping around her, and then the sensation of being pressed deeply against his body, overcame her. Virginia stood very still, allowing her eyes to open, reminding herself that he was the enemy and that would never change—not until he let her go free.
“A fine spring day,” an unfamiliar voice said cheerfully behind her.
Virginia started, turning.
A plump man with curly gray hair and dancing brown eyes smiled at her. He wore a brown wool jacket, britches and stockings—he could have been strolling the streets of Richmond, except for the lack of a hat, cane and gloves. “I’m Jack Harvey, ship’s surgeon,” he said, giving her a courtly bow.
She smiled uncertainly, sensing that he was a good man—unlike his superior. “Virginia Hughes,” she said.
“I know.” His smile was wide. “Everyone knows who you are, Miss Hughes. There are no secrets on board a ship.”
Virginia absorbed that and helplessly darted a glance at O’Neill. He seemed oblivious to her presence on his deck now, his back remaining to her and Harvey.
“How are you holding up?” Harvey asked. “And should I take a look at that temple of yours?”
“It’s sore,” she admitted, meeting his gaze. “I am holding up as well as can be expected, I think. I have never been abducted before.”
Harvey met her gaze, grimacing. “Well, you may know that as far as Devlin is concerned, this is a first for him, as well. He’s taken hostages before, but never women or children. He always frees the women and the children.”
“How wonderful to be an exception,” she said with bitterness.
“Has he hurt you?” Harvey asked abruptly.
She started and stared. An image of his silver gaze as she turned in bed to face him filled her mind. She hesitated.
“You are very beautiful,” Harvey said in the lapse that had fallen. “I have never seen such extraordinary eyes. I do not approve of Devlin sharing that cabin with you.”
Did she have an ally in the ship’s surgeon? She inhaled sharply, her mind racing. Then, carefully, she summoned tears—a feat she had never before performed. “I begged for mercy,” she whispered. “I told him I was a young, innocent and defenseless woman.” She stopped as if she could not continue.
Harvey’s eyes widened in shock. “I don’t believe it! The bastard…seduced you?”
He would be an ally, she could feel it. “Seduced? I don’t think that is the right word.”
He was pale beneath his coppery tan. “I will make sure he finds accommodations elsewhere,” he said tersely. He glanced over his shoulder at O’Neill, who remained with his back to them, facing the prow of the ship. “Not that that will change what he has done,” he said, clearly distressed. “Miss Hughes, I am so sorry. Clearly you are a lady, and frankly, this is entirely out of character for Devlin.”
She was certain she had won him over. She pretended to wipe her eyes, making certain that her hands trembled. “I am sorry, too. You see, I have terribly urgent affairs in London, my entire life is at stake, and now…now I doubt I will be able to solve the crisis I am in. Are you his friend?” she asked without a pause and without premeditation.
He started and then became thoughtful. “Devlin is a strange man. He keeps his distance from everyone. You never really know what he is thinking, what he is intending. I’ve been aboard his ships for three years now and that should make us friends. But the truth is, I know very little about him—no more than the rest of the world. We all know of his exploits, his reputation. I do consider myself a friend—he saved my life in Cadiz—but frankly, if we are friends, I have never had a friendship like this before.”
It was almost sad, but Virginia was not about to be swayed by any compassion. Curiosity consumed her. “What exploits? What reputation?”
“They call him ‘His Majesty’s Pirate,’ Miss Hughes,” Harvey said, smiling as if on safer ground now. “He puts the prize first always, and I suspect he has become a very rich man. His methods of battle are unorthodox, as are his strategies—and his politics. Most of the Admiralty despise him, for he rarely follows orders and thinks very little of those old men in blue and doesn’t care if they know it. The papers fill pages with accounts of his actions at sea. Hell—er, excuse me—they write about his actions on land, too. The social pages always mention him when he is at home, attending this ball, that club. He was only eighteen at Trafalgar. He took over the command of his ship and destroyed two much larger vessels. He was instantly given his own command, and that was only the beginning. He will not accept a ship-of-the-line, however. Oh, no, not Devlin.” Finally Harvey paused for breath.
“Why not? What’s a ship-of-the-line?” Virginia asked, glancing toward her captor again. Daylight glinted boldly on his sun-streaked hair. The man attended balls and clubs. She could not imagine it. Or could she?
She had a flashing image of him in a black tailcoat, a flute of champagne in his large, graceful hand, and she had no doubt the ladies present would all be vying desperately to gain his attention.
Oddly, she didn’t care for the image at all.
“A battleship—they travel and fight in a traditional formation. Devlin is too independent for that. His way is to sail alone, to swoop in on the unsuspecting—or deceive the suspecting. He never loses, Miss Hughes, because he rarely maneuvers the same way twice. The men trust him with their lives. I’ve seen him give commands that appeared suicidal. But they weren’t. They were victorious instead. Most commanders flee—or try to—when they realize the Defiance is on the horizon. He is the greatest captain sailing the high seas today, mark my words.” Harvey was smiling. “And I am not alone in that opinion.”
“You like him!” Virginia accused, amazed. But in spite of the animosity she refused to release, she was also impressed—with his exploits, not the man himself.
Harvey raised both brows. “I admire him. I admire him greatly. It is impossible not to, not if one is in his command.”
“He saved the ship last night,” she remarked. “Why didn’t he send someone else up that mast?”
Harvey shook his head. “Because he knew he could accomplish the mission. That is why we admire him, Miss Hughes, because he leads—he really leads—and then, how can we not follow?”
She hesitated, her heart racing. “Is he…married?”
Harvey was surprised, and then he laughed. “No! I mean, do not get me wrong, he likes his women, and there are many London ladies who wish to entice him to the altar—he was just knighted, you know—but I cannot imagine Devlin with a wife. She would have to be a very strong woman, to put up with a man like that.” He became thoughtful. “I don’t think Devlin has even thought of marrying, if you must know. But he is young. He is only twenty-four. His life is the sea, I think. I suppose that could one day change.” He sounded doubtful.
O’Neill appeared as harsh and hard as he had been heroic—and he also seemed very alone. Virginia realized she was staring at him again. Standing there as he did, controlling the huge frigate, a commanding figure with an inescapable presence, the aura of power almost visible, she instantly amended her thoughts. The man gave no sign that he was lonely. In fact, he seemed an island unto himself, and only a very foolish woman would dare to think him lonely or needy in any way.
“He is not a bad man,” Harvey said softly. “Which is why I do not understand what he has done and what he is doing. He certainly doesn’t need this ransom.”
Virginia started. “Are you certain?”
“As captain, he gets three-eighths of every prize we take. I know what we’ve been about these past three years. The man is wealthy.”
Virginia shivered, staring with dismay and dread. If this was not about her ransom, then what, dear God, was it about?
And she decided the time was now. She touched the surgeon’s hand. “Mr. Harvey, I need your help,” she said plaintively.

He had had enough. His damned ears were burning as if he were some child in the schoolroom—he knew they were talking about him. “Martin, take command of the ship,” he said. As the officer came forward, Devlin wheeled and leapt off of the quarterdeck.
His eyes widened as he saw his little hostage with her hand on Harvey’s, her eyes huge and pleading, her rosebud mouth trembling. Suspicion reared itself. The chit was acting like some foolish, simpering coquette—and there was nothing foolish, simpering or coy about Miss Virginia Hughes. What was afoot?
His irritation had decreased, amusement taking its place. The one thing Virginia Hughes was, was entertaining.
He almost smiled, until he thought of how she had felt, asleep and spooned into his stiff, aroused body last night. He grimaced instead. He hadn’t even known she was in his bed when he had dropped there in absolute exhaustion after the storm had abandoned the ship. But he had certainly become aware of her while asleep, because when he had awoken, his body had been urging him to take instant advantage of her. Fortunately, he prided himself on his self-control—he had been exercising self-will and self-discipline since he was a boy of ten. Ignoring his physical needs was not the easiest task, but there was simply no question that it was a task he would complete.
Surprisingly, she had not felt at all like a bag of bones in his arms.
She had felt soft and warm, tiny but not fragile.
“Good day.” He nodded sharply at them both, dismissing his thoughts.
Virginia dropped her tiny hand from Harvey’s, her cheeks flaming, as if caught at the midnight hour with her hand in someone else’s safe. She looked as guilty as could be.
By God, they were plotting against him, he thought, amazed. The little vixen had enticed Harvey to her side, into insubordination. It wasn’t a guess. He smelled the conspiracy in the air the way he had first smelled the approaching storm last night.
“Devlin, good morning. I hope you don’t mind my taking some air with our guest?” Harvey smiled cheerfully at him.
“Fortunately my orders did not include you,” Devlin said calmly.
“Of course they didn’t. I’m the ship’s surgeon,” Harvey said with humor.
Virginia’s eyes widened as she understood. “I hope those ridiculous orders no longer stand!”
He faced her. She was so petite that she made him feel as tall as a mythological giant. “My orders do stand, Miss Hughes.” He didn’t like the look of the gash on her temple. “Harvey, I want you to tend to that immediately.”
“I’ll get my bag,” Harvey said, striding off.
And they were alone. Devlin stared at her. She, however, refused to meet his gaze. What was this? An effect of guilt? This morning she had been in his bed, on the verge of begging him for his kisses. Devlin was no fool. Desire had clearly shimmered in her hungry violet eyes. “Feeling guilty?” he purred, deciding to enjoy the debate that would surely ensue.
She jumped. “What do I have to feel guilty about? You are the one who should be prone with guilt, but then, you would have to have a heart in order to feel anything.”
“I confess,” he said, smiling, “to being absolutely heartless.”
“How far off course are we?” she asked, and it was more of a demand than a question.
“About a hundred and fifty miles,” he said, and he saw her pale. “That distresses you?”
She stared and finally nodded. “Where do we sail now?” she asked grimly.
She was very clever. He admired her wit and decided never to underestimate it again. “There’s no point in tacking south to Portsmouth. Besides—” his heart tightened, proving that he was capable of feeling after all “—I have grave doubts about the Americana making port there.”
Her eyes widened. “You don’t think…”
“I doubt she survived the storm. We barely outran her—the Americana could not outrun her. Mac is a fine sailor, but he was sailing with a skeleton crew.” A soft sorrow crept over him. He didn’t try to shove it away. This was the way of the sea and he knew it very well; it took more lives than it ever let go. Over the years he had learned that it was better to mourn the loss of his men and be done with it. He had also learned not to expect longevity from those who chose to sail with him. It was far easier dealing with death when one accepted its inevitability.
“You don’t care,” she gasped. “You do have a heart of stone—if you even have a heart at all,” she accused. “Those men—that ship—they lie at the bottom of the ocean because of you!”
Now he was angry. He gripped her wrist so quickly that she cried out and he did not let it go. “They lie in a watery tomb because of the gale, Miss Hughes, and as I am not Poseidon, I had little to do with the making of that storm last night.”
She dared to shake her head at him. “No! Had you not battled that ship, wounding it terribly—in order to abduct me—they would be alive!”
This woman seemed to have the capacity to ignite his fury as no one else could. He flung her wrist away and was ashamed to find it red. “Had I not battled that ship, wounding it and abducting you, you would be on the ocean’s floor with them.” He was about to stalk away. It crossed his mind that if he bedded her, he might teach her the respect she so clearly lacked. That, and far more.
But he was struck with his earlier assessment, and he whirled to face her again. “Do not plot against me with Harvey,” he warned.
She cried out, appearing frightened. “I…I’m not!”
“Liar,” he whispered, bending so close that their faces almost touched. “I know a conspiracy when it forms beneath my nose. Do you know what the fate of a mutineer is, Miss Hughes?”
“There is no mutiny,” she began.
He smiled at her coldly. “Should you entice Harvey to your schemes, that is mutiny, my dear. We hang mutineers,” he added with relish, and it was not entirely a lie. He wouldn’t hang Harvey, but he’d lose a damned fine ship’s surgeon, and they were as hard to come by as an Indian ruby, if not even more so.
She shrank away from him, against the wall. “I have something to say to you,” she said fiercely.
He had been about to go. He didn’t like her tone and he turned, awaiting her blow.
“I despise you,” she said thickly.
Oddly, he flinched, not outwardly, but somewhere deep inside his body. Outwardly, he felt his lips twist into a mirthless smile. “That is the best that you can do?”
She looked as if she might strike him.
“Do not,” he warned softly.
She clenched her fists. “I am sorry I missed,” she said suddenly. “I’m a fine shot, and if only I had waited, you would now be dead.”
“But I’m not dead, alas,” he mocked. Her words had an edge he refused to feel, cutting deep. “Patience, Miss Hughes, is a virtue. And you, my harridan, lack it entirely.” He strode away.
“Why are you doing this? O’Neill!” she cried after him. “Harvey says you are rich!”
He pretended not to hear.
“Bastard,” she said.
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Jack Harvey climbed the three steps to the quarterdeck. Although his semblance remained cheerful, as was characteristic for him, he was still stunned that Devlin had abused his hostage—stunned and disturbed. But he’d given up trying to understand his captain. He’d served under O’Neill long enough to know that he would never understand him.
Devlin was at the helm and he turned at the familiar sound of the surgeon’s short, surprisingly light footsteps. “How is she?” he asked.
“The gash could have used a stitch or two last night, but it’s healing nicely now. She hasn’t had a headache since she received the blow, which, according to Miss Hughes, was during the storm last night.”
Devlin nodded at his first mate. “Take the helm,” he said. He stepped away and he and Harvey moved to the deck’s larboard side. “You are eyeing me oddly,” he remarked coolly.
Harvey no longer smiled. “Damn it, Devlin, I hope she got that blow as she claimed, by falling, and not from some other means.”
He stared, instantly comprehending Harvey’s meaning. “By God, you think I hit her?” He was genuinely surprised. He had never hit a woman in his life.
“I don’t know what to think,” Harvey grimaced. “Not now.”
Oh, ho, he had a very dark inkling, indeed. “Really?” He gripped Harvey’s arm and they stepped down to the main deck, away from prying eyes and listening ears. “You are a fool, Jack, to allow a clever vixen like Miss Hughes to so sweetly tie you up and wrap you with a pretty bow.”
Harvey appeared flustered. “What does that mean?”
“That means,” Devlin said tightly, “that she has enticed you into disobeying me, has she not?”
Harvey blinked, paling. “Devlin…” he faltered.
“What do the two of you intend? And tell me, how can you justify thwarting me, defying me, when I am your captain?”
Harvey stiffened. “Damn it, you seduced her.”
For one moment, he felt as if Harvey had spoken a foreign language, one he had never before heard. “I what?”
Harvey blinked another time, now looking worried and uncomfortable. “You seduced her,” he said less certainly.
He stared as red-hot fury swept over him. Damn that woman with her clever machinations, her foul lies! “So that is what she told you?” he asked, as if completely calm.
“Er.” Harvey hesitated. “Yes.”
“You know, it is good luck for you that we are, for the most part, on good terms. Otherwise you would not be wearing such a straight nose. I don’t seduce virgins. Innocence does not tempt me.” And as he spoke, he was aware of that having changed.
Harvey paled. “Oh, dear,” he said.
“You have always been taken in by a pretty face,” Devlin said.
Harvey grimaced. “Devlin, I beg your pardon, I am so sorry!”
Devlin didn’t know whom he felt the most umbrage at—Jack Harvey or Virginia Hughes. He certainly felt like throttling the latter. “What did the two of you plan?”
Harvey remained white. He shook his head. “I was to bring her a sailor’s clothes from one of the boys below decks. Then, when we made port, I was to distract and preoccupy you and she would simply walk off the boat with the others.”
“Very clever,” Devlin said, and he meant it. The plan would have undoubtedly worked if he had not sensed the conspiracy between his ship’s surgeon and his little captive.
“Devlin, I am sorry, terribly sorry. I knew it was not in character for you! But then, this entire affair makes no sense—you’ve never ransomed a woman before. Please forgive me. She was so convincing! She wept, for God’s sake,” Harvey cried, his gaze filled with anxiety.
There would be no forgiveness for anyone. Devlin said, “When we reach Limerick, you will have to find another ship. As of this moment, you are relieved of your duties.”
Harvey’s mouth opened, as if to protest.
Devlin stared, silently daring him to utter a single sound.
Harvey decided the better of it—then amended that decision. “I am sorry,” he said.
Devlin walked away. He no longer cared what Harvey said, thought or did, because their relationship was over.

Virginia smiled as she strolled the deck, uncaring that she had no parasol. In fact, she relished the strong, bright sun. It felt wonderful on her face—it felt wonderful to be alive—and in that moment, she had a sense of why the siren call of the sea was so enchanting. The ship tacked lazily across the wind, the seas were as unhurried, but the breeze was fresh and clean, the skies scintillating, infinity somewhere beyond. She smiled happily, reaching the railing and gripping it. Late tomorrow they would make port in Limerick—and Jack Harvey was going to help her escape.
She laughed out loud, throwing her head back, thinking of how she wished she could see the expression on Devlin O’Neill’s face when he found her gone. She had been wrong to think that she would never be able to win any battle between them. Oh, no. There would be a battle tomorrow and her plan was foolproof. Tomorrow she would be the victor, oh yes.
She knew she was gloating—savoring a triumph she didn’t quite have—and she could almost hear the headmistress at the Marmott School admonishing her. “Ladies do not gloat. In fact, Miss Hughes, ladies do not have battles with avaricious, unscrupulous sea captains, either—a lady does not battle anyone, ever, at all.”
Virginia had to chuckle again. “Well, this lady does do battle, Mrs. Towne,” she said aloud, to the wind and the sea. “In fact, she is rather enjoying herself!”
She realized she had meant her every word and she became reflective. How had she come to this place and time, where she so wanted to outwit Devlin O’Neill? Where the idea of doing so brought her such a thrill? Was it because she still recalled that terrible aching moment when she had desperately wanted his mouth to cover hers? She refused to feel any more desire—and she did not—but she could not escape the singular memory. It had somehow become engraved upon her mind.
Virginia turned to lean her back against the railing, thoughtful still. She glanced toward the quarterdeck and was surprised not to see him there. Why hadn’t he kissed her?
She started, wishing she had never asked herself the question. But she knew why! She was a skinny little thing, with tiny, shapeless breasts, a sharp, angular face and hair that resembled a rat’s nest. Suddenly Virginia felt despair.
It dawned upon her that she wanted her handsome captor to find her beautiful. How foolish could she be?
She drew herself up straighter as the ship rocked over a swell, reminding herself that soon she would be free again, and eventually she would be back at Sweet Briar. Then she would no longer even recall Devlin O’Neill, not by face and not by name. He would not be even the most distant memory.
Somehow she was not reassured.
She suddenly saw Jack Harvey crossing the deck. Virginia’s heart leapt and she waved at him.
He started and changed direction, not waving back or acknowledging her in any way.
Virginia froze. What was that?
Filled with unease, she did not hesitate to rush after him. “Mr. Harvey!” she cried. “Mr. Harvey, do wait!” Surely he had not seen her; surely he had not snubbed her!
Harvey’s steps slowed and Virginia caught up to him. “Hello,” she said brightly, but he did not return her smile. “What a glorious day. Didn’t you see me wave?”
He halted, facing her. “Indeed I did, Miss Hughes.”
Something was amiss, terribly so. “But you did not wave back…or even nod,” she said slowly, with dread.
“I am extremely upset,” he said bluntly. “You see, I have been relieved of my duties, and when we arrive at Limerick, I am to be cast off this ship.”
“Oh,” she managed to say, her heart pounding.
“You lied to me, Miss Hughes. You accused Devlin of a terrible crime.”
She held her head high. “He has committed a terrible crime—I am innocent of any wrongdoing, and he has taken me prisoner against my will.”
“You claimed he seduced you!” Harvey exclaimed. “So that I would defy him and aid you in your escape!”
She had lost after all, she thought miserably. How she wanted to weep. But she did not. Keeping her chin high, she said, “He has abused me, Mr. Harvey.”
Harvey cried, “But not in the manner you claimed. You have never—and I beg your pardon—been in his bed!”
“I never said any such thing. It was a conclusion you drew yourself—those were not my words.”
He blinked. “Does it matter? You understood the conclusion I came to—you encouraged it!”
“The man is a criminal,” she said.
“He is—was—my captain. Now, because of you, I shall have to find a different ship. Miss Hughes, I wish you well. Good day.” He turned and strode away.
Virginia then trembled. Perhaps it had been wrong to let Jack Harvey think the worst, but she was desperate. She had to escape, she had to reach her uncle, she had to save Sweet Briar. Now she succumbed to guilt, but only because Harvey was a very decent sort and he seemed upset at losing his duties upon the Defiance.
It wasn’t right. If anyone were to blame, it was he.
Virginia glanced at the quarterdeck once more, but O’Neill was not standing there, commanding the sun, the sky, the sea. She raced back to his cabin.
As she barged inside, she saw him seated alone at the dining table, slathering butter on a biscuit, a plate containing more biscuits and cheese in front of him. He did not glance up as she stared accusingly at him.
She fought for her breath and her composure, then closed the door and approached.
He finally looked up but did not stand. “Would you care to join me for some dinner?” he asked.
She shook her head.
He ate, sipped from a mug, then said, “You are getting sunburned, Miss Hughes.”
She felt her temper igniting. “It was my fault. The entire plan. If you wish to punish anyone, it should be me, not Jack Harvey.”
Devlin pushed back his chair and rose to his full height, towering over her. His stance made her feel small and vulnerable. She felt certain he knew that his height affected her thusly, and that he did it deliberately. “I would love nothing more than to punish you,” he murmured. “Did you have something in mind?”
Her heart skipped wildly. He stood too close for comfort—he was too tall, too strong, his britches too tight, his shirt far too loosely drawn at the throat. Virginia couldn’t speak.
“You will remain confined in this cabin until we disembark,” he said calmly. “Those are my orders, Miss Hughes.”
“Do not dismiss Mr. Harvey! He is your friend!”
He had been about to walk away; he turned back to her. “My friend? I think not,” he said too softly.
“No, you are wrong, Mr. Harvey cares about you. He admires you greatly—he told me so. He was—and is—your friend,” Virginia cried. “And you must not treat him so callously because of what I have done!”
“I have no friends—not on board this ship, or any other.” He strode to the door.
“Then I feel sorry for you!”
He whirled. “You think to pity me!”
Virginia realized she had hit a nerve—she hadn’t realized he had possessed one. “Is there anyone in this entire world whom you would call a friend, Captain?” she dared, and it was a challenge.
His eyes glittered, turning dark, like a stormy sky. “Do you dare intrude into my private life?” he asked very softly.
“I didn’t know you had one,” she said as angrily.
He stalked back to her. “Perhaps you will think twice about involving others in your schemes and lies, Miss Hughes. Perhaps next time you will think about the ramifications of your actions.”
“Perhaps I will,” Virginia said, “but this isn’t about me, not anymore. I cannot let you dismiss a man who considers you the greatest captain upon the high seas because of my stupidity, my perfidy. He is your friend, Captain O’Neill, he is your loyal friend!”
“He was my ship’s surgeon and he betrayed me. That is neither friendship nor loyalty. He is lucky I did not shackle him and throw him in the brig.” He strode back to the door, but there he paused. “Why? Why attempt an escape? You would be lost in Ireland. Did you even think your scheme through? I haven’t hurt you. I haven’t even touched you. In a short period of time you will be reunited with your beloved uncle. Why dare to escape? Why dare to defy me?”
Virginia stared helplessly at him. “Because,” she managed, “my entire life is at stake.”
He started.
She stared for a moment longer, then turned and sat down at the table. She felt despondency settle over her like a huge and weighty cloak, and she listened to him walk back to the table, where he also sat. “Explain that statement.”
She shook her head.
He gripped her face, turning it upward so their gazes collided. “I mean it.”
His hand was large, engulfing her chin and jaw. She trembled. “What do you care?” she said awkwardly.
He released her jaw. “I don’t care. But you are in my custody and everything about you is my affair.”
She couldn’t fathom why he should be so interested in her personal matters, and while she did not think sharing her burdens would soften him toward her purpose, she could not think of a reason to remain secretive. She sighed heavily, thought of her parents, and felt a familiar wave of ancient grief. “I was born at Sweet Briar,” she said, her voice low, not looking up at him. “It is heaven on earth, a plantation near Norfolk, Virginia.” She smiled a little, for in spite of the ship’s odors and the scent of the sea, she could smell honeysuckle and lilac and freshly harvested tobacco. “My father built our home with his own two hands, planted the first crops alone.” Finally she looked up, smiling sadly at him. “I loved my father and my mother. Last fall they both died on a stormy night in a foolish carriage collision.”
He said nothing. If he was at all moved by her plight, she could not see it in his expression, as not a muscle in his face changed.
“I am the only child. Sweet Briar is mine. But my guardian, the earl, is selling it in order to pay off my father’s debts.” She laid her hands flat on the table, gripping the smooth wood until her knuckles turned white. “I won’t allow it.”
He stared and it was a moment before he spoke. “I see,” he said flatly. “You will beat the earl about the head until he agrees to pay off your father’s debts and hand you the keys to the plantation.”
This was her last remaining chance. Virginia seized both of his hands and was stunned at the feel of them in her small palms and against her fingers, stunned enough by the contact not to see the surprise leap in his silver eyes. She looked up and spoke swiftly, hoarsely. “If my uncle has to ransom me, he will never be moved to pay my father’s debts. As he decided to sell the plantation without even consulting me, it will be hard enough to persuade him to change his mind without your ransom! Captain, don’t you see? I cannot survive without Sweet Briar. I have to go to the earl. There can be no ransom! Please, Mr. Harvey told me you are a wealthy man and that you hardly need this ransom. Please, let me go—take me to London where I hope I am expected. Please. I beg you.”
Devlin removed his hands from hers and stood. “I’m sorry,” he said flatly, “that you will lose your inheritance, but my plans are not flexible.”
She leapt up with a cry. “I am an orphan now! Sweet Briar is all I have!” she cried.
He walked to the door.
“God, you just don’t care! You don’t care about anything or anyone!”
He opened the door.
“I am losing Sweet Briar because of you and your damned plan to ransom me,” she shouted.
He didn’t turn. As he left, he said, “No, Miss Hughes, you are losing Sweet Briar because, apparently, your father was a very poor businessman.”
Virginia choked on the insult, but before she could fling some equally wounding barb back at him, he was gone, the hatch closing on the graying twilight sky.

She had decided there would be one final attempt to thwart him.
Virginia stood by a porthole, which remained open in spite of the blustery day, and watched the Irish cliffs passing. High rock cliffs towered above a strip of sandy beach beginning to give way to more gently rolling country. She had decided not to antagonize O’Neill further and had remained in his cabin since the day before. But hours ago, when the first gulls had appeared overhead, she had cracked the cabin door to overhear that they were already sailing up the river toward Limerick within mere hours.
Well, several hours had since passed. The frigate was moving swiftly up the River Shannon. Here and there she could make out a manor or a cluster of huts. The Irish countryside was now lush and green, at times sheep dotting the hills.
How long would it take to go up the river and reach the port at Limerick? She had no idea. A glance at his maps told her nothing. But she was afraid to delay any longer, because if she waited too long to commence her new plan, it would fail.
Virginia went to the cabin door. There was no sign of the young blond man, Gus. But she did see Jack Harvey, looking sad and severe, standing below the quarterdeck. “Mr. Harvey! Please, sir, I would speak with you!”
Harvey glanced her way, incredulous.
Above him, a tall, leonine figure at the helm, Devlin half turned and nodded, saying something to Harvey that Virginia could not hear. Harvey approached so slowly she began chewing on her lower lip. Then she smiled brightly at him. “I must beg a favor of you,” she said.
“I am not participating in any of your schemes,” he began.
“Would you please find Gus and send him to me? I need to bathe before I step off of this ship. I only wish to ask him for some wash water.”
Harvey looked relieved that she had not asked for something else. He nodded and went off.
Virginia closed her eyes after shutting the cabin door, wishing there could be another way—but Gus was scrawny, and while he was a few pounds heavier than herself and a few inches taller, too, he would have to do. She took one of O’Neill’s silver candlesticks in hand, and positioned herself so that when he came in, she would be behind the door.
She now prayed he would come in alone.
Upon the sound of his knock, she told him to enter, and quickly saw that another sailor was with him. She moved away from the wall, holding the candlestick behind her back, smiling, while they filled the tub with steamy water. As they began to leave, Virginia called out, “Gus? Please wait. I have never been to Ireland before and I must ask you some questions. It’s terribly important.”
As usual, he avoided looking at her, while telling the seaman to go. The other sailor left. Virginia, her heart pounding, walked to his side. “I heard most of the country is Catholic. How will I find a Baptist minister?”
Gus seemed confused by her question. He hesitated. Virginia walked behind him. He said, “I’m sure the captain—”
Wincing, her desire to escape overcoming her reluctance to hurt him, she hit him with the candlestick on the back of the head. Instantly, he crumbled to the floor.
She froze, terrified she had hit him too hard, terrified he was dead. She dropped to her knees and saw that he was breathing, but blood was staining the back of his blond head. “I am so sorry,” she whispered, reaching for his belt buckle. She undid it and tugged his rather dirty pants down. The sight of his skinny legs and calves did not affect her at all. In fact, he wore no drawers, but she didn’t even bother to glance that way. She did decide to take his dagger—it might prove useful, indeed. She proceeded, with more difficulty, to get his shirt off. Then she dove under the bed where she had stashed a good length of rope. She tied his ankles, then used the same length to tie his wrists. She gagged him with a stocking.
“Please don’t hate me,” she said, rolling him under the bed. As she glimpsed his pale face, she wondered if escape was worth it. This man had been nothing but respectful toward her.
Of course, he dared not be otherwise, given his captain’s penchant for dismissing unruly crew.
Virginia stripped off her corset, gown and pelisse, leaving on only her chemise and pantalettes. Her shoes followed, all shoved under the bed. She hopped into his pants, knotting the belt instead of buckling it. His shirt followed, and finally, she tucked up her braid under his wool cap. Then she looked down at herself, scowling because her bare feet looked feminine. Then she saw a lacy edge of her pantalettes peeping out from under the loose pants.
“Damn it,” she cursed, rolling the underwear up. She raced to the porthole and gasped. A good-sized town was in view, a collection of huts on the outskirts, followed by stone houses, a few manors and churches, and finally, the town itself. A dozen ships of varying sizes seemed to be at dock. None were even half the size of the frigate; all seemed to be merchant ships or fishing vessels.
Then she saw a crowd beginning to form.
Children were running from the town along the river, screaming wildly, heading toward the approaching ship. Their shouts became more distinct, forming into whoops and hollers. As the ship drew abreast of the motley, tattered group, she saw boys begin to wave, grinning wildly. The ship was now sailing past the children and Virginia gazed back to see them following.
Then she looked ahead.
A number of people were rushing down to the docks. She grew disturbed. Some appeared to be farmers in their shabby tunics, others merchants, finely dressed in wool coats and britches. Women were in the gathering, too. The younger ones were waving and smiling. No—everyone was smiling.
She was uneasy now.
Virginia heard O’Neill shouting orders as the ship slowed. She saw a titian-haired woman in the simple garb of a peasant step out from the crowd. She was carrying a basket of flowers.
Someone cheered. The cheer sounded suspiciously like, “O’Neill!”
She hugged herself. The cheering began in earnest, then the titian-haired beauty began tossing flowers at the ship. The flowers were caught up in the wind and landed in the harbor’s waters. There was no doubt as to what the crowd was cheering. “The O’Neill! The O’Neill!” they hollered and cried. In fact, Virginia felt certain that there were tears—tears—on quite a few cheeks.
She did not understand.
Men clad as seamen—not O’Neill’s crew—dashed forward to catch the Defiance’s ropes. The ship moved laterally now, and Virginia heard a huge anchor being thrown into the river. Why were these people overjoyed by O’Neill’s appearance?
She told herself it did not matter. She must be ready to escape and the time was now.
But as she cracked open the cabin door, she knew it did matter—it mattered very much. She simply did not know why.
O’Neill was standing on the quarterdeck, viewing the town and the congregation that had come to greet him as imperiously as if he were a king. He wasn’t smiling. But he was, Virginia thought, completely preoccupied. His expression was strange, both intense and strained. She could not help but wonder at his feelings.
Then the titian-haired beauty was crossing the deck and climbing up to where he stood. Virginia watched her reach out, a bouquet of roses in her hand. O’Neill suddenly seemed to realize she was present—he started and turned. The beauty tossed the bouquet aside and leapt forward, her hands finding his shoulders, her mouth finding his.
Virginia blinked in shock.
O’Neill quickly embraced her, clearly accepting and then deepening and finally dominating the kiss.
The assembled townspeople went wild, screaming his name, over and over again.
Virginia could not look away, as if she were hypnotized.
Then her common sense rescued her. She knew the perfect opportunity when it presented itself and she hurried from the cabin, across the deck and joined several seamen rushing down the gangplank as the townspeople rushed up it to board the ship.
On the dock, she look back. O’Neill was setting aside the woman, but someone, an official of the town, perhaps, was offering his hand. O’Neill accepted it, his attention never wavering.
Virginia moved up the dock, hit the cobbled street, passing several drays and wagons, and turned into a tiny cramped street filled with shops below and homes above. Then she ran.

Devlin walked slowly to the captain’s cabin, the decks finally cleared of townsmen, all of his sailors gone on liberty. He was subdued. It seemed a different lifetime completely when he had walked those streets as a boy with his father, their wagon filled with supplies, everyone bowing in deference as Gerald O’Neill passed, his own small shoulders proud and square. It seemed at least a lifetime ago that he had run those streets, half-wild, after Gerald’s murder, with the shopkeepers and merchants glancing after him, whispering about “that poor O’Neill boy” and “that affair up on the hill,” a reference to his mother’s marriage to Adare.
He’d been home once since he’d joined the navy at thirteen, six years ago, a strapping, cold-eyed youth of eighteen who had just received his first command after Trafalgar. There had been no roses strewn at his feet when he’d sailed his schooner in that day, no cheering throng at the docks. But everyone had snuck out of shop and home to steal a glance at him as he passed their way on his ride to Askeaton. There’d been whispers, but he had refused to listen. He hadn’t known what they said.
Devlin realized he was not alone. Jack Harvey stood near the cabin, smoking a pipe. “And the prodigal son returns,” he said.
Devlin halted, no longer angry at Harvey—in fact, he had accepted his treachery the way he would have accepted his death, the time for mourning over. He had no remaining feelings at all except for indifference. “I am hardly anyone’s prodigal son.”
“You are this town’s prodigal son.”
“They are filled with delusion and desperate for a hero—any hero—as long as he is Irish and Catholic, no matter if he is a figment of someone’s too-vivid imagination.”
“It’s funny how everyone in the fleet considers you obnoxious, rude and overbearing, not to mention excessively arrogant. I, however, know the truth. You are one of the most modest men I’ve ever had the good fortune to meet.”
“Is there a point to your being here, Jack? I haven’t been home in six years and I intend to make Askeaton before dark.”
“Then I suppose you shall have to hurry,” Harvey said.
Devlin knew Harvey wished to linger but he did not; he walked into the cabin. There he started, realizing instantly that Virginia was not present. He was disbelieving—and then, when he realized that she had somehow escaped, he couldn’t help feeling a twinge of admiration for her. She was more resolved than even he.
“Clever little witch,” he growled.
An odd strangled noise came from below his bed.
Devlin strode over and hauled the naked, hog-tied and gagged Gus Pierson out. He slit the ties and pulled out the gag. Gus was frighteningly white. “Sir, it was my fault. I take full blame for the prisoner’s escape, sir!” he cried, standing.
Devlin felt like striking him, but he did not. From the doorway, he heard Harvey murmur, “Well, well, she did it, anyway. Will you dismiss Gus, too, or simply keelhaul him?”
Keelhauling usually meant death and no one used such a method of punishment anymore. “Tell me exactly what happened,” Devlin said, ignoring the taunt and tossing Gus a pair of his britches and a shirt.
Gus donned the garments, turning red as he spoke. When he had finished, Devlin said, “You will help me find Miss Hughes, Gus, and when she is back in my charge, you will relieve the watch of this ship. Your privilege of liberty is suspended for the duration of our stay, until I deem otherwise.”
“Yes, sir,” Gus mumbled, but he looked relieved, as if he had expected far worse.
But Gus was a fine sailor and a very brave lad, and Devlin was well aware that his orders not to even look at the prisoner had aided her in her successful escape. His punishment of Gus was perfunctory at best—he needed the rest of the crew to witness it in order to maintain his discipline of the ship. But he did not blame Gus for her escape. There had been no treachery. Virginia Hughes was simply far more clever than the young Dane.
“And how will you find her?” Harvey asked. “By now, she is surely halfway to the next village—wherever that may be.”
Devlin smiled coldly. “Actually, you are wrong. There is only one sane way for Miss Hughes to get to London, and that is by another ship.”
Harvey raised his brows.
“Am I not the prodigal son? Did not the mayor greet me with a medal of honor? Did not Squire O’Brien invite me to supper? Did not the captain of the Mystere invite me to dine with him tonight?”
“I begin to see,” Harvey murmured.
“Two can play this game,” Devlin said, turning to Gus. “Put out word on the docks. My reluctant fiancée is trying to find a passage to London, and her return to me, her heartbroken groom, will be amply rewarded. I will speak with the mayor and town council myself.”
Gus rushed off to obey.
Devlin left the cabin. Harvey followed more slowly, and he muttered, “Poor lass. She doesn’t stand a chance.”
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Something was terribly amiss.
Virginia crouched on her knees in the hayloft of a dark, sweet-smelling barn, peering through the window onto the narrow, twisting street. Night had fallen and the street was now entirely deserted. Virginia had been hiding in the barn, which was somewhere in the center of town behind a carpenter’s shop, for several hours. In all that time, she had seen only the occasional pedestrian, a few pairs of sailors and a cart or two. Why hadn’t there been a huge search party?
Surely her clever captor had discovered her disappearance shortly after she had escaped. Surely he had organized his men into various groups in order to thoroughly search the town. But she hadn’t heard a search party, and from her hiding place she could hear the laughter and music coming from the wharf-front inns and bars. From time to time she could even hear drunken conversation on the streets just beyond the one where the barn was situated.
What could it mean?
Virginia stood, her knees aching, and stretched. As worried and suspicious as she was, she knew she must move on. She had to find a ship leaving for London, or if that failed, for any port in Great Britain. That seemed to be the only intelligent way to get to London—traversing Ireland, on foot and penniless, would be absurd.
Virginia climbed down the ladder and left the barn. She hurried toward the wharf, certain that, at any moment, her captor would appear from around a street corner, legs braced apart, a wicked and cool smile on his disturbing features, determined to capture her all over again. But neither O’Neill nor a search party materialized around any bend.
This was very odd, indeed.
Virginia’s unease and alarm grew as she faced the docks. Limerick had a few oil lamps on the main public streets, but the wharf was left mostly in shadow, except for the occasional glow of torchlight. It did not matter. Instantly she saw the dark outline of the Defiance rocking gently at its moorings, shadowy and huge, proud and beautiful even in the cloak of night. The reefed sails stood out starkly against the inky black sky. No lights burned from the captain’s cabin, although one torch signaled the presence of the watch. She half expected Devlin to suddenly appear on the quarterdeck, a ghostly figure in his white shirt and pale britches, but he did not.
Her heart beat far too hard. Why wasn’t he searching for her? Had her plea been effective, then?
Virginia suddenly flinched as voices sounded behind her. She ducked her head, pressing against a shop door as she tried to look at the pair of men.
They were obviously sailors. As obviously, they were drunk and boisterously discussing the merits of a wench at the Boar’s Head Inn. She did not recognize either of them. But then, she could not possibly recognize all of O’Neill’s crew.
Virginia ran up to them, lowering her voice as she spoke. “Hey, mates. I’m lookin’ fer a ship to get home to London.” She hoped to mime a cockney accent. “D’ye know who’s bound that away?”
The men paused, one of them drinking from a mug. The stout one spoke. “Mystere sets sail on the first tide, boy. I heard the cap’s short his crew, too, an’he’s takin’ anyone who can walk.”
Virginia could not believe her good luck. She beamed. “Why, thank you!”
The man suddenly shoved his face closer, peering at her. “Hey, you look familiar, boy. You been on the Defiance, sailin’ with us?”
Virginia turned and ran without answering, aware of how fortunate she was that the two sailors were so drunk. The Mystere was a sloop, half the size of the Defiance and berthed close by. Virginia hurried up the gangplank. Instantly the watch called out to her.
“Name’s Robbie,” she growled. “I’m looking to set sail tomorrow with ye boys if the cap’n will allow it.”
A lanky sailor came forward, shoving a torch toward her. “Cap is dinin’,” he said. “But we’re real short of men. C’mon, Rob. I’m sure he’ll speak with you.”
Virginia followed the other youth, her heart continuing to race, relieved he carried the torch while walking ahead of her.
“How old ye be?” the watchman asked.
She hesitated. “Fifteen.”
“Ye look twelve, maybe,” the lad laughed. “Don’t worry, Captain Rodrigo won’t care if yer eight. We got a few boys just out of nappies on board.”
Virginia grunted as they paused before the small cabin that was just beneath the quarterdeck. The watch knocked, was told to enter, and Virginia followed him in.
“Got a boy here, Cap, lookin’ to sail with us.”
A barrel-chested man with a gray beard and dark piercing eyes sat at a small table, apparently finishing a supper of bread, cheese, mutton and ale. He eyed Virginia, who stood as close to the door as possible. “Step forward, boy,” he said roughly. “Ye ever sailed a ship before?”
Virginia came forward, avoiding looking him in the eye. She needed to get to London, and decided there was no choice but to lie. “Aye, sir. Been at sea since I was, er, eight.”
“Really?” The ship’s captain wiped his hands on his thighs, then belched. “Which ships?”
Virginia felt herself pale. Then a brilliant idea came to her and she said, “The Americana, Cap.”
“Never heard of it.”
“We were seized by the Defiance, sir. Just a few days ago. The Americana is probably at the bottom of the sea right now—she’d never have had the sail to outrun the gale that hit us. I was lucky enough to be taken aboard the Defiance,” she said, and she smiled at him.
“An’ why jump ship?” Rodrigo stared far too closely at her. “Most of my men would give an arm to sail with O’Neill.”
Virginia hesitated. “Not me, sir. He likes boys, if you know what I mean, Cap.”
The captain’s broad face never changed expression. “O’Neill’s reputation for fine women is well-known. Seize her, Carlos.”
Seize her, Carlos.
Seize her.
Virginia whirled as the lanky youth, Carlos, reached for her. She ducked under his arm easily enough and bolted out the door.
“Get the girl,” Rodrigo shouted. “She’s O’Neill’s fiancée, goddamn it, and there’s a pretty reward for her return!”
It all clicked then, as she raced across the deck. O’Neill had not bothered to search for her, knowing she would try to find a ship to London. She hated him then as she ran toward the gangplank.
How could she fail now? When freedom was so close?
A group of men were stepping onto the gangplank from the docks below. Behind her, Carlos cried, “Seize that woman! That’s not a boy, it’s a woman! O’Neill’s woman!”
Virginia faltered as the men below hesitated, and then the four of them bolted up the plank toward her.
She looked back.
Carlos stood a few feet behind her, grinning at her, his arms dangling at his side, fingers twitching as if eager to grab her.
Virginia looked to her right as the four sailors ran toward her.
The water was black and iridescent in the starlight.
It looked so calm. She was a strong swimmer, too.
Virginia darted toward the rail. And then she leapt up onto it.
Carlos shouted, “Grab her before she jumps!”
Virginia paused on the top rail, took her dagger from her belt, and held both arms high up overhead. Then she dove.

Devlin strode toward the docks, leaving the waterfront bars and inns behind. His mood was dire, indeed. Somehow his dead father had haunted him all day, as if he did not have enough on his mind with Virginia’s witty escape. Everywhere he had turned since setting foot on Irish soil, he had almost expected to see Gerald O’Neill standing there, having something to say. But that was only his imagination, of course. Gerald was dead and unlike most people, Devlin did not believe in ghosts.
Besides, what could his father wish to say to him, anyway? Eastleigh was nearly ruined. Long ago, Devlin had decided a miserable impoverished existence would be far better punishment than death, and wasn’t that revenge good enough?
Sightless eyes stared up at him from the bloody stump of his father’s severed head.
The memory made him angry. He hadn’t been tormented with it since he had set sail from London—no, since he had seized the Americana, and the absence had been a huge and welcome relief. But hadn’t he known that returning home would undo him? The boy had returned, frightened and uneasy, weak and without confidence.
Devlin hated the boy—he always had—and he softly cursed.
He needed no haunting, no memories of his past, not when his prisoner was missing. And he could not rest easy until he had his captive back. He reminded himself that if she managed to escape, it really did not matter; she was only salt that he would mercilessly rub in Eastleigh’s gaping wounds. But that rationalization did not quell his annoyance. Virginia Hughes was far more than a brat, daring to defy him. This was a challenge, one he could not let pass.
Huge violet eyes gazed pleadingly at him. I cannot survive without Sweet Briar. Please let me go! Please. I beg you….
He refused to feel sorry for her, not even in the most dispassionate and clinical way. He did not wish Virginia ill, certainly, but her last name was Hughes, and she would serve him and his purpose well. But oddly, he could not help but recognize that she was a terribly innocent victim of his plans.
Devlin’s steps slowed as he realized he did pity her after all. He had no feelings for Elizabeth, but he pitied his captive, perhaps because of her youth and innocence, or maybe because she did not know that Eastleigh hadn’t the funds to save her beloved plantation.
Her violet eyes seared him again, this time soft with love. I was born at Sweet Briar. It is near Norfolk, Virginia, and it is heaven on earth….
The anger erupted, stunning him with its force. Pity was a weakness. And if she continued to defy his authority, he could easily enough turn her eyes soft and smoky with the plunging hardness of his own body. In fact, he was beyond tempted now. Should he discipline her in his bed, there’d be no more defiance, no more escape attempts. Then, escape would not be on her mind.
Cries echoed on the docks ahead.
Devlin started, all thoughts of sex vanishing, and saw a commotion aboard the Mystere. A group of men were boarding her. Someone on the deck held a torch, shouting, and Devlin thought he heard his name. Then his gaze slammed to the railing in utter disbelief and instant recognition. Virginia stood atop the rail, arms outstretched, poised to dive into the icy river.
What in hell was she doing?
Devlin’s heart slammed to a hard stop.
And as she sailed off of the rail, he ran for the dock. He saw her break the water, and just before he dove in after her, his heart racing with alarm, he wondered if she could even swim.
As he knifed into the frigid water, he felt a surge of fear. Surely she knew how to swim! After all, the woman could shoot, curse like a sailor, strip a man naked and steal his clothes. She was probably an excellent swimmer—but he was not relieved.
The water was pitch-black. As he dove, he flailed for her, but felt nothing. He continued to dive until weeds grasped greedily at his hands, arms and legs. If Virginia became enmeshed in the vegetation at the river’s bottom, she might never be able to get free. He continued to search for her by feel, but there was only the occasional piece of wood and rock.
His lungs finally bursting, a seizure of panic beginning, he had no choice but to swim back up to the surface. As his head popped free, he breathed in harshly, the air cold and sweet.
And their gazes locked.
She was treading water and gulping air just a few meters from him. More torches had been carried to the rail of the Mystere, lighting up the water around them. She seemed as surprised to see him as he was to see her.
“Are you all right?” he demanded, moving closer to her and reaching for her.
Her answer was a vicious one. As he gripped her wrist, the sharp blade of a knife cut through his own arm.
He was stunned that she had a weapon, much less that she was attacking him with it. For one instant, he could only recoil as their gazes clashed again, her eyes filled with fierce determination. Then he sensed another strike.
Still treading water, she slashed at him again, this time at his face. He caught her wrist, thwarting the ugly blow. “Drop it,” he warned, very angry now.
Her eyes widened with alarm. “No.”
He was disbelieving again, but would not dwell on her folly. Ruthless fury filled him and he increased his grip without mercy. She whimpered and released the knife. He pulled her against his side.
“I almost won,” she whispered, and he realized tears were shimmering in her eyes.
The stab of pity came again. He shoved it far away. “You never came close to a victory, Miss Hughes. And you never will. Not if you think to battle me.”
A fat tear rolled down her wet cheek. “One day I am going to dance with glee upon your grave, you bastard.”
“I have no doubt,” he said, suddenly aware of her slim legs entwining with one of his. And the anger vanished. In its stead was lust.
“O’Neill! Take the rope!”
Devlin realized that the men on the Mystere were throwing a lifeline to him. He turned, a soft, surprising breast pressing into his rib cage, stunned by the surge of sudden desire. Keeping one arm around her, he caught the end of the rope. As they were reeled in, he thought Virginia began to cry, but he wasn’t sure. Her odd, raspy breaths might have been from the cold.

She wasn’t crying when they reached his cabin. She was shivering violently as she preceded him in. Devlin faced Gus. “Heat up some water for her, before she dies of an ague.”
“Aye, sir,” Gus said, casting a worried look at Virginia. She was ashamed enough of what she had done to avoid all eye contact with him. Instead, she kept her back to both men, hugging herself and trembling wildly, her teeth chattering loudly.
Devlin closed the door behind Gus, lighting several candles. “You had better get out of those clothes,” he said, moving past her to the closet. He took out a nightshirt he’d never worn, as he slept in the buff.
“Go to hell,” she chattered.
He looked at her and froze. Gus’s soaking clothes clung to her like a second skin, and he could see every possible line of her body—from the tips of her hard nipples to the hand-span that was her waist and, goddamn it, the cleaved arc that delineated her sex.
For one moment he did stare, imaging a wealth of dark curls and a handful of moist flesh.
The cabin became torridly hot, humid, airless.
Red tinged his vision; his manhood hardened impossibly, the pain acute.
“O’Neill?” she whispered roughly.
He jerked, still in the throes of the most incredible lust he had ever experienced, and then he found a semblance of sanity and he tossed the nightshirt at her. He walked away, keeping a deliberate distance from her, his heart pounding as if he had just run from Limerick to Askeaton and back again.
Why protect her virginity?
She was the enemy, never mind that she was eighteen. He could take her now, so quickly satisfying himself. Did it really matter? Would anyone really care? She was an orphan, an American, and Eastleigh had no wish to be burdened with her. No one would care if he returned her without her maidenhead.
He would care.
He would care because he was the son of Gerald and Mary O’Neill, and he had been raised to respect women, to know the difference between right and wrong—and to hate the English. God, his captive wasn’t even English, he thought grimly.
He poured himself a Scotch whiskey and realized his hands were shaking. Not only that, the blood continued to press and pummel in his loins, the pressure there escalating, not decreasing. He downed one glass, then another. No warmth, no softening, was to be found.
He realized that the cabin was terribly silent. Devlin turned.
She stood where he’d left her, but she was staring at him, her gaze wide and fixed, no longer shivering at all. She hadn’t put on the nightshirt—of course she wouldn’t obey him—and the moment he faced her, he realized she was as aware of the charged atmosphere in the cabin as he was. She understood his desire, no matter her naiveté and innocence.
She slowly glanced at the long, hard ridge quivering visibly against the tight fabric of his britches. Then she looked up at his face again. She didn’t speak, but her cheeks were brilliantly pink.
“I’m a man,” he murmured. “And you are a woman. It’s quite simple, really.” How smoothly he lied.
She wet her lips. It was a long moment before she spoke. “Are you…” She faltered. “What are you going to do?”
“What do you want me to do?” he heard himself reply.
Her eyes widened with surprise. She whispered, “I don’t know.”
He heard himself laugh with disbelief. Virginia’s nipples remained tight and taut. He only had to glance down to know that she was swelling for him—and he hadn’t even touched her. “I think you lie, Miss Hughes. I think you burn for my touch today the way you burned for it yesterday.”
She stiffened. “I do not.”
“It doesn’t matter what you want.” He poured another Scotch, and now, beginning to enjoy himself despite the erotic pressure, he walked to her and handed her the glass. “You lost all your rights when you dared to defy me this one last time.”
“I never had any rights.”
“You had many rights, but you have been relinquishing them one by one. Drink. It will help warm you while we wait for your bathwater.”
“I’m not cold anymore.”
He almost inhaled harshly, because her words, spoken so innocently, further inflamed him. He tilted up her chin with his fingertips. “Drink,” he said softly, and then he decided to touch her.
He slowly explored her lower lip with the pad of his thumb.
She inhaled, and then began to breathe too quickly.
Impossibly, the heat and humidity thickened in the room.
Her lower lip was full, firm, damp. Her mouth had parted for him.
Red hazed his vision again. One kiss, he thought, one long, slow, deliberate kiss. How terrible would that be?
Instead, he closed his hand over hers, lifting it and the glass she held, until the rim reached her mouth. “Trust me on this one small point,” he murmured, aware that his voice had become as thick as the tension in the cabin.
She sipped, not once but several times.
“You are no stranger to Scotch,” he said, surprised.
She held the glass tightly against her chest between her small breasts, clearly unaware of what she was doing and how interesting it appeared. “My father was very fond of Scotch whiskey and he frequently let me take a sip or two, as long as Mother wasn’t watching.”
Something twisted inside of him like a knife. Gerald had shown him how to load a musket at the tender age of six, grinning and whispering, “Mama will murder me if she knows, so don’t breathe a word of this, you hear?”
“You loved your parents very much,” he heard himself remark, shoving the pain of the beast away.
“Yes,” she whispered, and she looked down at her drink. Her eyes widened and her cheeks flushed as she realized her appearance. “Oh.” She looked up wildly, wide-eyed.
“I am enjoying myself immensely,” he remarked.
She gulped the Scotch, then shoved the half-empty glass at him, turning away.
“You know,” he remarked as casually, “you do not strike me as being the modest type, Virginia.”
She didn’t answer. But she slowly bent to retrieve his nightshirt.
He could feel her mind racing. What was she up to now? he wondered, and as he sipped her Scotch, he finally felt himself begin to relax. He looked forward to whatever it was that she intended and decided not to even try to guess.
She suddenly looked at him, the gaze sidelong and lingering.
His heart slammed, because it was the gaze of a courtesan, not an eighteen-year-old orphan.
Then she pulled Gus’s shirt off.
She wore her chemise beneath it, but she might as well have worn nothing, and she was half-turned toward him, so he had everything to view that he wished to. Then his heart stopped as she removed the sodden chemise as well.
He was still.
Facing him was a perfect profile with a tiny nose and full lips, small, upthrust breasts, a slim rib cage and soft, flat tummy.
Fully aware that he was staring, she slowly lifted the nightshirt over her head. For one moment her slender bare arms were upstretched, her small breasts thrust tautly forward, her back arched, her naval visible as Gus’s pants rode lower. His resolve vanished. His clean, soft cotton gown slithered over her head and down her bosom. Then she reached under it and slid off Gus’s pants and her pantalettes, all in one motion.
Blood pounded in his groin, in his brain.
She faced him, smiling softly. “Thank you for the clean gown, Captain.” And she was walking toward him.
He was in a stupor, one of sheer lust. But even so, he wondered if he were in the midst of a dream, as this had become far too surreal. She was a seductress now, smiling softly, pausing to stand before him, naked beneath his shirt, and in spite of the terrible urgency consuming him, he knew she was up to no good.
“Did you like kissing her?” she asked. “The woman on the docks?”
“What?” he asked, giving in. He closed his hands on her waist, pulling her up against his arousal, precisely where she belonged.
She gasped, eyes flying wide.
He smiled then, savagely, and slid his hands down to her buttocks. He gripped her there, hard and possessive, pulling her snugly over him, so she rode him.
She held on to his shoulders, eyes closing, moaning deeply.
He looked at her. She had the face of an angel and he could no more deny it than he could that he was close to a terrible climax. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever beheld, and he had thought so from the moment he had seen her standing on the deck of the Americana, pointing a silly and useless pistol at him. Her hair had been loose, flying in the wind, and she had been both avenger and angel. Now she was nothing but soft, succulent woman, warm and wet and ripe, waiting for him to master her.
He dug his hand into her nape, wishing her hair was free, and he did what he wanted to do more than anything, other than to thrust inside her. He took her mouth with his.
She moaned again as he covered her, as he opened her, not waiting, all patience disintegrating, as he thrust huge and deep. She moaned as he rocked her back, until she was on the bed and he was on top of her, still deeply inside her mouth, trying to touch and taste every possible place. Her hands fisted in his wet hair, her thighs wrapped around his legs. He began to rub the long edge of his arousal over her sex.
She tried to tear her lips away from his mouth desperately.
Amazed, he realized she was on the verge of her climax. He released her lips and looked down at her. She gazed up at him with wild, unfocused eyes. “Oh, please,” she gasped, squirming against his shaft.
“With pleasure,” he said, and he held himself up and moved more precisely against her, once, twice, stroking her swollen flesh three times, while she clawed and scratched his back and shoulders. He stared, incapable of doing anything other than watch her every expression now, and when he saw her eyes fly open, when he saw the heat erupt in the violet depths, when she arched up, crying helplessly, the pressure became impossible to resist. The dam broke. She clung to him, sobbing unabashedly, as he spasmed as uncontrollably, as suddenly.
Her cries eased.
He lay on top of her, breathing hard, absolutely shocked. He had just committed a terrible faux pas, like the greenest of schoolboys, and his little captive had climaxed—loudly, vocally—with hardly any effort on his part.
Still stunned, but now acutely aware of the soft, limp woman beneath him, he rolled off of her, abruptly sitting up. He did not dare look at her now.
And he did not dare think.
Action. He needed action. He leapt to his feet, grabbed clean, dry clothes from the closet, and quickly stripped. His mind wanted to function, urging him desperately to do so, but with iron resolve, he refused.
Ruthlessly he blocked out every single possible thought.
Instead, he carefully focused on the task at hand. He fastened his trousers, but damn it, he could feel her gaze on him. He became even more grim, almost furious, knowing he must not look at her. But one thought finally crept in. If only he had resisted, if only he hadn’t kissed her—and helped her achieve what was probably her very first climax.
He whirled, shirtless, and their gazes collided. “Was that your first time?”
She was sitting up against the pillows, tendrils of dark hair curling about her fragile face, her eyes huge and riveted upon him. In his large nightshirt, she looked impossibly innocent. She looked like a goddamned virgin. “Wh-what?” Her cheeks were turning pink.
“Was that your first time coming?”
“C-coming?” She seemed dazed.
“Climaxing,” he demanded, furious now, at her, at himself, at Eastleigh, at the world. He strode over. “Climaxing—le petit mort, the French call it. It means having an orgasm, if one wishes to be clinical.”
“You mean…what happened at the end?” Her gaze never left his.
He nodded. The urge was sudden and huge, to strike her not just physically, but to strike her out of his life. “When you began screaming like a whore,” he said coldly, hating himself for being so cruel and helplessly wishing to be even crueler.
She swallowed. “Yes.”
Relief overwhelmed him—and only increased the fury. “Remind me to never offer you a Scotch again,” he said.
She winced. “It had nothing to do with the Scotch,” she said unsteadily, but her head was high. “It had everything to do with you.”
He walked away. He did not intend to hear another word, oh no.
“I have never been kissed before, Devlin,” she said.
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Virginia decided that she hated her dark blue silk dress and the black pelisse that went with it almost as much as she hated him. She stared at her pale reflection in his mirror, her eyes impossibly huge, the pupils dilated, her mouth appearing oddly swollen, or at least, it seemed far larger, lusher and riper than before. It was the morning after. She trembled and wished him dead.
But what, exactly, would that solve? She would be free, oh yes, to go her unhappy way, but she would not be free of the memory of him.
She flushed.
Something was terribly wrong with her. That fact, at least, was clear. Because while no woman could be immune to a man like Devlin O’Neill, the combination of power, danger and impossibly virile good looks inescapable, only a fool would be held against her will and then think to entice him to kiss her. Therefore, she was a very foolish woman, because last night, alone with him in his cabin, her escape thoroughly thwarted, she had begun to think about his touch and his kisses, when she should have been scheming up another escape instead.
“Are you ready?” he demanded from outside the cabin door. Last night he had disappeared, sleeping God only knew where. And he had locked the cabin door behind him when he had left—Virginia had tested it to be certain.
The worst part was, Virginia decided, still staring at her reflection and wondering who the wanton woman staring back at her really was, she more than ached for his touch. She wanted to know if she had somehow imagined what had happened. Surely she had. Surely the excitement and thrill of being in his arms, his mouth and body on hers, had not been as huge and vast as she recalled. Surely, if he held and kissed her again, she would not be affected. This had to be a terrible mistake!
He walked in, clad in a pale gray coat that matched his eyes, riding britches and worn Hessian boots. His expression was filled with impatience. Instantly their gazes met in the looking glass.
Virginia simply could not breathe.
His gaze raked her. “We’ll have your clothes pressed at Askeaton. Come. The coach is waiting.”
Virginia bit her lip and turned, moving past him with the utmost caution, as if afraid he might reach out for her—or she would reach out for him. His gaze narrowed as he watched her, and finally exasperation sounded in his tone. “Forget about last night,” he snapped. “It was a mistake and it won’t happen again.”
She whirled. “Why not?”
“So now you are eager to warm my bed? One brief encounter—although a mutually satisfying one, I assure you—and you have changed your tune?”
“I wouldn’t mind if you shared my bed.” And that was the terrible truth.
His gaze widened.
Virginia wished she were a different woman, one not so amoral and not so outspoken. But the fool remained, oh yes.
“Have you no wish to be innocent and chaste on your wedding night?” he finally asked seriously.
“I hadn’t ever thought about it,” she said truthfully.
He started. “It’s what all women think about—dream of—live for.”
She became annoyed instantly. “Not this one! I have no intention of ever marrying, not unless I find the love my parents had.”
He stared at her as if she had grown two heads. Then he dared to laugh. The sound was rough and condescending. “No one marries for love,” he said flatly. “If the emotion even exists.”
She felt like kicking his shin. “My parents loved each other and married for love. I am sorry your parents did not love each other,” she said angrily. “Clearly that has scarred you deeply. Perhaps that explains your cruelty and your lack of compassion.”
In an instant, he was in front of her, towering over her. “Never bring up the subject of my parents again, as they are none of your affair. Do you comprehend me, Miss Hughes?”
She recoiled. How had this maddened him so? “You could not be more forthcoming.”
“And dare I remind you that not once since I have taken you aboard my ship, has anyone, myself included, been in the least bit cruel toward you? Unless you consider the sweet death you experienced last night cruelty—”
“Leaving me to wonder how a woman feels when the act is truly accomplished, and if the sweet death you referred to changes in any manner, that is certainly cruel,” Virginia heard herself say.
He looked stunned.
Virginia knew she flushed. “I can’t help wondering what it must be like—”
He seized her arm and propelled her out of the cabin. “I am sorry that I cannot control your thoughts,” he said tersely.
“You cannot be angry now that I am curious, when it is all your fault!” she cried, looking at his hard, perfect profile.
“My fault?” He propelled her down the gangplank. “I do believe you were the seductress, Miss Hughes.”
“I am eighteen. I had never kissed anyone before last night. How could I possibly seduce you?” Ahead of them, she saw a carriage and a liveried driver. A big gray stallion was tied to the back. The mount was saddled. She realized the coach was for her and the horse for him.
How glorious it would be to be astride again, she thought. But she instantly knew she should not let him know the superb rider that she was, just in case another instance presented itself for escape.
Devlin handed her into the coach. She dared to look into his cold gray eyes. He remained angry with her. It was simply ludicrous. “Wait,” she cried softly, before he could leave.
Impatiently he did so, his jaw hard with tension.
“What is so terrible about what happened last night? Didn’t you enjoy yourself? You seemed to. But again, I have had no experience so I would hardly—”
He slammed the door closed in her face. “Good day, Miss Hughes.”

Virginia gazed out of the carriage window, eager in spite of herself. Although the day was gray and threatened rain, the countryside was a rich, fertile sweep of verdant green hills, mostly pasture and crop and the occasional stand of woods. The narrow road they were on wound atop a ridge. They were passing a number of small farms, where every cottage looked the same—a garden out back, a field of corn and wandering, grazing cows and sheep. Ahead she glimpsed a stone church and beyond that, some other imposing buildings she could not quite make out.
Suddenly Devlin rode up to her window, which was open in spite of the chill day. “This is Askeaton,” he said, his gaze fierce with pride. “As far as the eye can see, the land belongs to me.”
“It’s beautiful.” She smiled at him. “It reminds me of Sweet Briar, Devlin.”
He stared at her, then abruptly galloped ahead of the coach.
He angered even more easily than he had when they had first met, she thought, poking her head out of the window and gazing after him. He was letting the gray run, and man and beast were far ahead. But now Virginia could see that the buildings ahead belonged to a manor. She saw several barns, more cottages and a gracious manor house surrounded by flowering gardens, as well as what looked like an old tower or castle in the distance. Excitement caused her heart to pound. She was very curious to see his home and to meet his family—if he had any family, that is.
The carriage paused in front of the manor house. Virginia didn’t wait for the driver, leaping out instead. Devlin stood with his fists on his hips, staring at the house, the lawns surrounding it, the buildings they had just passed, and then back at the house again. Virginia could not imagine what he was thinking, although perhaps he was taking an inventory of his holdings. The manor, which was three stories, looked very new, except for the two chimneys and an outer wall. Vines crept up the walls and a gazebo was to one side. She smiled. He had such an enchanting home for such an ill-tempered man.
The front door opened and a man stepped out, tall, lean and dark. “Dev!”
Her captor whirled. Virginia caught his expression and she inhaled, hard, for it was one of bright, pure joy. She stood very still as the younger man rushed down the stone walk. “Sean!” Devlin said hoarsely.
He strode forward. The two men embraced, tightly clinging. Virginia inched forward. This had to be a brother, as they were close in age and Sean was very handsome, too, with the same unmistakable silvery-gray eyes, although his hair was nearly black.
The two men pulled apart. “It’s about goddamned time,” Sean exclaimed, but he was smiling.
“Yes, it is,” Devlin said, his tone rough. “The house looks good, Sean. Clearly it has been well-built, and I like the new door.”
“Wait till you see the hall. I think you’ll be pleased.” Suddenly he stopped, eyes widening as his gaze landed on Virginia. “We have a guest?”
Devlin turned and Virginia received the warmth of his genuine smile. It made her heart speed and spin and then a terrible yearning began. “Yes, we have a guest,” he said, extending his hand.
Virginia didn’t move. That smile wasn’t meant for her, it was meant for his brother. But it was a smile that could melt most of the North Pole. Why didn’t he use it more often?
“Virginia, come. I’d like you to meet my brother, Sean,” he said, the glorious smile fading. But his tone held a lightness she hadn’t heard before.
Virginia summoned up her own smile and came forward. “Hello,” she said.
“I wish I’d known we were having company,” Sean said with worry. His gaze was wide and went back and forth between Virginia and Devlin. “But Fiona can have the yellow room ready soon enough, I think.”
“This is Miss Hughes, Sean. Miss Virginia Hughes of Sweet Briar, Virginia.”
Virginia started, stunned he would introduce her so, and then she noticed that Sean seemed even more shocked.
“Miss Hughes?” he echoed.
Why was Sean so surprised by her name? Virginia wondered in sudden confusion.
“Let’s have a drink. We have a lot to catch up on,” Devlin said, clapping his back.
But now Sean stared at Virginia—and he didn’t look pleased, either.
A feminine squeal sounded.
Virginia started and saw a dark-haired woman rushing from the house. For one instant, Virginia saw only thick, straight black hair, a voluptuous figure and a huge smile, while more happy cries sounded. She stiffened as the woman halted right in front of Devlin, her heaving bosom mostly revealed by her low-cut blouse. She was dark and sultry enough to be a Spaniard or a Gypsy. “My lord! Welcome home! Oh, Captain O’Neill! Welcome!” she cried, looking an instant away from jumping into his arms—and his bed.
Virginia folded her arms across her own nondescript chest and scowled.
A look of recognition crossed Devlin’s face. “Fiona?”
“Yes, it’s me, my lord!” she cried, clapping her hands together. “My lord, it has been so long, and I am so happy you are home—we all are, my lord Captain! The hero of Askeaton has returned! We are so proud of you!”
Devlin said, “Thank you.” His tone was polite.
“Fiona,” Sean interjected. “It’s Captain or Sir Captain or Sir Devlin now.”
Fiona nodded, grinning. “What can I do for you, my lord?” she asked, and there was no mistaking her meaning. In fact, Virginia felt certain the other woman had already enjoyed Devlin’s lovemaking in the past and intended to do so again, very shortly.
“Please show Miss Hughes to a guest room,” Devlin said, “and bring her a tray of refreshments once she is settled in.” His gaze wandered past the house and settled on the ruins of the castle.
Fiona blinked, glancing at Virginia for the first time, clearly not having even noticed her until then. Her gaze met Virginia’s, slid down her figure and back up and instantly became dismissive. She turned back to Devlin, beaming. “Yes, of course, my lord. I am so happy to see you again.” She curtsied and Virginia expected her breasts to fall free of her blouse, but they did not. The woman clearly wore no underclothes, not even a corset.
“I am very happy to be home,” Devlin said. He was gazing at the house now, as if inspecting every inch, and not at the maid. His expression was just a bit softer than usual and it made him far less intimidating—it made him seem human.
Virginia almost relaxed. He hadn’t seemed to notice that Fiona was pretty and very voluptuous and wishful of being in his bed. And why should she worry? Last night, she was the one who had enthralled him. Virginia didn’t have to have any experience with men to know that Devlin O’Neill had been swept up in the same rapture as she.
“Connor, Miss Hughes’s bags,” Sean instructed another servant, this one an older man. “Fiona, please show Miss Hughes to the yellow room. Bring flowers,” he added.
Fiona nodded, never even looking at him. She only had eyes for Devlin.
Suddenly Devlin turned and strode to Virginia. She didn’t move. “There is nowhere to go. You know that.”
She didn’t—just as she wasn’t certain she wished to go anywhere, not just yet—but she nodded, anyway.
“As far as the eye can see, the land belongs to me or my stepfather, the Earl of Adare. Do you comprehend me, Virginia?” he asked softly, with real warning.
She thought about how easily he had thwarted her escape in Limerick. She had no doubt that escaping him in the heart of his holdings would be as futile. She smiled at him. “I won’t try to escape again,” she said as softly. She was far too curious to think of attempting another escape now.
He started. “What I wish to say was that here you will be treated with the utmost respect, your every need will be met, and I will try to see to it that your stay is brief.”
She heard him but added, “You have my word.”
He stared at her for a very long moment. “Whatever you intend, I suggest you rethink it,” he said tersely.
“How do you know that I intend anything?” she asked sweetly. But she did intend something. Before she left Askeaton and Ireland, she wished to experience all that she had thus far discovered in her captor’s powerful arms—and even more. The urgency he had awakened was simply too great to ignore or even resist.
“Because you are too clever and too stubborn to simply roll over upon my command,” he said slowly.
She hesitated. “Perhaps that was then—and this is now. Perhaps I await your command, Sir Devlin,” she murmured.
He leaned close. “Do not even think to tempt me again!”
“Why not?” she whispered back.
He seemed utterly taken aback. “Because I am far stronger than you, Virginia, and I suggest you never forget that.” He gave her a hard look and started toward his brother, who was listening raptly to them.
But Virginia was beginning to understand her captor. She smiled as sweetly as she had before at him. “I never said you weren’t,” she murmured.
He flinched but did not halt. Sean appeared very distressed now, and he finally followed his brother inside. Virginia began to grin. Oddly, she felt as if the tide were turning in her favor—somehow, it felt as if she had won that last encounter. And then she looked up into Fiona’s hostile black eyes.

Clearly the “yellow room” hadn’t been used in years. As Virginia stood in the doorway of a large bedroom where the walls were painted a soft, muted shade of gold, she watched Fiona angrily plump the pillows, dust billowing from them.
Virginia glanced around. This room was far more luxuriously appointed than her own bedroom at Sweet Briar or the two guest rooms there. The canopied bed in its center had gold velvet coverings and matching drapes were held back with gold tasseled cords, while a brown-and-gold Aubusson rug covered much of the scarred but polished oak floors. The ebony wood mantel over the fireplace was intricately carved, a lush chaise and ottoman adjacent to that, and several old portraits and landscapes adorned the walls. Virginia walked over to one window and actually cried out with delight. The view was stunning. Her eyes swept across the rolling fields of corn to an endless series of green pastures and hills and finally to the bare edge of the river itself. The ruins of an old and crumbling stone keep were just to her left.
Virginia gripped the sill. Ireland somehow called out to her the way that her home had, although the country was so very different. She wondered how she would feel if she were at Askeaton under other circumstances. She might never want to leave.
Fiona had stopped fussing with the bed. Virginia turned away from the window and found the other woman staring at her with open hostility. She was, Virginia thought, about twenty-five. “I should like some sandwiches and tea,” Virginia said as if she were Sarah Lewis and back at the Marmott School for Genteel Young Ladies.
Fiona stiffened. “Be right up.” But she didn’t move.
“And I’d like some roses from the gardens,” Virginia added, increasing her intonation, so she sounded more like a queen than a genteel young lady. “Oh! This gown. Do help me remove it. It needs pressing immediately. I’d like it back for supper, please.”
Fiona looked ready to scratch her eyes out. “Are you to be his wife?” she asked with scalding anger.
Virginia started, then, indifferently, she shrugged. His wife. One day, Devlin O’Neill would settle down, take a wife, have children. Why did this notion mesmerize her? When that day dawned, she would be home at Sweet Briar, in fact, she might even be old and gray.
The confusion that had so recently begun and that seemed to crop up now whenever she thought about her captor swept over her with full force. She finally looked up. “Perhaps,” she managed to say lightly.
Fiona started, scowling.
“And you? Were you his mistress? I thought so at first—but he didn’t recognize you, so I am no longer sure.”
Fiona stalked forward.
Virginia held her ground, even though the other woman had a stone or more on her.
“He hasn’t been home in six years,” she hissed. “I was a child back then, I was only fifteen but I loved him and I gave him my maidenhead. I’m a woman now, and I know a trick or two I am certain he will enjoy! In fact, I cannot wait until tonight, my lady, I cannot wait to pleasure him in every way I can think of! By tomorrow he will not even know your name.”
Virginia stiffened, afraid the other woman might be right. But now she had to wonder what kind of man stayed away from his home for six long years?
And Virginia began to worry on another score. Devlin had been eighteen, she thought, when he and Fiona had carried on, and she hated the fact that he had been her first lover. Nostalgia might be attached to their affair.
“How old are you?” Fiona asked with scorn.
“I’m twenty,” Virginia lied.
Fiona rolled her eyes. “I’d wager you’re sixteen. Let me tell you something, my lady. He won’t ever look at you the way he looks at me. You’re too skinny! A man likes meat on the bones, a man likes this.” She cupped her heavy breasts and then she smiled, sighing and clearly thinking of Devlin fondling them instead.
Virginia turned her back on the housemaid. Her confidence, never high, vanished completely. Who was she fooling? If Devlin had a choice, he would seek out the older woman. She had no doubt.
She should be thrilled. She wasn’t. She was upset, distressed, bewildered and even hurt by the prospect.
Fiona laughed at her distress. “So set them eyes somewhere else, my fancy lady,” she hissed. “Here at Askeaton we got no use for the English and them royal airs. Here at Askeaton we got no use for you and your kind. Go back to where you came from!” Fiona left the room triumphantly.
Virginia ran after her. “I’m American, you fool. I’m American, not English!”
But if Fiona cared, she gave no sign. She never faltered as she hurried down the hall.
Virginia stepped back into her room, closing the door. Too late, she realized Fiona hadn’t helped her undress, she hadn’t taken her awfully soiled gown and she hadn’t intended to bring water, refreshments, flowers or anything else.
Virginia took a small chair and pulled it up to the window. There she sat in dismal silence, staring out at the countryside, thinking about her captor.

Devlin poured two whiskeys. Sean faced him with dark, angry eyes. Devlin handed him a glass, ignoring his brother now, his gaze moving around the library, then to the French doors and the terrace beyond. He relished the view, the moment. God, it was good to be home.
Gerald smiled conspiratorially at him. “Don’t breathe a word of this to your mother, you hear?”
Devlin walked toward the French doors, no longer smiling, drinking instead.
His father’s eyes, wide and angry, staring up at him from the bloody stump that was his head.
“Are you going to explain? Is she Eastleigh’s daughter? It isn’t enough that you bed his wife?” Sean demanded furiously.
He saluted Sean, forcing the brutal memories aside. “She’s his niece. His orphaned American niece.” He had expected Sean to be outraged, but that did not mean he liked it.
“So that explains everything. What the hell are you doing!” Sean cried. “And how old is she? Have you seduced a child?” He was disbelieving.
He studied the contents of his glass as if indifferent. “She’s eighteen, and no, I haven’t seduced her,” he said, wondering how his righteous and oh, so moral brother would react if he told him that she might well decide to seduce him. “I’m ransoming her, Sean.” He smiled, real mirth returning. “Eastleigh is on the verge of debtor’s prison. He can ill afford a ransom, much less the one I will demand.” He actually chuckled. “I shall, of course, toy with him a bit first. However, to free his niece he may very well have to sell off Eastleigh itself. This may be the moment we have been waiting for.”
“And vengeance is mine, said the lord,” Sean said harshly. “Vengeance belongs to God, not you, and this moment you have been waiting for—not I!” He slammed his drink down, untouched.
“You may not share my enthusiasm, but I am doing this for you as much as for myself,” Devlin said. He pushed open the door and inhaled the clean, floral and grass-scented Irish spring. He did not want to debate Sean on the merits of his revenge against the Earl of Eastleigh. The subject was an old and tired one. It came up every time he saw his brother, once or twice a year, depending on how often they met in London or Dublin.
“You do this only for yourself. God, when will you let our father rest in peace?” Sean cried. Then he added, “Thank God Mother and Adare are in London!”
Devlin turned, his temper igniting. “Gerald will never rest in peace and you know it. As for our mother, she doesn’t need to know about this.”
Sean stared. “If his spirit wanders, it is because you will not allow him peace! Dear God, you have destroyed the man financially, when will you stop? When will you let go of this obsession and find some peace of your own?”
“Perhaps, if your memory served you as well as mine did me, you would be as bent upon revenge as I am,” he said coldly.
Sean’s own silver gaze chilled. “Do you think I don’t wish that I could remember that day? You speak as if you think I willed my memory loss! I do not know why my mind has failed me so, but do not accuse me of complaisance when it comes to the fact that I cannot remember anything of that terrible day our father was murdered!”
“I’m sorry,” Devlin said, but sometimes he resented the fact that he alone was the one haunted by Gerald, for neither his brother nor his mother seemed to suffer as he did.
“And what of the navy? Is the Admiralty going to let you get away with this, the abduction of an American woman, an attack upon the English aristocracy?” Sean demanded.
“Eastleigh will never allow word of this abduction to come out. He already plays the fool and his pride will ultimately make him pay for Virginia’s freedom. I feel certain no one will ever know about this little game, other than ourselves.”
“Little game? You abuse an innocent young woman and it is a little game? Father must be turning over in his grave right now. You have gone too far!” Sean cried. “And what about Miss Hughes herself? If she goes to the authorities, you could lose your head! And I do not speak figuratively now.”
Devlin laid his hand on Sean’s rigid shoulder. “I have no intention of losing my head, Sean,” he said softly.
“You think you are invincible. You are not.”
“Trust my instincts. Eastleigh will conclude this affair swiftly. His pride is all he has left.”
Sean stared, his expression harsh and agonized. “I don’t approve, Devlin. I simply cannot. God, I don’t even know who you are,” Sean suddenly despaired, “and frankly, I never have.”
“I’m your brother.”
“Yes, my brother. A stranger whom I never see, as you clearly abhor the soil and the earth—as you cannot spend a fortnight on land, it seems. You are a stranger with a passion for vengeance and little else. I pity you, Devlin.”
Devlin made a mocking sound, although his brother’s words made him very uncomfortable. “You should save your pity for one who needs it—perhaps the beautiful Miss Hughes?”
Sean did not flinch. “I won’t deny I find her attractive beyond comparison. I only hope she does not need my pity, ever, Dev.”
“When you become more acquainted with Miss Hughes, you will discover that she is not the kind of woman to be pitied.” He almost smiled, thinking of her courage and her absurdly independent nature.
A silence fell.
Devlin turned and found Sean staring, his gaze wide and searching. He said, “You almost sound fond of her.”
He actually hesitated. “I am hardly fond of her, Sean. But frankly, her courage is amazing—reckless though it may be.”
“So you admire her, then,” Sean said quietly.
Devlin became impatient. “Enough of Miss Hughes! The subject grows tiresome. When Eastleigh pays her ransom, she goes back. Until then, she is our guest.” He stressed the plural pronoun deliberately and stared. He softly added, “Your loyalty to me does precede your noble sense of honor and your disapproval, does it not?”
Sean folded his arms across his chest, staring grimly in displeasure.
“Sean?”
He spoke roughly. “You know I would never betray you, in spite of my outrage over what you think to do.”
Satisfied, Devlin stalked back to the silver tray of decanters and glasses on the sideboard, pouring himself another, far stiffer drink. The silence lengthened. He finally sighed and glanced up. “All right. What is it? What is it that you wish to say?”
“If Eastleigh is so impoverished, what makes you think he will even wish to pay a ransom for his distant American niece, someone he has probably never seen and does not care for?”
Devlin stared. “He’ll pay.”
“And if he doesn’t?” Sean prodded.
Devlin felt his entire being tense. “Then I will have to provoke him publicly until he has no choice but to rescue our little guest, until it becomes a matter of honor.”
“To destroy Eastleigh, you will have to destroy her, will you not? How can you live with yourself?” Sean cried.
“Rather easily,” Devlin said, but even he knew there was nothing simple about his life and that his answer was a lie.
“You bastard,” Sean said.
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The manor seemed terribly quiet and felt almost empty, Virginia thought, pausing in the grandiose hall. She had spent the afternoon exploring the grounds and visiting the stables, where Devlin had some very fine horses, especially a sweet bay mare. Now dusk was quickly approaching. Virginia had bathed in scented water—Connor had filled her tub—and changed into one of her mother’s fine evening gowns, one altered hastily by Tillie before she had left Sweet Briar. The gown was a bright rose silk, with small puffed sleeves and a low-cut bodice. Virginia had gone to great lengths to pin up the heavy masses of her hair. If she were fortunate, the pins would stay in place until she retired for the night.
She wondered where her captor was.
Virginia walked through the hall, admiring several very old tapestries hanging on the walls and the huge crystal chandelier. She paused before two open doors that led to another salon, this one smaller and more intimate, with moss-green walls and green, pink and lavender molding on the ceiling. A man rose from the dark brocade sofa—it was Sean.
“Oh, I didn’t realize anyone was in the room,” Virginia said quickly. “I hope I am not intruding.”
He came forward in a formal blue evening coat, pale britches and stockings. His gaze was openly appreciative as he smiled at her. “You are not intruding, Miss Hughes, not at all. After all, supper is almost upon us. Would you like a sherry or some champagne?”
She had to admire him as well. With his midnight hair and pale gray eyes, he was every bit as handsome as his older brother. Like Devlin, he was tall, broad of shoulder, long of leg and lean of hip. His body looked every bit as muscled and toned. “I would love a glass of champagne,” she said.
He quickly poured two flutes from the chilled bottle on the sideboard, handing her one. “You are fetching, Miss Hughes, in that lovely dress,” he said.
She wondered if he was blushing, as she remarked two slight spots of color high upon his cheekbones. “You must call me Virginia, Mr. O’Neill, and thank you very much.” She hesitated. “This dress belonged to my mother.”
“I am sorry about your parents,” he said instantly. “And please, it’s Sean.”
She started, meeting kind and concerned gray eyes. “You know about my parents?” she asked.
“Dev mentioned that you are an orphan.”
She nodded. “It was a carriage accident last fall.”
“Sometimes there is no comprehending God’s will.”
“I’m not sure I believe in God,” she said.
His eyes widened. “Then that is a shame. But there have been moments, I confess, when I have had my doubts, too.”
She smiled at him. “Then we must both be intelligent and human.”
He laughed.
She stopped smiling, enjoying his laughter, which was warm and rich and so different from the odd, croaking sound Devlin had made on the few occasions when he seemed to try to laugh. “You and he are nothing alike, are you?”
“No.” Sean studied her.
“How is that possible? Aren’t you both close in age?”
“I’m two years younger,” Sean said. “Devlin assumed responsibility for me when our father died. That is one reason for the difference between us.”
“And the other?” she asked, determined now to learn everything she could about her captor.
He smiled wryly and shrugged.
“I do not understand him,” she said. “He is very brave, that much is clear, almost fearless, I think—” she recalled how he had defied gale winds to rescue his ship “—and that’s not very human, is it?”
“He is fearless,” Sean agreed. “I think he doesn’t care if he lives or dies.”
Virginia stared, Sean’s theory stunning. “But no one wishes to die!”
“I didn’t say he wished to die, merely that the thought doesn’t frighten him as it does us other mere mortals.”
Virginia considered that and immediately she felt certain that Sean was right. “But why? What kind of man would be indifferent toward his own life?”
Sean was silent.
Virginia suddenly comprehended the only possible answer—only a man deeply wounded or deeply embittered would be so indifferent. She was shaken. She quickly sipped her champagne, which, she saw, was also contraband, as it was French. How complex Devlin O’Neill was. “His men respect and admire him,” she mused aloud, almost to herself, “and the town seems to think of him as a hero. I have seen myself how effective he is on the high seas, so I understand why his men admire him. But the town?”
“You are very curious when it comes to my brother,” Sean remarked.
“Yes, I am. After all, he seized my ship, then seized me. I simply do not understand why he wishes to ransom me when he so clearly does not need the money.”
“Perhaps you should ask him,” Sean said.
“Perhaps I will,” Virginia returned thoughtfully, “although I am sure he will only become angry—he is a very angry man. Why is that? You are not angry. I can see kindness in your eyes. You seem as compassionate as he is ruthless.”
“I am not a ship’s officer upon the high seas, where discipline is crucial to maintain, and once lost, impossible to regain.” Sean sighed then. “There is one fundamental difference between us. When we were small children, we saw our father brutally murdered by an English soldier. Devlin has never forgotten that day—I cannot recall a single second of it.”
She stared, her mind spinning, trying to understand. “How old was he?”
“He was ten, I was eight. From that moment, Devlin has been a father as well as a brother to me, and acutely aware of his responsibilities as head of the O’Neill clan here in southern Ireland.”
“How terrible,” Virginia said softly, “and how fortunate you cannot remember. I cannot imagine how I should feel or what I would think if I saw my father murdered. I suppose I should intend to kill the murderer.” And now the mind of her captor was beginning to make sense. Of course he was a hard, cold man. He had learned a brutal lesson as a small child, one that clearly had affected his character, his nature. Perhaps that was why he had chosen the rough and merciless life of a career spent at sea.
“Then perhaps you and I have more in common than we think,” Devlin murmured.
Virginia whirled and saw Devlin standing in the doorway rather nonchalantly, as splendidly dressed as his brother, although he wore his naval uniform. In his navy-blue jacket with its gold epaulets and buttons, his stark white britches and stockings, he made a terribly dashing figure, enough so that her heart seemed to stop. There was simply no comparing the brothers, not now, not anymore. Sean might have an innate decency and kindness that she doubted Devlin would ever have, but Devlin fascinated her impossibly, as if she were a moth, he the fatal flame.
She shivered, hoping the image was not in any way a premonition.
“I am sorry about your father’s murder,” she heard herself say.
He shrugged, coming forward, giving her a cool and indifferent glance. “Life is filled with surprises, is it not?” His gaze moved slowly over her face, her hair, her bare shoulders and finally across her décolletage.
And his look warmed her the way his lovemaking had the previous night. She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out, as her thoughts were preoccupied with how she hoped the night would end in his bed, in his arms.
“Sean, escort Virginia in,” Devlin said.
Virginia started, surprised and disappointed, and when she turned, Sean was holding out his arm, looking resigned and grim. She quickly smiled at him, but her gaze followed Devlin, who had moved away from them, his back turned as he poured himself champagne.
“You don’t have to pretend to be pleased,” Sean said. “Your feelings are clear, Virginia.”
She quickly focused on him. “I am hardly displeased, and I do not know what you mean!”
“Virginia? I hope the time comes when I may speak with you frankly, because there is something I fear I must say.”
She did not like his tone or his expression, and she murmured some vague affirmative, not wanting to continue the subject.

“Some growers protect the seedlings with a fine net of cotton,” Virginia said happily, her small face animated and her violet eyes sparkling. “But that is far too expensive and not really necessary where we are, as it doesn’t get that cold. We found that mulch works just as well. We use a thin layer of straw and chopped grass. The real issue is transplanting the seedlings, which is done in about eight or nine weeks. The soil has to be pulverized, level, disease-free—which is why we burn the fields every spring—and fairly wet. We plant just under an ounce of seed for every two hundred square yards. It is crucial that the seeds are distributed uniformly, which is why we do so by hand.”
Sean shook his head with admiration. “Is there anything you don’t know about planting tobacco, Virginia?” His eyes were dancing.
“I’m sure there’s something.” Virginia smiled at him.
Sean smiled back.
Devlin lolled in his chair between them at the head of the long trestle table, absolutely silent—the way he’d been all through supper. And while his expression and posture remained indifferent, he was irritated with the two of them. His gaze moved slowly over Virginia, who seemed to have forgotten his presence at supper. But then, his brother was openly admiring, gentlemanly and attentive, and probably the most rapt audience she had ever had. She was as greedy for the attention as a gambler for a single win, he thought sourly.
His gaze took in her tiny upturned nose, her full mouth, the low-cut bodice of her dress and the small breasts thrusting up against the corset she wore. He stretched out his long legs beneath the table, trying to ignore the simmering pressure in his groin. Only he knew how passionate she was, how fiery and hot, how easily ignited.
I have never been kissed before, Devlin.
The pressure felt explosive, just like that. He shifted in his seat as Sean said something and she laughed. Her bedroom was at the other end of the manor, which he considered fortunate. Because in spite of his determination not to repeat last night, he was very tempted. One touch and she would not be thinking about his brother.
He grimaced. They’d been regaling each other with stories of Sweet Briar and Askeaton all night. However, he did admit that her stories were somehow interesting and even refreshing. Knowing her now, even the little that he did, not a single story of her life in Virginia surprised him. But what father raised a woman to shoot, ride and swim, allowed her to roam a hundred acres freely, allowed her to wear britches, work beside the slaves, forgo teas and dances—in total, what father raised such a little hellion?
Randall Hughes had probably been an interesting man. He had surely been unconventional.
“I still can’t believe your father taught you to shoot a musket when you were seven,” Sean remarked.
Virginia laughed for the hundredth time that night, the sound as bright as bells. “Mama was furious when she found out. Papa had to bring her trinkets and gifts for a month afterward, to return to her good graces.”
Sean laughed as well.
Virginia sobered. “I do miss them,” she said.
Devlin started as Sean reached across the table to cover her hand. He stiffened as Sean said, “This is a terrible cliché, but it will get easier with time.”
She smiled slightly now. “It has gotten easier, but I think I will miss them until I die. Sweet Briar will never be the same, not without them.”
Sean withdrew his hand. “Do you miss the plantation very badly?”
She nodded. “Sometimes—usually in the middle of the night. But—” she brightened “—I do like Ireland! There’s something about it that reminds me of home, even though the climate is so different. Maybe it’s the green. Everything is so rich with life here—it’s that way at home, too.”
“I should like to visit Sweet Briar someday,” Sean said suddenly.
“I should love for you to come,” Virginia cried, clearly delighted.
That was it—he’d had enough. And did his little hostage find his brother attractive? Only last night she had been in his bed, in his arms. Was a new romance unfolding before his very eyes? He stood abruptly, shoving back his chair. “I am going to smoke,” he announced, trying not to glare at either of them.
“I do hope your tobacco is Virginian,” Virginia said sweetly.
He stiffened. And from the corner of his eyes he saw Sean sputter with laughter and the two of them share a glance. He turned. “It’s not. It’s Cuban. Good night.” He was pleased to see her face fall as he uttered his last words, then, having no intention of leaving them alone, he looked darkly at his brother. “Join me,” he said, and it was a command.
As he strode out, he heard Sean say, “And his lordship doth speak.”
Virginia giggled. “He is so dour tonight.”
“He is always dour,” Sean remarked.
He debated walking back to them and defending himself, but decided to pretend he hadn’t heard their insipid insults. Besides, they’d both drank enough champagne to sink a ship. Still, Sean was far too interested and it was simply not acceptable.
In the study, rebuilt to exactly replicate the study his father had used up until his death, he found a cigar and poured a brandy, then lit up. Exhaling deeply did not ease the tension. And if he brooded further, analyzing the evening in order to decide if the camaraderie he had just witnessed was romantic or not, the pressure would increase. He knew it, as surely as he knew the sky would be clear that morning.
“Captain, sir,” a woman breathed.
His annoyance faded as he turned and faced Fiona.
She smiled at him, clad in a tight white blouse and dark skirts, the blouse showing off the full shape of her bosom and hinting at the large areolas beneath. He carefully looked her over now, for the first time since he had returned home. She was actually pretty, and she had the kind of body most men would die to bed. He vaguely recalled a few torrid nights spent in bed with her, many years ago. And while he didn’t lust after her, she certainly presented a solution to the problem of avoiding Virginia in the long, dark shadowy hours of the night.
“Kitchen’s done and your room’s ready,” she said softly, her gaze on his. “Is there anything else I can do for you, sir, before I go to my bed?”
He made the decision instantly. “Yes. You can go to my room. I’ll be up shortly.”
There was no look of surprise, she only smiled and purred, “Of course, Captain, sir.” She gave him a promising look and strolled out, her wide hips swinging.
He wanted to compare their width to one particular waif’s far too slim ones, but refused to do so. He would satisfy his lust tonight in the way lords of the manor had for centuries—with a willing, comely, insignificant maid.
Sean made a derisive sound, apparently having been standing in the doorway for some time. Devlin ignored it, handing him a cigar and lighting it for him. As Sean puffed, he poured his brother a brandy. He said, “You seem smitten with our little guest.”
Sean exhaled and said, “I am nearly so.”
“Don’t become too attached. She is going to lose her beloved Sweet Briar and blame me for it, I have no doubt.”
“That’s right. She will blame you, and rightly so, I think. But she certainly won’t blame me.”
Devlin sat down on the edge of the desk. Oddly, his father chose that moment to cast a presence in the room. “I am going to find you an heiress,” he warned.
“I don’t need an heiress. You would never stay home to run Askeaton. One day I need a wife who will partner me in all that I do here.”
“You mean, a wife who understands crops, markets and shipping, inside and out?” He became angry.
“Maybe.” Sean came closer. “Look, Dev, I find her intriguing, and unlike you, I am not using her for some terrible end—for some personal retribution. In fact, after getting to know her somewhat tonight, I think you should end your miserable scheme and help her get to Eastleigh. Who knows? She’s charming beyond words. Maybe he’ll be smitten, too, and he’ll save her home.”
Devlin was furious now, furious because if he read Sean right, his younger brother was falling in love with his captive. “No. Nothing changes, and you keep your heart and guard it well. She is not for you—I will not allow it. She is a tool, a tool I am using even as we speak, she is only a tool. Do you understand me?”
Sean was furious, too. “I told you this afternoon—I don’t even know you, so how can I understand you? But I grow tired of your orders! I am not a sailor on your ship! If I choose to admire Miss Hughes, that is my concern, not yours.”
“You go very far.” Devlin stood, and the two men stood eye to eye and nose to nose, the exact same height. “Since when do I order you? I haven’t been at home in six years—I see you perhaps once a year in London! There have been no orders, little brother, until yesterday, and may I remind you that this manor is mine? The land is mine? It is all mine until I die, heirless. Only then does it become yours.”
“Do you threaten to give me the boot?” Sean was incredulous. “You may have bought Askeaton from Adare with your damned prize money, but Askeaton would be nothing but bogs and woods without me! I took this land and made it fertile, I took this land with my own bare hands and made it rich! You’d have nothing here without me, and you damn well know it!”
Devlin inhaled hard, stunned at the intensity of Sean’s anger and his own answering rage. How had they come to this terrible argument? Virginia’s image seared his mind. “Sean.” He clasped his arm and Sean flinched but did not pull away. “I know all that you have done. I agree with you. Without you, this house would be a burned-out hull, the fields would be barren and lifeless, bogs would abound. I know that. I appreciate every day you have spent here in my place, planting our crops and harvesting them, collecting our rents, breeding our livestock. I more than appreciate all you have done. You’re my brother. We should not fight, not like this, not ever.”
Sean nodded, pale now. “And I know how hard you have worked to be able to buy Askeaton, and the house in Greenwich, and all the treasures we now have both here and there. I know you are the lord of this manor, Dev. I don’t want to be lord here. God, I want you to take a wonderful wife and have fine sons to inherit all that you have earned—and all that is your rightful due as Father’s eldest son.”
“I know that, too,” Devlin said, relaxing only slightly. And he looked closely at his brother now.
Sean stared back. Very carefully, he said, “We will fight again, however, because I cannot ever approve of what you are doing and the way you are ruthlessly using Virginia.”
“Don’t fall in love with her,” Devlin heard himself say.
Sean hesitated. “Perhaps it is too late.”
Devlin reeled, as if physically struck with shot.
“I am going to bed,” Sean said, putting out his cigar. He smiled a little, but it was forced, and walked out of the room.
A yawning silence came over the study. Devlin stared at his own cigar, burning in the porcelain ashtray. He was grim. Virginia had been nothing but a pawn in his game with Eastleigh until that night. Now he felt as if she had become a terrible viper in their midst.
But he could not change his course.
He covered his eyes briefly, pain stabbing in his forehead, then paced wildly, allowing the anger in, welcoming it. She had come perilously close to flirting with Sean tonight. She had encouraged his emotions. Her attentive behavior, her pretty laughter, her eager conversation had ensnared his brother thoroughly. She had become a problem, one he must quickly solve.
The sooner he was rid of her, the better. The better for everyone.
Suddenly Virginia materialized in the doorway. He stiffened. She didn’t smile, but said, low, “It’s a beautiful night. Would you walk with me, Devlin?”
“No.”
She jumped at the harsh sound of his voice.
“Come in,” he ground out, fully aware of what he must do to end any further dalliance between her and his brother. As she did, her eyes wide and wary, he walked swiftly past her and closed the door.
“What’s wrong?” she asked cautiously.
“You are to stay away from Sean.”
“What?” she gasped.
He found himself gripping her shoulders. Now his anger had become infused into something entirely different and it was rearing up insistently, the blood there hot and red, pounding. “Let me repeat myself. Stay away from Sean.”
“Whatever you are thinking—you are wrong!” she cried, eyes wide.
“Am I? The last thing I need is my brother falling in love with you, Miss Hughes. Do I make myself clear?” He found his grip tightening. She whimpered, but it was too late, somehow his hands had a will of their own, pulling her up against his hard, aroused body.
“Devlin,” she whispered, the sound throaty with need.
Triumph surged within him. She would not think about his brother now. “Do you wish to know something, an interesting fact?” he asked harshly, palming her backside and holding her up against his arousal, where she began to squirm. “I don’t think it will be very difficult to make you forget all about Sean…darling.”
Her eyes were glazing over. She gripped his shoulders, her chest heaving, her cheeks flushed. “I don’t want Sean,” she said hoarsely. “I want you.”
Inside his brain, coherence exploded. Devlin crushed her to his chest, taking her mouth, forcing it open. As his tongue swept deep, hers came forth to meet him. More explosions went off inside of his head. Then he felt her small hands sliding over his waist.
Desire thoroughly blinded him. “No, here,” he said, taking one of her hands and pushing it over the hard ridge that was his arousal. She gasped and he almost laughed, but the pain and the pressure was far too intense and he could not get a sound out. Choking, he forced her hand to slide down the length there, and when suddenly she closed her fingers around most of him, he pulled her down to the floor, moving on top of her, claiming her mouth yet again. And briefly, there was no more thought.
She clawed his shoulders and moaned; he kissed his way down her throat, pulled her bodice down, exposing both perfect breasts. And as he stared at one erect nipple, two images came to mind—Eastleigh, fat and gray, and Sean, dark and angry.
What was he doing?
He was so angry he couldn’t even think clearly, and this was so fast and furious it wasn’t even seduction—it wasn’t rape, but because of her and Sean, he was poised to take her, violently and brutally. He had sworn to return her to Eastleigh unharmed—but instead, he had lost all control.
She reached for his face, thrashing beneath him. “Hurry,” she begged.
He looked again at her erect nipple, at her small, plump breast, and desperately fought the increasing pressure in his loins, the red haze growing in his head, the frantic urgency. He was out of control. Stunned, he pulled her dress up, covering her breasts, and somehow stood.
What in hell had just happened?
This woman had brought him to a point he had never before reached.
He was a master of self-control—but she had shattered it.
Not looking at her, not daring to, he started swiftly from the room.
He heard her sitting up on the floor. “Devlin,” she gasped. “Come back. Please.”
He ground his jaw down and did not falter.
“You can’t leave me like this!” she cried.
He bounded up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Then he strode down the hall. By the time he reached his bedroom door, he felt as if he had regained some semblance of control—but not all of it.
He was very disturbed.
Because Virginia had just had power over him—and he could not, would not, ever let anyone have any power over him, not in any way, and not his very own prisoner.
He entered his room, quickly shutting the door, shrugging off his navy coat. His erection still raged and he tugged uselessly at his britches but found no relief.
“Oh, do let me help with that.” Fiona stepped forward, resplendently naked.
He stopped short, staring in surprise, for he had completely forgotten about her.
She was smiling as she came forward, her pendulous breasts swaying, and before he could even assimilate that she was present because he had told her to be so, she dropped onto her knees, unfastening his britches deftly.
He inhaled hard as he sprang free, then inhaled again as she took his entire length into her mouth and down her throat.
Huge violet eyes, unfocused and glazed with desire, filled his mind as his own eyes closed. He gripped Fiona’s head tightly, and as she sucked his engorged shaft as if she wished to swallow him whole, his treacherous mind envisioned a different woman on her knees performing the very same act, a woman small and dainty, impossibly beautiful, outspoken and defiant. The thick straight hair in his hands became soft, silken curls. The large tongue became small and pointed. Full, tender rosebud lips now stretched taut around him. With his hands, he encouraged Virginia to hurry and finish him off.
The dam broke. He cried out and when he was done, he moved to the bed, where he sat, breathing hard and stunned by the intensity of his release. She moved against him from behind. Suddenly aware of the huge breasts against his back, he stiffened, realizing that Fiona was in his bed, that Fiona had just performed fellatio upon him, not Virginia Hughes.
Very seductively, she began rubbing herself against him. “The night has only begun, my lord,” she purred.
He sat there almost laughing at himself. How could he have thought, even for an instant, that Virginia could perform such an act? It wasn’t even a matter of her innocence, it was a matter of her—and his—size.
But the incipient amusement vanished. He had never experienced such pleasure before. And recalling it, images of Virginia returned to him full force and instantly his manhood rose to the occasion.
“I knew you would return to me, my lord,” Fiona said.
He had a choice—dismiss her or take her. Devlin turned, pushing her onto her back on the bed. And closing his eyes, he mounted her.

He paced the manor, disturbed.
The events of the past few hours were haunting him.
And a ghost seemed to follow him, the presence as disquieting as that entire evening had been.
It was as if Gerald had followed him from the docks of Limerick, refusing to release him.
A bottle of fine French brandy in hand, Devlin stared at the gun rack that was mounted on the wall. Once, ages ago, he had found his father’s gun rack empty in a terrible time of need. That rack had been destroyed in the fire set by Eastleigh’s troops so long ago. Although there was no need, modern muskets filled the brackets—it would never be left empty again.
When will you let our father rest in peace?
Devlin drank. Half the bottle was gone, and he was going to pay for it on the morrow. He hated thinking about Gerald, he hated each and every memory, the good being far worse than the bad—which was why he never came home.
Sightless eyes filled with fury turned mocking.
“Go away,” Devlin murmured. “Your time will come.” He paused drunkenly before a huge fire roaring in the massive hearth.
The halls seemed to shimmer in the shadows, but no one answered him. Not that he had expected an answer, and besides, he didn’t believe in ghosts.
Still, the room felt heavy and full. He did not feel alone.
Vengeance belongs to God, not you…you do this only for yourself!
“Christ,” Devlin gritted. He drank some more, and now his stomach burned from the excessive consumption of liquor. Images of Virginia taunted him, standing on the deck of the Americana, the wind whipping her hair, aiming that silly pistol at him. Her face changed, smiling brightly, her eyes sparkling as they had at supper, enchanting his brother with her humor, her wit, her conversation, and then there was Sean, dark and angry, claiming to be falling in love.
You will have to destroy her…how can you live with yourself? How?
Devlin stalked about the great room, wondering if, on this cold and windless night, his conscience had decided, finally, to make an appearance in his life. The hall had been furnished with blood money. Elegantly appointed, it was a testament to the hundreds of ships he had attacked, seized and destroyed at sea, the thousands of crew taken prisoner, the hundreds left behind, dead and buried by the sea. His home was as elegant as any lord admiral’s, as fine as Adare’s. His next intention was to begin reconstruction of the old keep in ruins behind the manor house. Once, family myth had it, a great pirate ancestor of his had lived there and loved a most extraordinary woman, the daughter of the infamous traitor, Gerald FitzGerald, the one-time Earl of Desmond.
Now he had the funds—his last prize, loaded with bullion, had made him a very rich man.
Enough! Give up.
Devlin stiffened as if shot. He could have sworn he’d just heard his father’s stern, angry voice echoing in the room. He slowly looked around the huge hall, almost expecting to see someone materializing in the shadows, but the room was still and silent. Through one tall glass window, he saw stars and the night. He was alone. His imagination was playing tricks upon him—either that, or he did have a damned conscience after all.
But the odd feeling of not being alone at all remained.
Give up.
Devlin flinched. Was he actually hearing a voice, or was it his drunken imagination and nothing more? Still, the advice was good. Prowling his home in the wee hours of the coming dawn was as useless as sailing into the wind. He started for the stairs. The sensation remained however, dark and disturbing—the sensation of being watched.
He refused to look back.
And his last waking thought before drifting to sleep as dawn broke over the Irish countryside was that he would never give up, not ever, not until Eastleigh was dead.


10

Virginia realized that she was starving. She gave the little, very fancy, bay mare another pat, then stepped out of the stall and left the stables. It was a beautiful morning, the sky a brilliant deep shade of blue, cloudless, the sun bright and burning, threatening to make the day extremely hot. In the end last night, she had been exhausted, and the moment she had crawled into bed, she had fallen deeply asleep. But old habits died hard and she had been up at dawn, walking the grounds and exploring the ruins of the old castle behind the house. Devlin’s home was lovely, and the ruins had intrigued her. There was something poignant and romantic about them.
Now she started across the lawns toward the manor, aware of a new tremor within her. She had seen Devlin once, briefly, galloping his gray across a distant hill, apparently out for an early morning ride. Astride a horse, he made the same irresistible figure that he did on the quarterdeck of his ship. He remained an enigma, simply impossible to understand. Had he accused her of somehow being too friendly with Sean? Everything had happened so very quickly in the study when she had dared to ask him to stroll with her in the moonlight. He had been very angry with her, but why? Sean was a nice man and Virginia genuinely liked him. She had enjoyed dining with him. She hoped he would one day visit her at Sweet Briar. But not only hadn’t Devlin joined in their conversation, he had seemed to think that she had a romantic interest in Sean. That was absurd! How could he think that, given the intimacy they had shared?
But he had ordered her to stay away from her brother. There was one other possibility. Perhaps he was afraid that she would entice Sean into helping her escape the way she had Jack Harvey.
Virginia’s steps dragged so she might have a bit more time to think. It was impossible not to recall everything that had happened last night. Her cheeks began a slow burn. When he had held her in his arms, when he had begun to kiss her, when she had felt his huge arousal, all of her sanity had vanished, exactly as it had the other night on the ship. She hadn’t imagined her passionate reaction to being in his arms, oh no. The fever and the frenzy he evoked in her was very real and simply stunning. And in a way, it was frightening, too.
Because when he held her, she was not herself. When he held her, she turned into a creature of desire and little else. In fact, when she was in his arms being kissed and aroused, nothing else mattered.
Fortunately it was midmorning now and Virginia was no longer insane with that terrible lust. Her body was definitely changing in response to thinking about the encounter, but at least she was capable of rational thought. Why did he have such an effect upon her?
He was impossibly mesmerizing, impossibly handsome in a terrible, powerful way, but she was his prisoner, not his guest. Devlin stood between her and Sweet Briar and she was starting to forget that, as if she had all the time in the world to play out this interlude in captivity before rescuing the plantation. She needed to be stronger, firmer, more resolved—time was not on her side.
Still, he wasn’t a pirate or a madman. He hadn’t hurt her, not a single time, and he was clearly trying to respect her. The world worshipped him for being a heroic naval captain. He was heroic—he was the very stuff that heroes were made from. But he had broken the law by abducting her—not to mention that he had so arrogantly stepped all over the Americana, which had every right to ply its trade. He had committed at least those two crimes, and her spinning thoughts always returned to this final point. The Americana lay wrecked upon the bottom of the sea, she was his prisoner and she had no right to yearn for his embrace.
And she still had no idea why he really wished to ransom her.
It was probably fortunate that he had decided to end their interlude last night as if he had just discovered she was a leper. His hasty exit was almost comical in the light of this morning, and she did smile, recalling it. But it hadn’t been amusing last night. Last night she had been desperate and crushed and more confused than ever.
Virginia entered the house, becoming grim. She needed to know why. She needed to know why he risked his career for a ransom he did not need. And in spite of the fact that she was actually enjoying being at Askeaton, that she wasn’t in a rush to leave, she had to get to the Earl of Eastleigh. If she wanted a home to return to, she must stay focused and resolved and disregard the passionate attraction they seemed to share.
Virginia walked through the hall, wondering if Devlin had returned from his ride. She had seen Sean riding out some time ago, after Devlin but separately and at a more sedate pace. She felt certain he was beginning his day’s work. Virginia glanced into the dining room and found only one place set. She sighed, caught up between disappointment and relief.
Virginia raided the breadbasket, giving in to hunger. With one blueberry scone in hand, she began eating a slice of raisin bread, fresh and warm from the oven, as she started upstairs. She decided to give up thinking about Devlin O’Neill. What she would do instead was change into the riding britches she had brought with her from home and take a long ride across the O’Neill lands.
Virginia finished the bread and was beginning on the scone as she entered her bedroom. Fiona was humming away as she made the bed, having opened all of the windows to let in the warm spring day. Virginia ignored her, going to the closet for her valise. “Good morning,” Fiona said with abundant cheer.
Every fiber of her being tensed. Alarm began—what was this? Slowly, britches in hand, her riding boots on the floor, Virginia turned.
Fiona beamed at her. “I brought you roses from the garden,” she said, pointing to the pink roses in a vase beside her bed.
The alarm began to change, turning into dread. Virginia inhaled, wondering if Sean or Devlin had set her down for her delinquent manner yesterday. “Thank you,” she said carefully. “Would you help me out of my dress?”
“Of course!” Fiona practically ran across the room, and Virginia glimpsed her beatific expression just before she turned. As the other woman undid the buttons and helped her out of the gown, she said, “You are inordinately happy today.”
Fiona laughed. “It’s a fine day, is it not?”
Virginia had a sick feeling. She stepped into the boys’ britches, then pulled on the high, worn riding boots. A simple cotton shirt followed, which she vaguely tucked in. “Have you received some good news?” she asked, lacing up her boots.
Fiona laughed again. “I think I am in love,” she confided happily.
Virginia jerked up, staring, appalled. “In…love?”
Fiona nodded eagerly, clasping her hands together. “It was everything I dreamed it would be. He was everything I dreamed he would be, I mean! Oh, God, it was glorious, what a man, so strong, so tireless…” She finally faltered, her cheeks splotched feverishly, a similar glaze in her eyes.
“You…you and Devlin?” Virginia managed, the contents of her stomach seriously roiling now.
“Yes,” Fiona cried. “He made love to me all night, that man can hold it like a stud! I have never, ever been with a man like that, and I do not know how I will ever wait until tonight!”
Devlin had taken Fiona to bed.
Virginia sat on the edge of the chair, beyond ill, in stupefaction.
“He’s so big,” Fiona whispered now. “I can hardly fit him in my hand.”
Last night Devlin had kissed her and held her and then he had gone to Fiona.
Virginia was about to vomit. And the shattering began in her heart. Somehow she smiled as she stood. Somehow she held her breakfast down. “I am happy for you, Fiona. The two of you make a fine pair.”
“We do, don’t we! He’s so golden, I’m so dark, he’s handsome, I’m beautiful,” she cried, clapping her hands together.
Virginia left the room, as fast as her legs could carry her without running. She broke into a run as she reached the stairs, not able to breathe, her heart ripping hideously apart. Instantly her slick booted soles slid on the polished wood and she fell hard, tumbling down half of the steps.
On the bottom she paused on her hands and knees, panting harshly, beyond shock. Then she somehow got up, ran out the front door, and there she threw up on the closest rose bush.
When she was done, she crawled around the side of the house and sat there, shaking. Images of Devlin straining over Fiona taunted her, mocked her, throwing pound after pound of salt in her wounds. It was some time before she could take control of her raw emotions, and it was only then that the horrific images began to infuriate her.
Oh, how they deserved each other!
She was a whore—he was a whoremonger!
She didn’t care—she had her maidenhead intact, thank God—no, thank Fiona!
Virginia hated them both.
How could he go to Fiona after being with her? How?
Virginia somehow stood, her knees oddly weak, brushing dirt off of her beige britches. This was for the best. Soon she would leave Askeaton and Ireland, soon she would return to Sweet Briar and never, ever have to see Devlin O’Neill again.
How, how, how?
“She’s beautiful and I’m ugly, that’s how!” Virginia raged. She stormed past the house and down to the stables, where the bay mare recognized her and whinnied. Virginia found a saddle that looked a bit smaller than the others, grabbed a bridle and blanket and quickly saddled the little mare up. It began to rain. She held the mare’s reins and stroked her neck as her hands became wet. “You’re so sweet,” she choked. Then she led the mare outside, where the sky was blue, confusing her.
Of course it wasn’t raining. It was only her tears—they simply wouldn’t stop.
Vaguely she wondered if she had somehow fallen in love with the monster that was Devlin O’Neill.
Virginia mounted the mare and gave her a loose rein. A moment later they were galloping away from Askeaton and across the Irish countryside.

The bay mare picked her way along a meandering deer path through a stand of sun-dappled woods. Virginia was herself again and furiously relieved because of it. She was Virginia Hughes, a planter’s daughter and the mistress of Sweet Briar. She was an outspoken, independent woman with no interest in any man, with no interest outside of her home and plantation. With the utmost determination, she had spent the past half hour plotting a new means of escape, this time by horseback. Now she was determined to thwart her damned captor. He no longer expected her to try to flee, and once he found her gone, he would expect her to go back to England by ship. To hell with him! She would first cross Ireland on a horse, and she’d sail out from one of the coastal towns in the east. In fact, as soon as she had the opportunity, she would sneak into the library and find some useful maps. Maybe she would steal one.
Suddenly the bay mare nickered.
Virginia started, so lost in thought she hadn’t been aware of leaving the woods. She halted the mare instantly, wary and alert. She was on a low, grassy ridge overlooking a small freehold. A stone farmhouse marked its center, along with several barns, a vegetable garden, some cornfields and an open pasture where a dozen cows grazed. Virginia saw his gray stallion instantly.
She stiffened with alarm, renewed anger flooding her. The stallion was tied up in front of the farmhouse with four big-bodied country hacks. Three buggies were parked in front as well. What was going on? She didn’t think the farmer was having an afternoon tea.
She reminded herself that she didn’t care what Devlin did and whom he did it with. She started to turn the bay to return to the woods, when she looked at the other mounts tied in front of the house. Wasn’t the heavyset chestnut Sean’s?
What was going on?
Virginia hesitated. Something odd was happening—her every instinct told her that. She dismounted, tying the mare to a tree and letting her graze. Scrambling down the ridge, she ran hard to cross the clearing until she reached the safety of the farmhouse walls. Virginia crept up to a window, her heart pounding with unbearable force. It had no glass and the shutters were wide open.
Inside, many men were shouting in an uproar.
What could this be? If she were lucky, she was going to catch Devlin O’Neill with his hand in someone else’s cookie jar. She fervently hoped so. Virginia straightened until her chin was level with the sill and she could peek inside.
Instantly she saw two dozen men, maybe more, most of them peasants and farmers. The second thing she saw was Sean standing on a dais with a Catholic priest, holding up his hands and asking for order in the room. She quickly spotted Devlin, seated in the front row of the crowd. Bewildered, she could not even begin to imagine what kind of meeting was in progress.
“Please, everyone has a turn,” Sean was saying with authority.
The shouting turned into disgruntled murmurs and mutters.
“Tim McCarthy,” Sean said. “Would you like a chance to speak your mind?”
A big man with shaggy gray hair stepped forward. “It’s just more lies, it’s always been lies, it’s all the English are good for, that and stealing our land!”
“Here, here!” everyone roared.
Virginia stood up, stunned. Was this a political meeting?
“They promised us our rights, the same rights as any Protestant, back in 1800, with the Union. And what have they given us? Does a Catholic sit in Commons? Does a Catholic serve the king? An’ I still got to take the ungodly oath if I want to buy my land—land that is really mine!” Tim McCarthy cried.
Everyone began speaking at once, clearly in furious agreement.
Sean held his hands up again. “One at a time.”
“I ain’t done,” McCarthy said.
“Fine, do go on,” Sean returned.
“We been meeting for two years now, and for what? We need to get them damned bloody British out of Ireland, yes we do, and the time is now! Because nothing will ever change unless we show ’em the day of steppin’ on Catholics is over. We need to bloody a few noses and get all of our rights, just the way the French did!”
A huge cheer sounded.
Virginia bit her lip so as not to cry out. This sounded very dangerous—it sounded like treason. And what in God’s name were Devlin and Sean doing there?
Virginia didn’t know very much about Ireland, but she did know a lot about the revolution in France, which most Americans had fervently supported, at least until Napoleon had begun his campaign to conquer Europe. She wasn’t sure what rights Tim McCarthy referred to, but she knew that Ireland was a part of Great Britain, and an Irishman shouldn’t speak about driving the English from their midst. That sounded like an impending revolution to her. It was certainly seditious speech.
Suddenly Devlin stood. Before he could even step forward to join Sean, lusty cheers rang out. “O’Neill!” someone cried.
“The O’Neill,” more men answered.
“O’Neill! O’Neill! Hurrah!” everyone boomed.
Virginia slammed back against the wall, shaken and shaking. Was Devlin involved in this unpatriotic, antigovernment conspiracy? But how could he be! He was a captain in the British navy!
Devlin had joined Sean on the dais. “May I?” he asked his brother, confirming Virginia’s suspicion that Sean was in command of this group.
“They are waiting for your words of wisdom,” Sean said seriously.
The room had become silent. Virginia gripped the sill and stared inside, mesmerized.
“I understand your frustrations,” Devlin said slowly, his gaze roaming over the room, making eye contact slowly but surely with everyone there. “But a rebellion will only bring pain and death. My family knows that firsthand.”
There were some grunts of agreement—and there were murmurs of anger as well.
“But what can we do?” someone cried. “I can’t pay my rents, which are triple what they were last year!”
A chorus of agreement sounded.
Sean held up his hands for silence, and instantly the crowd became still. Devlin began to speak, his focus still moving from man to man—and that was when his gaze finally found Virginia.
His eyes widened.
As did hers.
Then she leapt away from the window and back against the wall. Damn it!
And then there was no more time for thought. As she began to sprint away from the house, she heard Sean adjourning the meeting. She ran across the clearing, tripped and fell. As she got up, she looked back.
Devlin was just a few lengths behind her. His expression was one of savage determination. And she realized that a dozen men were streaming out of the house, all angry, and a chorus began—a terribly frightening chorus.
“A spy! It’s a spy! An English spy!”
Virginia bolted. In terror, she took another step when he leapt upon her from behind. The force of his tackle took them both instantly to the ground.
As she went down he twisted sideways and she landed in his arms instead of on the hard ground, where she would have surely broken a bone. A moment later she was on her back, however, and he was on top of her. “You followed me here?” he demanded, and she saw rage in his eyes.
And for the first time since he had captured the Americana, she felt real fear. “No! I was out riding—I saw your horse—I thought there was a party!” she cried.
“You little fool!” he gritted.
Virginia looked past his angry silver eyes. They were surrounded now by the angry mob of men, some of them holding muskets, others with pikes. Each and every man present looked as if he wanted to use his weapon on her. Sean stepped through the circle. “It’s all right, boyos,” he said lightly, smiling. “This is just a little misunderstanding.”
Virginia’s fear knew no bounds. She knew what she had witnessed and what she had heard. These men wanted to rise up against the English government and throw it out of Ireland. That was treason. She also knew what she had just seen in their expressions. She had seen far worse than anger—she had seen fear.
They were angry and desperate and they were afraid of what she knew.
“He’s a spy!” someone shouted.
A rumble of affirmations sounded.
Virginia looked into Devlin’s eyes, trying not to panic. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her, would he?
He gave her a very angry look. Then he stood, hauling her to her feet.
“It’s a wench,” someone cried.
“Damned spy’s a woman,” someone else agreed.
“Miss Hughes is our guest and she is not a spy,” Sean said, moving to stand protectively beside Virginia and Devlin.
Virginia nodded, wetting her lips, which felt parched and cracked. She stared into a sea of hostile, suspicious faces and saw their hatred. “I’m not a spy,” she tried. “I saw Devlin’s horse and—”
Devlin jerked on her, hurting her, a command that meant, “Be silent,” and as he did so, someone said loudly, “She’s English! The wench is English!”
Virginia started, although this was not the first time she had come face-to-face with people who had never met an American before and therefore assumed her unfamiliar accent to be British.
“Hang her.” Tim McCarthy stepped forward. “She knows too much.”
Virginia gasped and looked at Devlin but he ignored her, stepping forward. “There’s not going to be a hanging, not of anyone, not today,” he said calmly, but with an authority that only he could muster. “Miss Hughes is American, not English, and she’s my fiancée.”
The crowd was silent, but dozens of eyes had widened in surprise.
Virginia seized at the hope he offered. “Yes,” she cried, stepping forward, “Devlin is my betrothed and I only came to—”
He took her wrist and almost snapped it off, but before she could cry out, he had jerked her forward and smothered her words with a kiss.
Virginia gasped. His mouth was hard and angry and hurtful. His arms felt like the iron bars of a prison cage, steel bands tight around her. She vaguely heard some mutters behind her, mutters about O’Neill having taken a bride. She tried to press him away, but his grip only tightened, his lips turning more ruthless, and that was when she felt his arousal.
It was red hot, leaving no doubt whatsoever as to his state of mind and body, and she instantly forgot about the terrible meeting she had just witnessed. Instead, as his mouth started to soften, causing her own lips to instinctively yield and part, she thought about Fiona. His tongue swept inside. Fiona.
Last night he had been in bed with Fiona.
Virginia bit down on it.
He jerked away from her, but he did not yelp or release her. Virginia stared furiously up at him—he stared as furiously back.
“Let me go,” she murmured, low and threatening.
“Like hell, my sweet little bride.” And he smiled and swooped down on her again. But this time, before he kissed her, he hissed, “Pretend you love me, chérie, as your life might well depend on it.”
Virginia felt real despair, as his lips brushed her mouth, and worse, his hands slid so intimately over her back and lower still. But he was right. She was trapped. He pulled her closer still, perhaps thinking to punish her, for the surge of sensation engendered by contact with him was just that, unfair, unjust punishment. “Kiss me back,” he ordered so only she could hear.
All the hurt she had thought safely tucked away in some far and distant place where it could never come back crashed over her now. She knew she should kiss him so that the onlookers would think their engagement real. She simply couldn’t. It was impossible to kiss a man while crying.
And he knew. His body stiffened far differently, the tightening in his shoulders and spine; his roving hands went still, and his mouth, while covering hers, no longer sought to invade. Virginia finally managed a weak and pitiful closemouthed kiss.
He pulled away and looked closely at her.
She wanted to curse him to hell but did not dare, as the crowd had fallen silent. She felt a dozen pairs of suspicious eyes and she summoned up a smile that had to be as pathetic as it felt frail.
His stare intensified.
Someone cheered, “Captain O’Neill and his bride!”
The cry was taken up.
Devlin smiled coldly. He put his arm around her in such a way that she could not move an inch if he did not let her do so. He faced the crowd, which no longer seemed suspicious. “My little fiancée could not wait for me to return home,” he said mockingly.
Rough male laughter sounded.
But McCarthy said, “Will she be sworn to secrecy, Captain?”
Devlin smiled coolly at him, with real warning. “She would never betray me, Tim.”
He nodded slowly, not even looking at Virginia, his gaze hopeful and eager and riveted on their leader.
“Let’s go,” Sean said, appearing with his horse and Devlin’s. He was smiling pleasantly, but Virginia saw the wariness in his gray eyes. For one moment, as his glance moved over her, she saw so much of Devlin in him. His gaze was as cold, his expression as controlled. She sensed a new wariness and some hostility. Was he suspicious of her? she wondered, surprised. Or was it the men in the meeting he did not trust?
Devlin’s hands closed around her waist and before she could protest she was seated on his stallion. He swung up behind her and the saddle was far too small for them both. She held her breath, for otherwise she would turn and quell him with a look. He didn’t seem to notice as he spurred the gray forward.
“How did you get here?” he asked tightly, his breath feathering her ear.
So he was angry, she thought, thinking of Fiona again. Good, because she hated him and she always would. “I rode.”
“Really? And who gave you permission to do so?”
“No one,” she said snidely.
He was silent. As the bay mare had become visible, grazing farther up the hill, she knew he had seen her horse. He changed his horse’s direction, causing them to canter toward the bay. “What is on your mind, Virginia?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she snapped.
“Good, as I have no patience for you today.” He halted abruptly beside the bay.
Virginia started to get down, but he wouldn’t let her. “You are riding with me,” he said, dismounting and untying the mare.
“Like hell I am!” she cried.
He stared at her. Slowly, he said, “I am the one who is angry, Virginia, as you were spying on me. How much did you hear?”
She lifted her chin. “Everything.”
He smiled then, so ruthlessly that she shivered. “Then you may never leave Askeaton, my dear.”
She gasped, “You don’t mean it!”
“Oh, but I do.”
“But, my ransom?”
“Your ransom pales in significance right now,” he said. “And it is my duty to protect Sean and the others.”
Her mind raced. “I didn’t hear anything!”
He swung up behind her. “That’s not what you just said.”
“I lied. I really didn’t hear anything!”
“Liar. Pretty little liar.” He had yet to ask his mount to move. “Why didn’t you kiss me when I told you to? Your life hung in the balance and that was an order, not a request.”
“I don’t take orders from you,” she managed.
He finally looked very irritated, indeed. Then he asked, “And why did you cry?”
“I had dirt in my eyes,” she flung.
He stared searchingly. “You are a terrible liar. I would not recommend dishonesty, Virginia, as you are as easy to read as a children’s book.”
“Then why am I angry?” she asked with false sweetness.
His prying gaze never wavered. “I don’t know. But I will find out.” Abruptly he spurred the gray forward.
Virginia would have fallen off except for his strong grasp, which tightened as the horse surged forward. She bit off her cry, as she refused now to give him any satisfaction at all. They rode the rest of the way back in a charged and uncomfortable silence.

Sean was waiting for him when he came into the library. He had his hip balanced against the edge of the desk, his arms folded across his chest. He was almost scowling. “What did you do with her?”
“She’s in her room. Connor has orders to watch her every move.”
“Maybe she should be kept under lock and key,” Sean said tersely.
Devlin was almost amused. He poured himself a brandy, offering his brother one, who declined. “I thought you were her champion.”
“How much did she hear?” Sean asked tersely, not amused.
“I don’t know precisely, but I intend to find out—one way or another.”
“Damn it!” Sean suddenly exploded, coming off the desk and pacing. “What the hell was she doing at Canaby’s farm?”
“Probably following us,” Devlin said.
“Now what are you going to do? For God’s sake, you can’t return her to Eastleigh now!”
Devlin sat down in a huge leather chair, stretching his legs out in front of him, glass in hand. “I’ll have to return her sooner or later.”
Sean stared, his gaze wide. “That meeting was treasonous and you know it, even if nothing has been planned. We could lose everything—and you, an officer in the navy, could wind up swinging from the nearest yardarm for this, never mind the damnable ransom you intend!”
“It’s more likely they would chop off your head and stick it on a pike. You’re their leader.”
“Is that funny?” Sean was disbelieving. “They are looking for hope, Devlin, and I am trying to give it to them.”
He sipped. “No, but it’s odd, isn’t it? Like father, like son.”
“And now you choose to be morbid? I will not allow a rebellion. But Devlin, you are holding Virginia against her will. She has terrible information that she could use to bring us both down.”
“What do you suggest? Should I send her to the bottom of the sea?” But Sean was right. Virginia needed to keep her mouth closed and her lips sealed, even though what she had seen looked far worse than what it was. He knew from Sean’s letters how angry and desperate their people were and that once or twice a year they held local meetings. His arrival home had precipitated this one. Even if he hadn’t been invited to attend, he would have done so. But the men were not planning an uprising. They were farmers and cotters, more interested in feeding their families than losing their lives. And while free speech was sedition in wartime Great Britain, everyone was encouraged to speak freely at these meetings. Tim McCarthy and the others had called a meeting mostly because they desperately wanted to hear what Devlin had to say. As Sean had said, they desperately needed hope.
Sean was pacing. Devlin wanted to calm his brother down. “Sean, you need not worry. I will not allow Virginia to bring the British down upon you and the others. If I have to, I will tell Virginia the truth. Our people are frustrated, angry and hungry, but we will not allow a futile armed struggle.”
Sean did not appear reassured. “I do not think Virginia is in the mood to listen to anything that you might say.”
“She’ll listen,” he said, instantly grim. What had been wrong with her that afternoon? Why had she been crying?
Sean hesitated. “Devlin, I have a solution, I think, as far as Virginia is concerned.”
“Pray tell.”
“One of us should marry her.”
Devlin spilled his drink.
“I’m deadly serious.”
He quickly placed the snifter on a small end table, wiping his hand on his britches. “And who is to have the honor of making Virginia a happy, loving, loyal wife? Oh, let me guess! That honor would be yours?”
“I would marry her if she were willing. But it’s not me that she wants.”
“I am not marrying that penniless American orphan, Sean,” he warned. His heart was racing with alarming speed, as if he were about to sail his ship into a hurricane.
“Why not? After all, you are the one victimizing her, and only you can make this just.”
“Are you serious?” Devlin could not get over his brother’s suggestion. It was beyond absurd. Virginia was going to Eastleigh directly upon his receiving his ransom, and if her plantation home was sold, she would undoubtedly reside in England with her family.
“I said I am. I do not wish to lose Askeaton, and you certainly do not need to lose your head.” Sean gave him a grim look, then continued the pacing he had left off.
“The one thing I am not about to lose is my head,” Devlin said wryly. “Cease worrying. There will be no accusations from Miss Hughes.”
Sean stared.
Devlin didn’t like the unwavering look. “What is it?”
“If you will not marry her, then I want permission to court her.”
Devlin started.
Sean began to flush. “I know you’ve had her in bed. I could lie and say I don’t care, but I do. However, if it stops right here, I can live with that. Give me permission to court her, to win her over, to marry her.”
“No.”
Sean flinched.
Devlin hadn’t even thought about it before refusing, and now, as angry as he was, his mind began to tell him that if the little American wanted to cause problems, Sean’s idea wasn’t a bad one. First he could ransom her and break Eastleigh, then Sean could marry her, undoubtedly winning her loyalty and love. The two of them could live happily ever after at Askeaton while he was gone.
But Sean could do better, and Devlin intended for that to be so.
“So even though I wish to marry her, your desire to have her as a plaything usurps my wishes?” Sean asked coolly.
Devlin did not hesitate. “My desire is for you to marry a wealthy heiress so you may raise yourself up in this world.”
Sean strode to him. “Is it? Is it really? Because I don’t think so. I think you are speaking with your prick. Think about it. Really think about it and then give me your answer.” He stalked out.
Devlin stared thoughtfully after him, the rush of anger receding. Sean was wrong—he did not intend for Virginia to be his plaything—and damn it, Sean’s idea was actually clever. And the man who had made a fortune from the bloody ashes of nothing knew it was worth consideration. He lifted his snifter and stared at the contents, trying not to think about Virginia thrashing wildly in his bed, trying not to recall the feel of her slim little body, her soft, wet lips. Why not let Sean at her? At least his intentions were noble ones. And Virginia truly deserved a fine man like his brother. She certainly did not deserve what he was doing to her.
He was so tense he felt like he might snap, so he stood, but there was no relief.
A marriage between Virginia and Sean would solve so many problems. In fact, it would even cover up the crimes he had committed and his life could continue this way indefinitely.
And his life seemed to stretch ahead infinitely, like the bleak gray line of one of the old Roman roads, a strip of nothingness, never used, impossibly dismal, impossibly insignificant, joyless, flat, with no possible end in sight.
Devlin walked to the window overlooking the back lawns, suddenly shaken. He would rather die tomorrow, a murderer and a cutthroat, than live out the interminable travesty that was his life.
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As punishment for her crimes, she hadn’t been allowed out of her room the entire day or even downstairs for supper. Virginia had been sent her repast on a silver tray. She had simmered in rage all afternoon at the absolute injustice of her sentence. She had only gone for a morning ride. How was she to know that she would be uncovering some kind of secret, political, anti-British society? Had she known what was going on in that farmhouse, she would have stayed away! It was all O’Neill’s fault, for bedding that fat Fiona, anyway. Had he not been such a cad, she would not have gone riding so far and for so long. Consumed by such thoughts, she was simply unable to enjoy the cook’s fine stuffed pheasant and roasted salmon, which she barely touched.
Had he meant his terrible and disturbing threat, that he would not let her leave Askeaton if she had seen all that she had? Virginia shivered. He had gone to great lengths to abduct her so he could ransom her, and she seriously doubted he would give all of that up.
He had said he had to protect Sean and the others. Protect them from what? Being convicted as traitors to their country?
Virginia stood at an open window in her cotton nightgown, not having bothered to braid her hair, her supper tray removed a long time ago. The night was filled with a thousand shining stars. She knew she gazed toward the river, even though she could not see it, and beyond that lay the Atlantic Ocean and home.
A terrible heaviness engulfed her. She wanted to go home. The feeling of being homesick took her by surprise; it was as vast and consuming as it had been when she had been locked away at the Marmott School in Richmond.
Virginia tucked her chin on her hand. Now she was locked away at Askeaton. Of course she would be homesick, because until this past year, she had never been anything but free to go and do as she wished. Growing up the way that she had, she hadn’t realized how lucky she was. She realized it now. If only she had said thank you to her parents for all their love, for their confidence in her, for allowing her to wear britches, ride astride and help Father run the plantation.
A knock sounded on her door.
Virginia thought it was Connor, who remained ridiculously outside of her door, guarding her as if she were a dangerous felon. Perhaps he was leaving to go to his bed for the night. If so, she might be tempted to climb out the window, steal the bay mare and simply run as far away as she could.
Virginia wasn’t given a chance to answer. Devlin walked into her bedroom.
For one moment she was shocked. “Get out!” Virginia cried, her rage erupting.
He stared at her, so inscrutable that it was impossible to guess what was on his mind. “We have matters to discuss,” he said carefully.
She strode back to the bed and reached for the closest object on the bed stand, finding a water pitcher there. Hefting it, she turned to throw it at him. She hoped to hit him in the head and, if she were lucky, murder him on the spot.
He leapt forward before she could hurl the object, gripping her wrist and causing her to cry out. “Put it down,” he warned.
“I’ll put it down.” She bared her teeth at him. “I’ll put it down on your head.” She tried to jerk free. Suddenly nothing was as important as breaking his grasp and slamming the pitcher on his head. Images of him and Fiona, starkly naked, passionately entwined, fueled her as nothing else could.
“Stop it, Virginia,” he said quietly, tightening his grip on her wrist.
Virginia glared at him, afraid she was going to start to cry, and said, “Fine.” She dropped the pitcher, hoping it would land on his foot, and if not, that it would break.
It didn’t land on his foot, but it was heavy Waterford crystal, and the handle chipped, the water sloshing over her bare feet and his boots.
“I take it you are still angry?” he asked, easing his hold but not releasing her.
She snorted derisively. “How clever you are, Captain. Now, let me go, you are hurting me.”
“You also sound bitter,” he remarked, and she saw his glance go once, quickly and in such a manner that it was barely perceptible, past the ruffled edge of her bodice. She knew what he was about—he was looking at her breasts.
Virginia yanked her arm hard to pull away, but failed. “Why should I be bitter? I was on my way to London to take care of the most urgent and personal affairs, when I was abducted off of my ship. I have since been locked in your cabin, at your mercy, and now I am locked in this bedroom. Bitter? Oh, no.”
“I want to speak with you. If you think to attack me again, you will be locked in this bedroom for an entire week.”
She met his cold gaze. “You are every bit the bastard that everyone says you are.”
He shrugged, releasing her.
She jumped away and felt her buttocks hit the edge of the bed. She did not like being trapped between him and the bed, not at all.
“You are angrier with me now than you were when I first seized the Americana. You were crying this afternoon and now again. Why? And do not tell me there is dirt in your eyes.”
“This time it’s the dust,” she said with false sweetness. “Now, get out of my bedroom, O’Neill!”
“I think not.” He studied her, unsmiling and far too carefully.
“But Fiona is waiting.” The moment the caustic words slipped out, she regretted them and winced.
He went still. But she saw the spark of surprise in his eyes.
She flushed and she slipped aside, away from the bed and away from him. She walked across the room to the fireplace, where she pretended to be fascinated with the flames. Oh, why had she just said that? Now he would think her upset, jealous even, when she was not. She was glad, fiercely so, that he had reunited with his love.
“What did you just say?” he asked.
She folded her arms tightly beneath her breasts and stared at the flames. Tears hazed her vision. Why? Just tell me why? Don’t you owe me that?
She never heard him come up behind her and she jumped when his hand enclosed her elbow from behind. “What did you say?” he asked again.
“Nothing.” She firmly pressed her lips together, but her heart slammed wildly and she hated being so aware of him, standing behind her.
“No, you said that Fiona is waiting. Waiting where? For whom?” His tone was without inflection.
She whirled to face him. A tiny voice inside of her head warned her not to say what she wished to, but she ignored it. “I don’t care if she is in your bed, Devlin. In fact, I am relieved! ‘Oh, how big it is, I can hardly fit it in my hand!’” she mimicked.
His eyes flew wide, and she saw him truly surprised, perhaps for the very first time.
“‘Oh, he is so tireless, like a stud!’” she spat, aware that her cheeks were flaming. “‘Ohhh! I am sooo in love!’” She glared.
He was silent.
She had a terrible suspicion and she looked more closely at him and saw that he was amused, goddamn him, for she saw the light of mirth in his eyes. “So you are angry with me because I took some maid to my bed?” he asked quietly. “You are jealous of Fiona?”
She cut him off. “I am not jealous! I am relieved. And I think you are in the wrong bedroom now.” She smiled widely—falsely—at him.
He regarded her for a long moment.
“Say something!” she shouted.
“I abducted you off of the American ship. I have tried to treat you as I would any guest, but we both know you’re being held here against your will. You should be relieved that I eased myself with some inconsequential housemaid, Virginia.”
He was choosing his words with so much care and it was obvious. Virginia knew she should be as careful, but she couldn’t. “I am relieved, I told you already, and I think you should go back to her this very moment!” she cried, and horrified, she felt tears welling.
He didn’t speak.
“Why are you staring at me as if I am a madwoman?” she asked, her mortification growing because her tone was a choke-filled sob.
“I don’t understand you,” he said softly. “You’re my prisoner. How can you be jealous? That would imply that you have feelings for me, your captor.”
“I’m not jealous.” She turned away, perilously close to allowing those forming tears to fall.
He seized her arm, reeling her back around. “How could I have hurt you?”
“You haven’t!” she lied, furiously batting back the tears.
“You’re crying—again.”
“I’m not. I don’t care about you and I don’t care that you prefer Fiona,” she said. “Please don’t touch me.”
But as he released her, he also cupped her chin. “Only a foolish man would prefer the maid to you.”
She was sure she hadn’t heard him correctly. “What?”
“I don’t prefer her. In fact, I had forgotten all about her.” He hesitated. “I am sorry she spoke so freely to you, Virginia. I had also forgotten that I gave you your very first kiss.”
They had never spoken so sincerely before. Virginia bit her lip, then had to say, “But I didn’t forget.”
His jaw flexed. “I wanted to discuss some important matters with you, but this is clearly not the time.”
She shook her head, touching his sleeve. “I thought you liked me,” she heard herself say, and it was as if she were a little girl begging to understand.
He was so motionless it was as if he did not even breathe. Very quietly, after a long pause, he said, “Men use women all the time. It means nothing. It is a means to an end. Fiona was eager to service me. I didn’t go to her. I didn’t seek her out. I can’t even recall what she looks like, except that she is fat. But I needed the release physically. I am sorry if I made you jealous, that was not my intention. To be truthful, I had forgotten entirely about the incident.”
She shook her head, incapable of understanding, and now tears wet her cheeks. “I thought you liked me.”
And two pale spots of pink seemed to appear briefly on his cheekbones. “You’re a beautiful woman. I am hardly immune to that and we both know it.”
She stared up at him, suddenly aware of her heart pounding, slow and deep, suddenly aware of how late it was, how dark, how quiet, and suddenly aware that the desire had never died. She was alone with Devlin in her room, which was lit only by a few candles and the fire in the hearth, and he had just admitted that he found her beautiful.
“Do you want me still?” she whispered, but somehow she knew the answer.
His gaze held hers, unflinching. “Yes.”
She leaned forward. “Then I still do not understand, Devlin. Why leave me and go to her? I was in your arms—”
“I didn’t go to her. She was waiting in my room, Virginia, and I had forgotten she was there.”
“Why did you leave me?” she cried, her hands on his chest.
He finally smiled, though it was slight and filled with self-deprecation. “I am the son of Mary and Gerald O’Neill,” he said, as if that explained everything. But he didn’t move away from her. She felt his chest rising and falling beneath her palms, more quickly than was natural, and she felt his heart there, too, pounding, becoming erratic.
“That explains nothing.”
“I had a sister once,” he said, his jaw flexing hard. “Had she survived, she might have been like you—a planter’s daughter, a defiant and outspoken woman, someone brave and beautiful.”
And Virginia finally understood. “You were trying to respect me and your sister’s memory and your parents’ teachings.”
He didn’t speak.
“So you left me in order to save my innocence. Fiona was in your room when you went up—she means nothing,” she breathed.
“I see you are becoming a woman of the world,” he said. He took her hands and removed them from his person. “Nothing has changed. My resolve remains. I am not going to seduce you and I will not be your first lover. Good night.”
He was actually walking away, across the room, toward the door. It flashed through Virginia’s mind that the hussy would be in his bed once more, if she wasn’t there already. She could not bear that thought—just as she could not bear the thought of his leaving her now.
“I don’t want your respect,” she heard herself say.
He faltered, but did not turn.
“I want to know what it’s like, Devlin,” she added softly, her heart racing madly, heat etching its way down her thighs, up her belly, through her breasts.
He made a harsh sound and reached for the door.
She swallowed and said, “Show me. Show me everything that you can, now, tonight—show me, not her.”
He whirled, eyes wide, face strained. “Have you no self-control?” he asked harshly.
“Why should I struggle with it?” And she saw what she had been hoping to see. Virginia walked over to him, grasped his shoulders and leaned into his hard, aroused body. “Self-control is for ladies like Sarah Lewis,” she whispered.
For one moment she saw the indecision in his eyes; for one moment she saw the battle he waged. She smiled a little and touched his cheek, her heart beating frantically, like the wings of a caged bird. “Devlin.”
At once, his arms closed around her and his mouth covered hers. Virginia cried out, and when she felt the rigid line of his erection she began to whimper. His hands moved lower, large and bold. His powerful body was rigid with tension. “Hurry,” she managed, as the daze of lust heightened and grew. “Devlin, hurry!”
She was suddenly in his arms and he was laying her down on the bed. “I have never met a woman like you,” he said, their gazes locking.
She tried to grin at him and failed. “Good.”
He didn’t smile, either. His eyes were ablaze. He pushed her open thighs apart with each knee and said, “I wanted this last night.”
She remembered instantly and she cried, “Yes.”
He released her hands and abruptly ripped her nightgown in two.
Stunned, Virginia stilled, almost afraid, and she saw him look over every inch of her naked body, from the small globes of her breasts with their hard, stiff tips to the delta between her spread thighs, and there, his gaze lingered.
She began to flush, as she had never been exposed like this before. She felt frighteningly vulnerable. She felt powerless—she was at his mercy—and oddly, it made it impossible to breathe. She could only yearn, her desire impossibly heightened.
“You are so beautiful…little one,” he murmured thickly, finally lifting his eyes to hers. “I won’t hurt you.”
Virginia knew she would never forget his eyes. She knew she had been a fool to worry about Fiona. She knew, somehow, instinctively and without a doubt, in that single span of time, that this man wanted her the way he would never want another woman. She knew his desire rivaled hers.
His mouth seemed to twist and Virginia gasped when he cupped her sex. “This belongs to me,” he said softly, a warning.
She could only nod, shocked by the barbaric statement. Then his hand eased and she felt his fingers sliding over each full lip and into the crevasse between.
Virginia cried out, eyes closing, arching helplessly up against him. “Devlin,”’ she chanted. “Oh, Devlin, do help me!”
His explorations increased, his fingers opened her wide, sliding over slick recess after slick fold, until Virginia was certain she could not stand it. Then she felt his mouth.
At first she thought she was mistaken and she stiffened, paralyzed, eyes flying open—surely he was not kissing her there. She half sat up and saw, shocked, that his head was between her thighs, and there was no mistaking now that it was his lips nibbling hers.
Then she felt his tongue.
A caress beyond any other.
Virginia’s vision blackened.
That tongue moved deep and sure, patting the turgid nub of flesh hidden in the broader folds there. Virginia began to faint, the desire so great it was overwhelming her every sense, her ability to breathe, the ability for her blood to go to her brain.
“Come for me, little one,” he murmured. His tongue flayed her swollen flesh like a silken whiplash, insistent, brutal, soft, determined.
The blackness lingered and then she was hurled past it, into brilliant light. Virginia held him, sobbing in sheer joy, in stunning pleasure, in ultimate ecstasy. She sobbed and sobbed as he flayed and flayed until finally, she began to float.
She didn’t know how long she floated outside of herself in the clouds, but slowly, she became aware of her body again. Every inch of her femininity remained swollen and inflamed, his tongue continued to caress her flesh, his lips moved ceaselessly, in a raw frenzy, as if he were kissing her mouth. Now, with the pleasure, there was pain.
She didn’t know if she could stand it again. “Devlin,” she breathed.
He didn’t stop. His tongue swept up and down, like a starving dog’s.
“Devlin,” she begged now, the pain vast, and she wanted him to stop, but she also wanted him to continue, harder, because she knew which universe beckoned.
She tried to push him away, but his tongue merely swept deeper; she tried to pull him closer, but he only nipped her, a warning she understood.
“I can’t,” she gasped, pain and pleasure mingling so tightly now she didn’t know if she were living or dying, and she didn’t know where the one began and the other ended.
“You can, darling, you can,” he choked, and he pinned both heavy folds back with his fingertips and then his tongue encircled the turgid nub, distending it, and she screamed.
He softened and she exploded.
A hundred times, like Independence Day fireworks, her body spinning, tumbling, out of control, flying away, high in the universe. And she was still there when his mouth found hers, his body crushing her into the mattress.
“Virginia,” he panted.
Instantly, she felt the huge tip of him against her entrance and she jerked, eyes flying wide, meeting his. She saw the beast of lust and nothing more in his hot gaze—she did not see love.
“Virginia.” Somehow her name was spoken as a command and he kissed her deeply and she tasted sex for the first time. His hard thighs pinned hers down and apart, and suddenly he was probing against her.
Panic came. He was too big. She was only eighteen. He was her captor. She was afraid and she wasn’t ready. What if he didn’t love her!
But his heat was searing into her body and her brain.
“Devlin, don’t,” she began.
But it was simply too late. Crying out, he thrust into her, breaking down the barrier of her virginity, causing a brief, burning pain, and then she felt the huge, hot hardness inside of her, filling her, hurting her. Stiffening, she closed her eyes, blinking back tears of sudden despair.
He gasped, not moving, his entire body shaking. Virginia remained stunned, capable only of feeling him stretching her apart. Devlin remained still but shaking, when he suddenly kissed her temple. Her eyes opened, wide. “Devlin?” she whispered, wondering if she had imagined his tender kiss.
His only answer was to tighten his hold and she became aware of being wrapped in his powerful arms, of being immersed there, and then she felt the insistent throbbing inside of her own body, huge and hard, but the pain was dissipating. An answering warmth unfurled slowly inside of her. She felt his mouth move again, this time on her cheek, and then he moved.
Very slowly, he pulled away, and as slowly, he eased back inside her. Her body was softening, warming, tensing—intensely, brilliantly. “Oh,” she gasped, surprised, as he filled her again.
She thought she felt him smile against her face. “Breathe, little one,” he whispered, thrusting again, not quite as slowly.
And as the massive man filled her, so completely, so thoroughly, a tidal wave of intense pleasure swept over her, taking her by surprise. Stunned, the pleasure threatening to turn black, she raised her hands to his shoulders, rippling now, and his back.
He made a sound, choked and hoarse, male.
Virginia’s hips found an answering rhythm. She wanted him deeper, faster, harder. She urged him to take more. And he knew, breathing her name, somehow penetrating impossibly, the spasms beginning, for her, for him, and suddenly the man moving within her began to carry her across the bed, across time and space, as the fever of need became a crushing urgency. Virginia cried out, grasping his shoulders, an instant from ecstasy, trying to find his mouth with hers. “Hurry, Devlin, hurry!” she moaned.
He was driving hard and fast now and he turned to take her mouth in another mating as urgent and frenzied as the other one.
Virginia felt her body break apart into a million pieces. Even so, she was aware of the exact moment he gave her his seed—she felt him expand impossibly, then she felt his body convulsing in her arms just as it convulsed inside of her, and she held him tightly, stroking his back, as he simply kept coming.
When he was done, she lay very still, stunned, impossibly aware of the man who lay heavily on top of her, who remained inside of her, half as hard now, half as huge, and she held him in her arms, moved in a way she had never dreamed of.
This was right, she thought, remaining stunned. No wonder she had wanted him so. Nothing was more right than this moment, lying there in his arms, sated and replete, still joined as if one.
She felt the moment he was himself again. His body tensed; he shifted and moved away from her, breaking the union of their bodies.
She lay very still, and unable to help herself, she turned only her head to look at him.
He lay on his back, his eyes closed, still completely clothed, although his britches were open and his shirt askew. His chest rose and fell harshly. She stared at his perfect profile, already strained with emotions she dared not guess at. But she knew he was already thinking.
“Devlin?” she whispered, suddenly worried. She was on the verge of a great happiness, and surely she need not worry now! Not after what they had just done, the beauty of what they had just shared. Surely he was feeling what she was, too.
But he did not answer her and he did not open his eyes.
She knew he was not asleep. Suddenly she wished that he would reach out and stroke her arm, her hair, anything, smile just a little and reassure her that he, too, was feeling simply wonderful.
The bed dipped as he sat up. She also sat, expecting him to turn to her, to say something, and she waited, but he stood, not looking at her—not even once. She glimpsed his expression, and she thought she saw his features rigid and strained with displeasure, and perhaps, with anger.
“Devlin?” she whispered again, and heard how fragile and pleading her tone did sound.
There was the rustle of cloth as he fastened his britches and tucked in his shirt. He finally glanced at her, his face smooth and expressionless. “Go to sleep, Virginia,” he said.
She stared, his dispassionate words as painful as the stabbing of a knife.
“It’s late,” he added, his brief smile forced.
Oh, God, what was he thinking? Why was he behaving as if nothing had happened? Why wasn’t he happy?
“Devlin,” she began, suddenly panicked.
But he was crossing the room, he was leaving.
“Devlin?” She could not believe he would leave without a meaningful word, kiss, or even a look.
But at the door he paused, not turning to look at her. “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he said.
She knew he referred to the physical invasion of his large body into her small, narrow one, and she was finally disbelieving.
He walked out.

He was a man on a mission. He traversed the house with hard, purposeful strides, refusing to think. He only knew one thing. Never again.
He had failed to keep the vow he had made, to her and himself, and he had failed his parents, both alive and dead—he had failed. In the end he had been caught up in a hunger that was impossible to control or resist. He had never felt such urgency before and he was never going to feel it again.
Never again.
He stood before Sean’s closed bedroom door. He did not see the wood there—he saw only violet eyes, wide and glazed, and he heard only her wild cries of pleasure, her begging for more. What was wrong with him? A woman was only a vessel. Elizabeth, Fiona, they were objects to be used. Goddamn it. When he was inside of her, something had begun to break apart inside of him, something had begun to tear apart, almost like a dying man in an endless black tunnel, finally glimpsing the shadow of faraway light and life.
He didn’t like it.
He didn’t like it one bit.
Never again.
He realized he was standing in front of his brother’s door. He could still hear Virginia’s cries, he could still taste her, he could even smell her, all over him. If he dared, he could walk through the blackness and seize that faraway light.
The idea shimmered, beckoned. Devlin shoved his terrible thoughts aside and focused on a far more important matter. What if he had gotten her pregnant?
He reminded himself that he wouldn’t be around to find out.
His mind was ruthlessly made up. If anything, the thought of her being pregnant confirmed his decision. He banged upon the door twice.
Sean answered it, clad only in his drawers and looking as if he had been soundly asleep. But he took one look at Devlin and his eyes widened.
Devlin meant to smile at him. Nothing was more impossible. “Fine,” he said.
“What?” Sean asked, shock in his gaze, for he clearly knew what his brother had just done.
“You have my permission to court Virginia. Court her, woo her, win her love, it’s all the same to me—but in the end, you will marry her.”
Sean gaped.
Devlin slammed the door in his face.
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Virginia almost wept.
She no longer felt eighteen, never mind that she was a woman now—the little girl she’d once been had returned, bewildered and hurt. She lay in bed, desperately trying to understand what had just happened. She had just let Devlin O’Neill make love to her. She had let the man who had abducted her and who was holding her prisoner make love to her, and it had been everything she had expected and more. But he had walked out a moment ago as if their lovemaking meant nothing to him.
She refused to cry. Instead she tried to understand him, she tried to make excuses for him. It was late. He was tired. For all she knew, the act exhausted men. Tomorrow he would really smile at her, and he would pull her aside to kiss her and hold her and tell her that he was falling in love.
Virginia moaned. She sat up, absolutely ill with dread. Who was she fooling? She didn’t even know the stranger whom she had allowed such complete possession of her body. And what she did know of him did not allow much hope. He was a brave man, but he was also hard and cold. He had just left her bed without a single affectionate gesture or word. And last night he’d been with a different woman. What had she done?
Why had she enticed him into her bed? Virginia knew very well that she had seduced him, never mind how inexperienced she was. Now she simply failed to understand how she could have done such a thing. He was her captor, a man with an iron heart, if any. But dear God, it had been more than wonderful, it had been right. Yet she was so shaken now, so confused, at once sick and desperate and even afraid. Never had she felt so lost and alone.
If only he had said something kind to her before he’d so abruptly left.
If only he had kissed or held her, if only there had been one sweet caress.
If only…
And finally, a single tear slipped down her cheek.
Angrily she brushed it away. She was a strong woman and she would not cry over something she had so wanted! Besides, maybe tomorrow he would really smile at her, and that would be enough. One smile to show her that he did care, just a little, after all.
Virginia realized that she was terrified to face him again.
She was terrified that he would not be kind, or worse, that he would be indifferent.
Virginia turned onto her back again. In the morass of her confusion and fear, only one thing was clear. She should go home. If she went home, everything would be all right again. Wouldn’t it?
But she didn’t even know if she still had a home, and if she somehow did leave Ireland, what about Devlin O’Neill?
She closed her eyes. What if she never saw him again?
Too late, Virginia realized that she could not bear the notion.

Virginia was not surprised to find her door unlocked, with no one standing in the hall outside. She glanced down the deserted corridor, straining to hear. Yesterday he’d put Connor on duty outside her door. Clearly her punishment was over, but then, it should be, after what had happened last night.
It was noon. She had not been able to sleep until dawn and had overslept as a result. Carefully dressed in a high-necked gray gown, Virginia went downstairs, filled with tension, so nervous she felt sick. Were they lovers now? Was she Devlin O’Neill’s lover?
What would he say and do when they first came face-to-face after all that they had done last night, all that they had shared?
Virginia was terrified of their first encounter. She reminded herself to look him in the eye, smile cheerfully and greet him as if nothing had happened—as if she was not scared to death of what he might say and do. She reminded herself that she must carefully feel him out without giving him a clue as to her own feelings. Because if he was not pleasant, she did not want him to know how much she was affected by their lovemaking. She did not want him to guess the extent of her feelings. In fact, she herself was afraid to admit what might be in her heart.
The house was silent, as if nobody was present. Virginia glanced into the dining room and saw that the breakfast buffet had long since been removed. She was very hungry, but she would ignore it.
His study was down the hall. Virginia’s steps quickened until she had to remind herself not to run, to slow down, to breathe. To her surprise, the study door was wide open and the room was empty.
Dismayed, she stared at the huge desk where she had seen him working. Then she started into the adjacent salon, but that was empty, too. She hurried to the French doors that let onto the brick terrace and stared at the sweeping lawns. She saw a horse and rider approaching.
Virginia left the house quickly, choosing to do so by way of the terrace. Her heart raced with an anticipation she could not hold at bay. Clouds scudded across the sky and she knew it would be a fine day for sailing. She could almost hear him saying so. She smiled, imagining him on the quarterdeck of the Defiance.
The rider had yet to come close enough for her to make him out. She paused before the stables, waiting nervously, wringing her hands. Then she caught a glimpse of gray and white from the corner of her eye and she glanced into the barn. To her surprise, she saw his gray stallion was in his stall.
If he hadn’t gone riding, where was he? Her heart beat like a jungle drum now. Perhaps he had taken a different horse, she thought, suddenly worried and not quite knowing why. Virginia came out of the barn and she faltered. It was Sean who was dismounting in the courtyard, not Devlin.
She managed to take a steadying breath and plant a smile on her face before approaching. “Good day, Sean,” she said brightly.
“Good afternoon,” he said, not glancing at her. He handed the chestnut to a young groom. “Walk him until he’s cool, Brian, then a nice hot bran will do.”
“Yes, sir,” the boy said, leading the sweaty horse away.
Virginia continued to smile while her pulse leapt so wildly it made her feel faint. “Did you have a pleasant ride?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said, walking abreast of her but staring past her, at the house.
Alarm began. Virginia walked with him, staring at his hard profile, a profile incredibly similar to Devlin’s. He seemed sunburned—either that or he was flushed. And it was clear he did not want to look at her.
She swallowed, her first thought being that he somehow knew of the affair last night. But she quickly reassured herself that he could not know. Her bedroom was in one wing, his in the other. But his behavior was so different. He was grim and subdued instead of cheerful and loquacious. “Is everything all right?” she asked cautiously.
“Yes.” He finally glanced at her. Then his gaze slammed to her mouth and away.
Virginia’s mouth was bruised, her lips were swollen, and she felt certain he not only saw, but understood completely.
She did not want him to know about her fall from grace. “Have you seen Devlin?” she asked, and to her horror, her voice sounded far too high and on the verge of hysteria.
“Yes.” Sean seemed angry now. His strides increased, leaving Virginia behind.
She had to run to catch up. “He doesn’t seem to be in the house and—”
“He’s not here.”
She halted. “What?”
Ahead of her, Sean did not pause. “He’s gone.”
Her mind froze over. She croaked, “Gone?”
Sean suddenly turned, the action violent. “He left. He’s not here,” he said, his face mottled with a red flush.
She swallowed hard. “What do you mean, Sean?” How hard it was to get the words out. But she somehow knew.
His furious gaze clashed with hers. “He went to London this morning.”
Virginia cried out. And for one moment, her world grayed, darkened, became black.
And when her vision cleared, she was in Sean’s arms, and he was peering worriedly at her. She started to push him weakly away.
He didn’t allow it, holding her upright on her feet, a strong arm braced behind her back. “You were about to faint.”
She met his gaze, aware that hers was brimming with tears. “He went to London?”
Sean nodded, his expression very grim, his gaze dark with anguish.
And her heart cracked open. Again and again, until it bled, raw. He had left. He hadn’t said goodbye. He hadn’t cared enough to say goodbye. He was gone. “Is he coming back?” she whispered.
“I don’t know,” Sean said. “He said he will send word.”
She stared, her body shaking, her mouth trembling. The eighteen-year-old woman was gone. A tiny child was left in her place, broken and bewildered, abandoned and alone and so very afraid.
“I’m sorry,” Sean suddenly cried. “I could kill him with my bare hands, my own brother, a monster I do not understand!”
She cried out, fighting tears now, refusing to weep. He simply did not care that they had made love. He was gone.
“I know what he did to you, Virginia. I am so sorry.”
She met Sean’s gray eyes, eyes that were so like his brother’s except that they mirrored compassion and regret and even guilt. He was holding her hands tightly.
“You know?” she whispered, tears seeping.
He nodded. “I saw him last night. It was obvious. But your secret is safe here.”
She closed her eyes and shrugged. “I don’t care. It’s better this way. If Eastleigh thinks to marry me off to some stranger, now I can simply tell the truth about what happened and no one will have me.” But she did care. She was in pain, terrible pain, and she had to go away, she had to be alone.
“Don’t do this to yourself. This was not your fault. You are young and inexperienced, a perfect target for someone like Devlin. How could a girl like yourself resist my brother’s seduction?” His laughter was harsh. “It is times like these that I detest him. He is better off gone and we should hope he never returns.”
“You don’t mean that,” she managed.
“I feel that way now, as I have all night. The truth is, he is my brother, he would give his life for me, and I do love him. But I will never forgive him for this.” Sean’s eyes were as dark as a stormy sea.
The immense betrayal struck her again. He was gone. He had taken her innocence, and now, he had left. He didn’t care. Not about anyone, not about anything. He was a monster, not a man. “I have to sit down,” Virginia choked. “My knees are oddly weak and I cannot see.”
“You appear as if you will faint again,” Sean said grimly, sweeping her into his arms. He carried her to the house.
Virginia had no will to resist. It was too late to do anything about it, but she realized her heart was broken because she had, stupidly, fallen in love with a terrible man.

Virginia lost track of the days. It began to rain, more often than not. Sean gave her free rein and she spent her mornings on horseback while the sky remained clear. Her afternoons were spent wandering the house or reading one of the many books she found in the library. Sean went out of his way to avoid her when once he had been so gallant, amiable and kind. He was courteous when their paths happened to cross, but distant, as if a stranger. Virginia took her supper on a tray in her bedroom.
She thought about escape and made the attempt one single time. She found some coins in Sean’s bedroom, where she dared to trespass. Dressed as a boy, she took the bay mare and set out for Wexford, some hundred miles to the east. It was another gray, rainy day. She had expected to be able to find her way quite easily, but at the first crossroads, she was at a loss, for there was no sign. The choice was north or south, and Wexford lay directly east. She surmised she should go right, which was north. Many hours later she realized she was heading directly north, deep into the heart of Ireland, and that somehow, she was lost. She was also soaking wet and freezing cold, enough so to think about turning around and going back. And the little mare was tired and beginning to falter. But she didn’t have to turn back. Late that afternoon Virginia paused at a roadside inn to ask for directions, which only confirmed that she was far off her course. And that was when Sean appeared on a black charger, frantic and furious. But instead of shouting at her, he didn’t say a word. He booked two rooms and Virginia was given a hot bath, clean dry clothes and a hearty meal. The next day they returned to Askeaton, riding the entire way in terse silence.
And when the manor lay in sight, Sean pulled his steed to a halt. Virginia halted also and their gazes locked. “I want your word,” he said fiercely. “Give me your word you will not attempt another escape. If you do not, I will have to put you under lock and key.”
This was their first real conversation since the day Devlin had left. “I don’t understand,” Virginia said slowly. “You have said repeatedly that you disapprove of what your brother is doing, yet you will not look the other way so I can escape?”
He was grim. “I more than disapprove. But I swore to Devlin I would keep you safe at Askeaton and I will.”
“You don’t have the backbone to go up against him,” she said.
His expression hardened and his eyes flashed. “He wants us to marry.”
Virginia choked. Surely she had misheard, hadn’t she? But the walls of her world, already so fragile, crumbled then and there. “What!”
“He thinks it would be best, in the end, after the ransom, if we wed,” Sean said.
Virginia could not absorb the words, the notion. She spurred the mare into a gallop, racing for the manor and the surrounding barns, reeling from the blow. She was to be handed off to his brother. He had used her once and now he thought to cast her off to Sean.
At the house she dismounted, handing the mare over to a groom. Sean galloped up to her and slid off his horse. “I know. It’s inexplicable.”
“Stay away from me,” she warned, striding toward the house. She felt as if she had been punched in the chest. She couldn’t breathe and a red haze had formed over her eyes. Pain and anger blurred, impossible to separate.
If she hadn’t hated him before, she hated him now.
And images from that night overcame her, heated and lusty, images she wished were a result of her imagination and not the very real past.
She could not wait to be ransomed.
That night, Sean came to her room. Standing in the hallway, he politely asked her if she would come downstairs to dine. Virginia stared at him from the sanctuary of her bedroom, clinging to the open door. He looked grim, an expression now characteristic for him, and he also seemed torn. “Don’t do this,” she said.
“I’m not doing anything. But after what he did, I treated you intolerably. I want to start over. I am not the enemy, Virginia. The truth is, I am your friend.”
She hugged herself. Their gazes locked. “Why did you turn away from me when I was so broken—when I needed a friend?” she whispered.
He hesitated. “Because it hurt me, too.”
It was a moment before she thought she understood. Was Sean saying that he had feelings for her, and that Devlin’s seduction had made it impossible for him?
He smiled gently. “I think it’s time we had a truce. Besides, it’s damned lonely in that dining room, night after night. I miss your amusing stories.”
She was touched. She plucked his sleeve. “I’m sorry, too. It’s not you I hate.”
“I know.”
Weeks passed into a month, then two. She dined with Sean every evening, and within a few weeks, the tension had disappeared and it was almost as if his brother had never done what he had. Virginia began to look forward to each evening when they would share a fine supper, good wine and never run out of conversation. Sean worked hard managing the estate, and during those evenings, his discourse would include the problems he had encountered and the triumphs, great and small. Virginia quickly learned all about the Corn Laws and how they had saved Ireland; by the month’s end she knew as much about that crop as she did about tobacco. Frequently their conversation became political. Liverpool, a man who Sean apparently thought a great deal of, had formed a new cabinet and was now prime minister. In mid-August they both read the Dublin Times, learning that the United States had declared war on Great Britain in June, even though the Orders in Council had been repealed. British forces had taken Mackinac, a small settlement in the northwest, and a British squadron had captured the USS Nautilus.
Virginia was stunned. “How can your country think to reduce us to colonial status again?” she cried.
“We hardly think to reduce the United States to being our colonies again,” Sean had replied. “We did not want this war—our hands are full in Europe. Your war hawks are responsible for this, Virginia.”
Virginia knew something about American politics but little about war hawks. “My father was a very intelligent man and he said repeatedly that Britain has no respect for our rights, that she wishes to regain her status as a mother country and she will never allow us free trade! How many American ships were seized like the Americana by your navy? How many Americans like myself were abducted off of those ships—and impressed? Do you have any idea how much income your country has cost us due to your restrictive trade policies?” she challenged. And she could recall her father making the very same arguments over supper at Sweet Briar.
“Unfortunately you wish to feed and clothe Napoleon and his armies, Virginia,” Sean said calmly. “And that cannot be allowed.”
In the end, neither of them won the debate and a truce was called, but now news of the war was avidly followed by them both. An Indian massacre of the American Fort Dearborn followed, as did the British capture of Detroit. This new war, so insignificant to the British and so important to the United States, was not going well for the Americans.
There was no word from Devlin, not a single letter. If a ransom was in progress, he was not keeping them informed.
One evening, Sean suggested that she might enjoy riding out with him to inspect the holdings of some tenants, and she accepted. They toured two tenancies not far from Limerick, took supper there, and the next day, she went with him for the first harvest. She began to join him on a daily basis. Their friendship blossomed.
She almost forgot he had a brother. It seemed to be true after all, that time healed all wounds, and now she managed not to think about Devlin O’Neill. Somehow, she had buried him in some deep dark place and it was almost as if he did not exist—except that, deep in her heart, she knew he was the one man she would never forget.
Toward the middle of September the last days of summer turned hot and humid. Virginia came down for supper one night and heard unfamiliar voices in the front hall. Her steps slowed as she realized that both a man and woman were present, chatting amiably with Sean. From his light tone, she could tell that he was happy. Very curious as to whom their first visitors were, she paused before going in.
Immediately, her eyes were drawn to a tall, dark man with swarthy skin and the bearing of someone with great power. Her gaze veered to a tall woman with sun-gold hair, a lush figure and an elegant bearing. Virginia’s heart skipped, for she recognized this woman immediately. Devlin O’Neill looked so much like her in feature and coloring that there was simply no doubt that this was his mother.
Which meant that the tall, dark man with her had to be the Earl of Adare, Edward de Warenne.
Virginia thought about fleeing before anyone saw her, then pleading a headache, as she felt certain they had come to dine, but it was too late.
“Virginia.” Sean had seen her and he smiled widely. His gray eyes were sparkling. “Come meet my parents, Lady Mary de Warenne and my stepfather, Lord Adare.”
The couple turned simultaneously and Virginia met two piercing stares. For one moment, she felt certain that she was being thoroughly inspected. Slowly, she came forward, filled with unease and dread.
But Mary smiled. “Hello, child. We returned from London yesterday and as soon as we heard the news, we rushed over.”
Virginia actually curtsied. “My lady.”
“Leave it to Devlin not to say a bloody word,” Adare said darkly, staring closely at her.
Virginia looked at Sean in confusion. He seemed bewildered, as well. “How is Devlin?” he asked dryly.
“He was up to his neck in a ruckus of his own causing,” Adare said grimly. “He was once again accused of disobeying direct orders—rumor has it he attacked an American ship.”
“What happened?” Sean asked grimly.
“There was a hearing arranged by Admiral Farnham with the clever help of Tom Hughes. Devlin, however, claimed to have come to the aid of a foundering American merchantman, insisting he attacked no American ship. Several of his men testified that this was true. The ship, the Americana, was apparently lost in a gale and there were no survivors. Farnham was outvoted two to one by St. John and Keeting—the motion for a court-martial dismissed.”
Sean was pale. “Christ.”
Adare held up his hand. “He is on probation and he was sent to escort a convoy to Spain. My son has nine lives—and he’s used up ten.”
Virginia was perspiring heavily. There was an explanation now for Devlin’s prolonged absence. She would not defend his behavior—for look at how cleverly he had lied to his own admirals!—but somewhere, in a tiny corner of her heart, she was relieved to know that even if he had wanted to return to Askeaton, he could not. She bit her lip hard, then gave up. “Is he returning here at any time soon?” she asked nervously.
“I wouldn’t know,” the earl said, his tone kind.
Mary beamed at her. “Why, I should hope so! Or does he expect his brother to keep you company while he sails the world?”
Virginia became very uneasy.
“Congratulations, my dear,” Mary said, grasping both of her hands. “I am so happy for you both.”
“Wh-what?”
Sean echoed her exactly.
Adare smiled. “We are both happy—and relieved, I might add, as this is the last bit of news either of us ever expected.”
Virginia had a bad feeling, oh yes. She glanced at Sean, seeking help.
He coughed.
“How on earth did you two meet?” Mary asked, putting her arm around her.
Virginia could not think of an intelligent answer. And she was referring to Devlin—wasn’t she?
Adare clapped his hand on Sean’s shoulder. “Being as Devlin was not kind enough to inform us of the upcoming nuptials, I will ask you. When is the wedding? Has anything been planned? You know your mother would love to help plan the event.”
“The wedding,” Sean said cautiously, his cheeks red.
“Yes, Devlin’s wedding. The first thing we heard when we got home was the news that Devlin is engaged. The moment we stepped off our ship at Limerick, the mayor was congratulating us—as was every squire and merchant.” Adare now stared closely at Sean. “What is amiss, Sean? You seem upset.”
Sean and Virginia looked at each other helplessly.
Mary now ceased smiling. “Is something wrong?” She turned to her son. “Sean?”
Virginia spoke, as he seemed incapable of it. Her mouth somehow formed the painful words. “I am sorry. I am not Devlin’s fiancée. There has been a terrible misunderstanding.”
“I don’t understand.” Mary was pale.
“Well, this would certainly explain why Devlin did not say a word to us when we saw him in London.” Adare was grim and displeased. “I am afraid to ask, then, what this is about. You are Devlin’s guest? “His gaze narrowed. “We have not been properly introduced.”
Virginia did not want to upset Mary de Warenne, but there was no choice. “I am not a guest here,” she said.
“I don’t understand,” Mary whispered.
“You are not a guest,” Adare said slowly. He turned to Sean. “Is she your wife?”
He flushed crimson. “No. Father, perhaps you should sit down.”
“I have a very bad feeling. Out with it!” Adare said, and it was a command.
Sean murmured, “Virginia is the Earl of Eastleigh’s niece.”
A terrible silence fell.

Virginia stared out the French doors, which were open, due to the weather, and watched the earl embracing his wife. Mary was crying. She felt Sean come to stand behind her and a moment later she felt his hand cover her shoulder. She turned to face him.
“Now we know why Devlin has not ransomed you,” Sean said softly. “He was too busy defending himself against a court-martial.”
“Eastleigh probably thinks I’m dead. He probably thinks I lie on the bottom of the sea with the Americana,” Virginia said uneasily.
“Probably,” Sean agreed.
“Why is your mother so dismayed?” she asked. “No one told her about the ransom.”
Sean hesitated. “Some of it has to do with how much Mother yearns for Devlin to find happiness.”
Virginia stiffened. “He’s not interested in happiness.”
“You are right, I think,” Sean said. “But she is his mother, and every mother wants her child to be happy.”
“They both seemed shocked when they learned I am Eastleigh’s niece.” Virginia said.
Sean shrugged.
“I have asked you a dozen times. Why? Why is Devlin doing this? He doesn’t need the money. And you refuse to answer. So now I ask, why is Lady de Warenne so upset? Why did the name Eastleigh almost cause her to faint? Is this about Eastleigh?” she cried.
“Yes.”
Virginia started. “I don’t understand.”
“Eastleigh was not always an earl. Harold Hughes was actually the middle son of the late earl. He was a captain in the army, a common-enough calling for the second son.” Sean was terse.
She still had not a clue as to what this meant. “What does any of this have to do with me—and with your brother?”
Sean grimaced. “He served in Ireland, Virginia. He was the man who murdered our father when we were boys.”
Virginia cried out, reeling. Sean steadied her. She clung to his arms. “This is about your father’s death?”
“This is about my brother’s obsession with it, yes.”
And it struck her then. “My God, this is not about ransom, this is about revenge!”
He nodded.
And the enormity of it, the absolute irony, became instantly clear. She laughed. She laughed wildly, for Devlin was a fool, oh yes!
“Virginia, you are becoming hysterical,” Sean said cautiously, trying to lead her to the sofa.
“I think not!” she cried, allowing herself to be led. “Your brother is a fool, because Eastleigh doesn’t give a damn about me and he could not care less that I am someone’s hostage!”
Sean pushed her to sit, then walked away.
Virginia continued to chuckle, for now she was the one with the last laugh. Devlin’s absurd scheme had certainly backfired. Sean returned, looking very worried, handing her a snifter. Virginia shoved it away. “Don’t you see? There is no revenge. If Devlin wants to hurt Eastleigh, he can not do so with me.”
Sean sat down beside her, taking both of her small hands in his own large, strong ones.
Virginia thought of Devlin’s hands—both men were so alike physically—and she tensed. Slowly she met his gaze.
“No. Devlin has been methodically destroying Eastleigh for years. The man has been reduced to a single estate with very little income. He can’t afford this ransom, and when he pays it, he will have to sell off all that he has left. He will be finished, Virginia, and my brother will have won.”
She stared, stunned, dismayed, and then, aware of him holding her hands, she pulled them away. “And he will have to pay?”
“It will become a matter of honor.”
“What kind of man destroys an innocent woman in order to avenge his father?” she asked numbly.
“My brother,” Sean said. He took her hand again, but only one, clasping it firmly. “He hasn’t destroyed you. You’re not with child.” He kept his voice low. “He won’t touch you that way again, I promise. Very soon, this will be over. One day, it will be a vague memory.”
Virginia stared, but she did not see Sean, she saw Devlin instead, and now she began to understand how his eyes could be so cold, how he could lack any kindness, any mercy. He was no ordinary man. He was obsessed with revenge, and apparently, no means was too obnoxious to gain his end. “And what of his career? Surely he will be court-martialed for abducting me.”
Sean hesitated. “Eastleigh has already been made a fool by Devlin, many times. He is too proud to go to the authorities, Virginia.”
Virginia became still. It struck her then that she had the power to be the means of Devlin O’Neill’s downfall. And Sean stared back—clearly, he knew it also.
Suddenly Mary and the earl had stepped into the room, Mary no longer crying. Both were terribly grave. As they looked at her, she slid her hand from Sean’s and slowly stood.
Mary managed a smile. “Please, child, come outside and sit with me. It’s such a pleasant evening.”
Virginia wished she could be saved, as she had little doubt that Mary wished to speak far too intimately with her. She glanced at Sean pleadingly but he shrugged. Having no choice, she walked out to the terrace with Mary. The other woman paused beside the balustrade and faced her.
Virginia gazed up at the stars instead of at the other woman. But it was impossible not to be aware of her kindness and compassion; it flowed from her the way it might from an unearthly angel, in holy, tangible waves.
“Child,” she said softly, tilting Virginia’s face. “How can I apologize for what my son has done?”
Virginia had to meet her gaze. The woman’s sympathy threatened her composure. “It’s not your fault.”
For one moment, Mary could not speak. “I love both of my sons with all of my heart. I want them to have lives of peace and joy. It is very hard, here in Ireland, to attain such a life. Sean, I think, has come close. But Devlin? He went to sea when he was a boy. I have rarely seen him since. He has chosen a life without joy, a life on the high seas, a life of war and destruction and death. He lives with his pain, closed off to the world, to people, as if he were his own island, as if he did not need any human companionship, any love, any joy.” Mary closed her eyes and tears slipped down her cheeks. “I have prayed so much for him.”
Virginia had the odd urge to cry, too. “Maybe he doesn’t need companionship or love.” She was terse.
“He may be cold,” Mary said, meeting her gaze, “but he is a man. A heart beats in his chest, filled with red, human blood. Of course he needs companionship and love. We all do.”
Virginia wasn’t sure that Mary de Warenne was right.
“I wake up in the middle of the night, worrying about him. I have cried myself back to sleep a hundred times. My husband reminds me that he is a grown man and that in many ways, we should be proud of him. He grew up with nothing. We were very poor, once. Now he owns this fine manor, land that has belonged to O’Neills and FitzGeralds for generations, and he has many fine ships, his own fleet, really, not to mention a wonderful home in Greenwich. He was recently knighted, you know.” She smiled through more tears. “It is Sir Devlin now.”
“He is a very powerful man,” Virginia said hoarsely.
“Yes, he is.” Mary seized her hands. “But he isn’t cruel. Is he?” she begged.
Virginia stared, for a long moment incapable of a response. Finally she whispered, “Not in the way that you mean.”
“Oh, dear Jesus, what has he done?” Mary cried.
“I’m fine,” Virginia lied, agonized.
Mary studied her closely, searchingly, as agonized and desperate as only a mother can be. “I raised my sons to respect women,” she said hoarsely. “Has he respected you?”
Virginia did not know how to answer. Had Mary asked her this question even the day before Devlin’s departure, she would have said yes without hesitation. But now the hurt came rushing back, a roaring in her ears, deafening her, a haze in front of her eyes, briefly blinding her. He had left without even the most careless goodbye. It still hurt, dear God, and if that wasn’t cruel, what was?
Mary knew. She covered her bosom with her hand, shaking, and she turned away. “If I didn’t love him so, I would disown him—my own flesh and blood.” She turned back. “Are you with child?”
There was no more denying anything. Virginia shook her head.
Mary came closer and cupped her cheek. “You are such a beautiful young woman,” she whispered. “Do you love him?”
Virginia started. Then she said, “Please. I just can’t answer any more questions!” She pulled away, began to run, then turned back. “Lady de Warenne, he didn’t really hurt me. I think he tried to be the man you wish him to be. No! I know he tried. But…it just happened!” She knew she was defending him now. She shook her head wildly, panicking, for her defense remained inexplicable. “I don’t know anything anymore! I only know that I must go home.” She turned and ran inside, past Sean and the earl, stammering out some inane regrets. Then she fled to the safety of her bedroom.

In their coach, Edward slipped his arm around his wife and held her close. She turned to him, laying her cheek on his broad chest, closing her eyes. He could feel her anguish, and while he loved Devlin as if he were his own biological son, he hated the pain he caused his wife and wished he had the power to prevent it.
It was the ultimate irony that many powerful men dealt with—they might rule a kingdom filled with subjects, but they could not rule an errant son.
Edward stroked her hair. “Don’t worry anymore tonight,” he breathed. “Tomorrow we will discuss this and decide what to do.”
Mary did not answer. He felt her trembling and knew she was crying again. He bent and kissed her temple. She found his hand and clung to it.
“What would I do without you? I love you, Edward, I love you so much.”
An ancient thrill swept him. He had fallen in love with Mary the first moment he had ever seen her, when Gerald, his tenant, had brought home his new seventeen-year-old bride. He himself was engaged at the time, the nuptials imminent. He had spent eleven years admiring her from a distance, never once making an inappropriate remark or gesture, while she bore her husband three children and his own wife bore him three fine sons and a daughter. In those years, he had developed respect and admiration for his tenant, as well as a wary caution. He heard rumors about the Defenders having come to Wexford, that their enthusiasm and power was growing. Edward had always favored full Catholic emancipation, as he felt it would enable Ireland to become stronger economically and politically and thus help her to become an equal to the mother country. Others disagreed. Others feared the loss of power and land should newly entitled Catholics seek to restore their ancient claims.
From time to time he dined with Gerald, Mary politely excusing herself so the two men could discuss the land, trade, the economy and, eventually, politics. Two Irishmen could not sit down together without discussion of Ireland’s inferior position economically, constitutionally, socially, not even a Protestant and a Catholic. There was always heated debate.
Gerald had never suspected that he was in love with his wife.
Mary had known. She had sensed it from the first, and from that time, she had kept her eyes cast aside whenever he was present, as if afraid that one single shared glance might lead to something terribly wrong.
Sometime before the Wexford uprising he had learned of Gerald’s involvement in the secret criminal society. They had fought terribly, almost coming to blows, with Edward demanding he stay out of the conflict. Days before the rebels took the town of Wexford, Gerald had ridden into Adare at a gallop, his appearance one of a madman.
Adare had met him in the courtyard, terrified that something dire had happened to Mary or her children. Gerald had leapt from his horse and seized the earl by the lapels of his hunt coat. “I need you to swear to me that you will look after my wife and children, Edward.”
“What?” Edward had been stunned.
“Just in case…” Gerald stared savagely. “They’ll only have you to turn to. Promise me, make it an oath. You’ll see to their welfare, you won’t let them starve. And…” He hesitated. “And you’ll find her another husband, a good, decent man.”
By then, his own wife had died several months before in childbirth, his second daughter not surviving, either. He was still grieving, and he hadn’t even dreamed of what the future held. “Stay out of the rebellion,” he ordered. “You have a fine family, a fine wife, and they need you alive.”
“My country needs me,” Gerald retorted. “Promise me, Edward!”
He had promised, but it wasn’t necessary, because he would have moved heaven and earth, anyway, to protect Mary and the children.
It had been an incredible stroke of a terrible fate—his own wife dying and then Gerald murdered by the British. But now, almost fifteen years later, having attained a personal happiness and a joy he had never dreamed possible, he could not imagine his life without Mary as his wife. He stroked her hair again and murmured, “We will send her back to Eastleigh. I’ll arrange it on the morrow.”
“No!” Abruptly Mary sat up, her eyes wide.
“No? Darling, Devlin has kept her against her will,” he said gently, refusing to actually call Virginia Hughes either a prisoner or a hostage. He and Sean had chosen their words around her very carefully.
“Devlin abducted her and holds her hostage,” Mary said flatly. “You need not think to mince words around me now!”
He smiled grimly and squeezed her hand. “I only wish to spare you any further hurt,” he said.
“I know,” she cried. “But what about Virginia? Should she not be spared any further hurt? Should she not have justice?”
He searched her blue eyes. “What do you have in mind?”
“Devlin will do what is right,” she said flatly. “He is going to fix this in the only possible way.”
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