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Chapter One

 


London, 1863

 


 


“You’re quite sure of this?” The words tore
through Robert Melbourne’s throat as though they had thorns. He
gripped the arms of his desk chair and waited for the messenger to
answer his question, praying he’d misheard the man. But evidently,
God wasn’t listening.

“Yes, m’lord, Lord and Lady Bellbrook’s ship
was lost at sea. There were no survivors.” The British naval
officer shifted nervously in his seat, clearly uncomfortable with
the duty of delivering such news.

Robert cared little about the officer’s
discomfort. He only cared that his chest had constricted and his
churning gut threatened to empty its contents. Cage and Emma were
dead? How could that be?

“If there’s anything else I can do for you…”
The officer stood to depart, obviously anxious to take his leave of
Robert’s study.

Robert cleared his throat in an attempt to
rid himself of the thorns before he said, “I wish there were,”
knowing he should probably stand and shake the officer’s hand, but
finding no strength to do so.

The officer nodded awkwardly. “Well, then,
good day to you, m’lord.” He left Robert to his thoughts and the
torrid emotions roiling through his body.

Good day? How does one have a good day after
learning his only brother is dead? And to add to the shock, he
would have to inform their mother.

Grasping the edge of his desk, he pulled his
stunned body to his feet and absently adjusted his jacket. He
didn’t have time to grieve. His mother would be devastated, and it
would be Robert’s responsibility to console her, one of the many
mind-boggling responsibilities that would fall upon his shoulders
as the new Earl of Bellbrook.

The Earl of Bellbrook.

Bloody hell, what a day this was going to
be.

 


 


London, two months later

 


Laughing just now would not be a proper
reaction at all, which under normal circumstances would be
precisely reason enough for Penelope Winston to do just that. But
Lord Wattson’s face was as red as the large stain creeping across
his once white cravat. Adding the laugh might not be necessary.

“Oh dear, m’lord,” Penelope said, covering
her mouth with a gloved hand. “I don’t know what made me stumble.
Is your cravat ruined?”

It was, indeed, as ruined as a cravat could
be, but he’d been more determined than most to pursue her, leaving
her no choice but to resort to the public humiliation of
christening him with her punch.

“Don’t worry, Miss Winston,” he said, dodging
her attempt to mop at the stain with an already ruined kerchief.
“I’ll call a servant.”

He bowed slightly and hurried away, allowing
her to free the smile she’d held in check. Shoving her large
dark-framed spectacles up the bridge of her nose, she headed back
to her corner chair with the rest of the wallflowers.

A few more weeks would see the end of the
last season she would ever have to endure. And to this point, she’d
made it through without a betrothal. Not that avoiding the fortune
hunters had been easy. Many of the peerage had found her attractive
despite the hideous, ill-fitting wardrobe she’d acquired. She
supposed the large inheritance attached to her name added to her
allure, but the last thing she needed was a husband managing her
every move. She’d seen enough of that between her parents.

Securing her freedom had necessitated
developing the grace of a cow, the intelligence of a slug and the
charm of an adder. No sane man would want a wife lacking in so many
social graces, despite the wealth she possessed.

In a few short weeks she would be four and
twenty, and she could officially cease her attempts at the marriage
mart and live her life in freedom. Her father’s will had expressly
stated she would not receive her inheritance until her
twenty-fourth birthday, assuming she didn’t marry before then. Her
mother would now have no choice but accept Penelope’s spinsterhood
and relinquish her funds, funds that would be totally under
Penelope’s control.

No husband. No shackles. No obligations.

Perfect.

 


“Are you in here?” Robert’s mother walked
into his study, the tone in her voice alerting him a lecture was at
hand.

“Yes?” he said, dipping his pen into the
inkwell. Maybe if she saw he was busy, she’d hurry on her way.

The black satin of her skirts swished against
her legs as she crossed the room to sit near the fireplace. “I
think you need to seriously consider finding a bride.”

Damn. This was not a discussion from which
she was likely to hurry. “You’ve been saying that for years,” he
teased, in an attempt to lighten her mood.

“I know.” She lowered her head and Robert
could feel her sorrow even across the room. “But circumstances have
changed and it’s even more important for you to produce an heir.
The next in line for the title is your third cousin, Sigmund.”

Robert snorted. “He’s an idiot.”

“Precisely my point, though it wasn’t very
proper of you to say so.” She lifted her gaze, the glint in her
eyes softening her rebuke. “So, in order to save us all from the
less than capable control of that side of the family, you need
produce an heir.”

“But I’m still young.”

She hesitated before saying, “So was
Micajah.”

Every time his mother mentioned Cage, the
pain in her voice twisted Robert’s gut. His once beautiful and
vivacious mother smiled infrequently now, her demeanor as stark as
her clothing. Even though she’d worn black since his father’s death
more than a decade past, she no longer adorned herself with the
jewels she used to love. She no longer laughed or danced or sang.
Cage’s death stole part of her and each day she died a little
more.

A sick knot tightened below his ribcage. He’d
heard stories of people grieving themselves to death, and though he
doubted she’d take it to that extreme, he could no longer avoid the
inevitable. As an earl, even newly so, he had obligations to many,
and one of those obligations was to produce an heir. He supposed it
would be in poor form for him to do so without securing a bride
first. With a heavy sigh, he stood and crossed the room to sit with
her.

If Cage were alive, then he would be the earl
and Robert would still be free.

“I’ll find a wife before the season ends,” he
told his mother, taking her hand in his. There was no sense in
wishing away the responsibilities that had thundered down on him.
Wishing wouldn’t bring Cage back nor would it ease his mother’s
pain.

She looked at him, a tiny bit of her spark
returning. “Do you swear it to me, Robert?”

“I’ll give you a grandchild,” he said, with a
reassuring pat to her hand. “You have my word.”

 


Making good on his promise to his mother
required a change in behavior, starting at the ball given by Lady
Winston that very evening. Up to now, the new duties of the Earl of
Bellbrook had kept Robert too busy to attend most of the social
functions of the season. But potential wives didn’t stroll up to a
gentlemen’s door. So with the reluctant determination of the
damned, Robert donned his finest evening clothes in preparation for
his plunge into the marriage mart.

He felt like a pig going to slaughter.

“Good evening, Lord Bellbrook,” Lady Winston
gushed, offering her gloved hand for a quick buss across her
knuckles. “We haven’t seen enough of you this season.”

“I thought it only fair to give the other
gentlemen a chance to find a bride.” He ended his teasing with a
wink, which had the lady smiling, as he’d intended. Lady Winston
was a pleasant woman, plump and jovial, her company always affable.
Left with substantial wealth, she’d chosen to remain unmarried
after her husband’s death. She and his mother had been intimate
friends for as long as Robert could remember.

“How is your mother?” she asked, her tone
suddenly serious.

“She’s well, though still grieving.”

With a shake of her gray head, her eyes
saddened. “Would she want the company of an old friend?”

“I can think of one old friend she would
probably enjoy immensely.” And she would. His mother had always
taken pleasure in Alberta Winston’s company, as had Cage and
Robert, at least when she visited without her daughter, Penelope.
That chit had always been a pain in the arse.

“Have you spoken to Penelope yet this
evening?” Lady Winston asked, apparently reading his mind. He hoped
she’d skipped over the reference to his arse.

“No. Is she here?” He tried to sound as
though he wanted to see her. It seemed the only polite reaction
under the circumstances.

“Yes,” she said, gesturing across the
ballroom. “I’m sure she’ll save a dance for you if you hurry.”

He doubted the need to hurry. Lady Winston
had dragged her daughter to many balls the last few years with
hopes of finding a suitable husband. But Penelope had always
managed to end up with the wallflowers, overlooked by most, and
evidently tonight was no exception. He spotted her sitting in the
corner, a rather disheveled gentleman reaching for her hand to
escort her to the dance floor.

Good. Penelope’s distraction gave Robert the
opportunity to slip away from Lady Winston without going directly
to her daughter. He’d speak to her sometime during the evening. He
always did. But dance with her? He’d made that mistake a few years
ago, and his feet had barely withstood the assault.

Even now, the monstrosity of a gown she wore
did little to hide the movement of her feet as she trounced her
partner’s toes repeatedly. He bit back a smile as he watched the
poor man finally concede defeat and escort Penelope back to her
seat, hobbling, of course, as he scurried away.

Did she grin?

His attention was suddenly captured by a
beauty entering the ballroom.

“Miss Constance Monroe,” the servant
announced and Penelope Winston’s grin no longer mattered.

“Well, well,” Robert muttered. This
delightful debutante was much more to his liking.

 


Penelope shoved her glasses up the bridge of
her nose, making sure to grimace as she did so. Her grimace was one
of her best expressions. The scrunching of her nose and squinting
of her eyes made her resemble a rodent, and the result was
gruesome. She held the grimace for a few seconds longer as she
scanned the ballroom, giving anyone looking at her a chance to see
her face. It should be sufficient enough to keep away any other man
who was contemplating requesting a dance.

The room was crowded with the glitz and
glimmer of the ton. Beautiful women with beautiful men, all
pretending interest and winding their way through social
interactions that bored Penelope to tears. She allowed her mind to
drift to far-off lands and exotic peoples. Any place away from
London and the ton. Her heart quickened at the thought of traveling
the world.

Soon.

Soon her mother would allow her access to her
wealth, and she would have the freedom to go to the fascinating
lands she’d read and dreamed about for so many years. Soon she
would never have to worry that a man could prevent her from
experiencing the adventures and excitements life had to offer.
She’d be a woman of the world, just like her Aunt Sophie.

A soft laugh from the woman spinning past
brought her mind back from Egypt and to the couple dancing in front
of her. The man had his back to her, but his broad shoulders hid
the woman in his arms. Tall, strong, he certainly stood out among
the other men in attendance. He dwarfed them. The man turned,
allowing Penelope to see his partner and more importantly, to see
his face.

Good heavens, Robert Melbourne and Constance
Monroe. If ever a couple deserved one another, it was those two—the
addlebrained debutante and the rakish earl. What a pair.

The dance ended and Robert bowed elegantly to
Constance, who fluttered her lashes like a ninny before gliding
way. Ladies always responded to Robert in that manner, and he was
more than aware of it. He wielded his power over the ninnies of the
world like a god.

Penelope snorted, evidently more loudly than
she’d intended, for the sound caught the ninny god’s attention.

“Good evening, Miss Winston,” Robert said,
walking toward her. She guessed convention required him to speak
since they’d known each other most of their lives.

“Good evening, Mister Melbourne.”

“It’s Lord Bellbrook, now. I’m the earl,
unfortunately.”

Normally, she would have bristled at his
correction of her address, but there was a sadness in his voice
that made her hold her tongue. “I’m sorry about Cage.”

When she’d heard of Cage’s death, a part of
her heart had broken. He’d been kind to her at a time in her life
when few seemed to care. If she had decided to take a husband,
Micajah Melbourne would have been at the top of her list, though
she doubted he thought of her as anything other than a little
sister.

Robert’s blue eyes softened for an instant
before he did something totally unexpected—he took the seat beside
hers. Penelope’s face flushed as she cleared her throat to cover
her discomfort. Unlike Cage, it wasn’t like Robert to give her any
notice other than a polite greeting. His uncharacteristic attention
left her flustered.

“So, are you here in search of a match?” she
asked.

“Aren’t we all?”

She sighed with feigned anguish. It wouldn’t
do for anyone to discover that her stab at the marriage mart was
simply for her mother’s benefit. “I fear my chances are all but
gone now.”

He studied her, a flash of pity on his
perfectly handsome features. “I’m sure you’ll find your
match…eventually.”

So smug was he in his assessment of her lack
of charms, she’d laugh were it not exactly the reaction she sought
from men. “I’m all right with it, truly. I think I shall be
happiest unwed.”

“I suspect you’re right.” His comment was not
entirely complimentary. A twist to his tone implied he thought no
one would be happy living with her anyway.

She started to reinforce his opinion, but
noticed his attention had been diverted across the room to the
punch bowl and a lovely yet distressed Constance Monroe. The poor
dear was thirsty and apparently incapable of getting her own drink.
Luckily for her, the heroic Lord Bellbrook had noticed.

“If you’ll excuse me,” he said, hurrying away
from Penelope as though she had ticks. She didn’t, of course, but
if the creatures would keep rogues like Robert away from her, she’d
gladly acquire a few.


Chapter Two

 


 


Lord Stanton Ulridge had very little in his
life that gave him true pleasure. His first wife died delivering a
daughter and the second did no better. She’d survived a birthing,
but after twenty years, still had produced no son. He had wealth,
but no heir to leave either his wealth or title. But he’d learned
to accept he could not measure his successes by his progeny. If he
wanted to leave a legacy, it would have to be by his own doing,
which was why he had joined The Brotherhood of Crocea Mors.

Attaining acceptance to such an elite group
had been difficult, but his love of treasure hunting and his
knowledge of antiquities gave him an edge among his peers. Julius
Caesar’s sword, The Crocea Mors, had never been found, but in the
two hundred years since the group’s inception, The Brotherhood had
located many other elusive treasures.

Unfortunately, the idiot standing before
Ulridge was more than inept in the current treasure hunt. Ulridge
slammed his fist against the gleaming top of his antique French
desk and growled at the man. “What do you mean, you haven’t found
it yet?”

Willie Matney tugged on his shirt collar.
“We’ve looked, m’lord. There’s no sign of it. It’s as though it’s
disappeared from the face of the earth.”

“That’s the most absurd excuse I’ve ever
heard.” He lowered his voice so Matney had to strain to hear him.
“Tell your captain,” he said, leaning across the desk, “he’ll not
get his payment if anyone else gets the statue before I do.”

“What do you want the cap’n to do?”

Ulridge narrowed his gaze. To this point,
he’d avoided alerting anyone else about the evidence he’d found,
but he was running out of options. The young Duke of Pembroke now
knew about the bloody statue, and he’d stop at nothing to beat
Ulridge to it if he could.

Ulridge pounded his desk a second time.

Not again. He’d not come in second to the
arrogant duke ever again.

He pushed away from the desk and walked to
the window, his decision made. “It’s time to use our bargaining
chip. Tell the current Lord Bellbrook we have something of great
value to him and that he’ll need to locate the Osiris statue in
order to obtain it.”

“Do you think he’ll find the statue,
then?”

Ulridge turned to face Matney. “Once he
learns what we have, he’ll move heaven and earth to find that
statue. I have no doubt of it.”

Matney chuckled, his gaze narrowing above his
snaggle-toothed grin. “Aye, m’lord,” he said, hurrying from the
room as though he couldn’t wait to deliver his message.

Ulridge waited on Matney’s exit before he
crossed to the mantel and the large antique mirror hanging above
it. He pulled the gray hair at his temple, attempting to hide the
bald spot that seemed to grow larger each day. Then he silently
cursed the large crook in his nose that gave him a somewhat less
than aristocratic appearance.

He had a title and more wealth than most of
his peers in The Brotherhood, but he didn’t have their respect. He
knew they laughed behind his back. He knew they thought he was just
an old man, lacking in wit and intelligence, but they were wrong.
He was as clever as any of them, and when he found the elusive
Golden Eyed Osiris, they would cease their laughter. Even the
mighty Duke of Pembroke, would have to concede defeat and bow to a
superior mind.

Pembroke. Just the thought of the duke made
Ulridge’s blood boil. Time after time, Pembroke had snatched up the
prizes most sought after by the other collectors, and Ulridge was
sick of the way others fawned over his successes. The man had an
uncanny run with luck, but that was about to change. It was all
about to change. Once he possessed the Golden Eyed Osiris, his
collection would surpass them all, and The Brotherhood would have
no choice but give him respect. He deserved no less.


Chapter Three

 


 


Robert didn’t think he’d ever get used to
seeing Lucian Benton in a wheeled chair, despite the fact the
brutal beating that’d left him too weak to stand had occurred
almost four years earlier. Lucian had been a fierce and powerful
friend of Cage’s, the two of them dragging Robert into manhood by
way of hellholes and gaming halls. As owner of Benton Shipping,
Lucian was still a man to be reckoned with, but now his power was
in his wealth and cunning instead of his fists.

“I’m glad you stopped by today,” Lucian said,
allowing Robert to position his chair near a bench in his garden.
The shaded bench provided a welcomed reprieve from the warm summer
sun. Robert stretched out his long legs as he leaned back to enjoy
the lush vegetation and flowers. He knew the names of none of the
plants around him, but Lucian seemed to have a gift for the
botanical.

“Your note sounded urgent,” Robert said.

“I don’t know how urgent it is, but I thought
you’d want to know what I’ve learned about the Sea
Witch.”

Robert’s gut clenched at the mention of the
ship that had served as Cage and Emma’s watery grave. “More
news?”

“It appears she was captured by Barbary
pirates.”

His head snapped up. “Not sunk?”

“Apparently not, though reports are that all
on board were killed. Evidently, the men chose to fight rather than
face capture.”

Robert had no doubt that Cage would have
fought to his last breath; his brother wouldn’t accept defeat
easily. He only prayed Emma had died quickly. “I didn’t know there
were still pirates operating on the Barbary Coast.”

“A few, though captures of this nature are
rare these days. Odd thing is, they ignored other ships in the
area, seemingly hunting down the Sea Witch
intentionally.”

“Why would they do that?”

Lucian shrugged. “I’ve wondered the same
thing. She had nothing of outstanding value in her hold. Just a
typical shipment of furniture, fabrics and the like.”

“Perhaps they had her mistaken for another
ship.”

“Perhaps,” Lucian responded vaguely, leaving
Robert the distinct impression Lucian thought there was more to the
mystery. And truthfully, Robert found it an odd turn of events as
well.

They continued to sit in silence until Lucian
changed the subject. “How are you adapting to the duties of
earl?”

Robert rubbed his brow. Having an earldom
suddenly foisted on him had changed his life and not for the
better. It was far more fun and much less demanding to simply be
the brother of an earl than to have to deal with the constant
duties and obligations. “I never wanted to be an earl.”

“Neither did Cage.” Lucian chuckled softly
then fell into silence once more.

Robert could practically smell the
melancholy. “I’ve decided to take a bride,” Robert said in an
attempt to change the mood, at least for Lucian. For himself, the
statement only reinforced another of his duties.

“And who is the lucky lady?”

“Not sure, but I’m considering Miss Constance
Monroe.”

“I don’t know her, but how will she feel
about your connection to the ungentlemanly world of business?”

He hadn’t considered that, not that it
mattered. He had little intention of keeping Miss Monroe abreast of
his business affairs. “I doubt I’d inform her, though I can’t
imagine she’d care if I’m a silent partner of Benton Shipping as
long as she’s kept in the style to which she’s accustomed.”

“Even vulgar wealth can be overlooked if it’s
substantial enough?”

“Something like that,” Robert said, surprised
at how much he’d sounded like Cage.

Then, as though Lucian had read his mind, he
said, “I sure as hell miss him.”

“As do I,” Robert muttered. “As do I.”

 


Penelope pulled the ugly gray monstrosity of
a gown up to her shoulders, quickly fastening the buttons down the
front before making sure her hair was an appropriate mess. It was
time to eat breakfast, and even her mother had no idea the measures
she took to be unattractive. A tinge of guilt flittered through her
thoughts, but Penelope refused to let it take root. It wasn’t as
though she needed to secure a wealthy match. Her father had left
them with more than enough money to keep Penelope and her mother
comfortable for the rest of their lives. Her mother’s wish for her
to marry was a result of social convention and not what was in the
best interest for Penelope.

For seven years Penelope had snorted,
belched, spilled drinks and stepped on toes to stay free from the
bonds of matrimony, and she wasn’t about to stop now. Not when she
was this close.

As soon as she left England, she’d have gowns
made to fit her and she’d get rid of the heavy spectacles, but
until then, Pitiful Penelope was here to stay. She hurried to the
dining hall.

“Good morning, dear,” her mother said,
nibbling at a coddled egg. “Did you enjoy the ball last night?”

Penelope smiled, filling her plate from the
sideboard before taking a seat at the table. “Yes. It was a lovely
evening.”

Her mother eyed her plate, her lips pinching
in disapproval. “You really shouldn’t eat so much, Penelope. You’re
never going to catch a good husband if you don’t watch your figure
more closely.”

That was the intention.

“I noticed Lord Bellbrook speaking with you
last night,” Mother said.

Penelope’s face heated. She had no desire to
discuss Robert’s attentions. His unusual friendliness had already
cost her much needed sleep the night before. But Mother would like
nothing more than for Penelope to land an earl. As if Robert
Melbourne would want someone like her.

“Robert’s interests are elsewhere.”

“He’s such a handsome man and so charming,”
her mother continued as though Penelope hadn’t spoken. “Don’t you
think he has the most stunning eyes?”

Robert did have stunning eyes, but that
hardly made up for the rest of his shortcomings. “If I didn’t know
better, I’d say you’re interested in him for yourself.”

Her mother smiled, and for an instant
Penelope wondered if her jest had hit too close to home.
Frightening thought.

“You know, when you were children, I’d always
hoped you’d end up with either Micajah or Robert. They were both
such delightful boys.”

Cage? Yes. When they were children, Cage was
the closest thing to a friend that she had.

Robert, on the other hand, was always
dropping toads in her punch or beetles down the back of her gown.
And then there was the time he’d lured her to the stables with the
promise of seeing new kittens only to leave her in a locked stall
for hours. Delightful was not a word she’d use to describe Robert
Melbourne.

“I think it’s time we give up on that hope,
don’t you? I’m obviously not going to find a match, and I’m
perfectly content with that.”

“Oh, Penelope.” Her mother practically
moaned. “I don’t know what you’re going to do without a man to
watch over you.”

“I don’t need a man to watch over me.”

“But you’re a woman.”

“So are you,” she reminded, “and you’ve done
fine without Father for ten years.”

Her mother stopped for a moment, pretending
interest in her kippers, but Penelope knew better. Her father had
rarely been home, and her mother always seemed happier when he
wasn’t. He was a big man who never smiled and gave the impression
he never wanted to, and now that Penelope thought about it, nobody
else smiled around him either.

She had feared him—feared his stern
disposition and his unwavering control over the household,
particularly over Penelope and her mother. Penelope never did
anything without his permission first, which meant she never did
anything. Except when she and her mother visited with Lady
Bellbrook. Penelope’s father never had an interest in accompanying
them to the earl’s home. It was the only time Penelope could run
and play without censure. Of course, her mother had been unaware of
the running. She would have objected most assuredly.

“It hasn’t been easy, being alone,” her
mother said.

No, but it’s been better.

“I don’t want easy,” Penelope said. “I want
to be free.”

Her mother gasped, setting her teacup in its
saucer to keep if from dropping to the table. “Free from what?”

“To do what I want.” She laid down her fork
and leaned toward her mother. “Don’t you want to travel the world?
Don’t you want adventure and excitement, the kind Aunt Sophie has
known?”

Her mother’s brows rose as though Penelope
had just uttered a blasphemy. “No,” she said with all sincerity,
and Penelope realized then how different she was from her
mother.

“But Aunt Sophie’s life has been full of
wonderful journeys and intrigue. You don’t envy that?”

It was then that her mother snorted. Her
mother rarely snorted and when she did, it was usually connected in
some manner to Aunt Sophie.

“My sister’s life may seem like a perfect
one, but there is much you don’t know about her.” Then she ceased
the discussion, as usual. She often implied that Aunt Sophie’s life
was far from perfect, but Penelope knew better. Her mother was
simply jealous of her free-spirited, courageous sibling. Who
wouldn’t be?

While Penelope’s mother wasted away in her
home in London, Aunt Sophie had traveled to the Continent, Asia and
India, collecting wondrous keepsakes and tales of adventures
Penelope could only dream about. Aunt Sophie had done so only
because she had chosen to spend her time and resources on adventure
instead of on a husband as her sister had done.

Penelope loved her mother dearly. Why else
had she pretended to look for a husband all these years? But soon
she would turn twenty-four and her funds would be released to her.
No one cared about eccentric spinsters or their whereabouts. Except
for a pitying glance that would come her way now that she was on
the shelf, none would care about her existence in the least. And
that was exactly as she’d planned it.

She leaned back in her chair, attacking her
kippers in earnest. “Well, I intend to see the world.” She didn’t
add, “May God help any man who gets in my way,” but the threat was
on the tip of her tongue, right along with the kippers.


Chapter Four

 


 


At tonight’s ball, Robert would seek out the
company of Constance Monroe more aggressively. Perhaps he would
even steal a kiss from the lovely debutante. It was that time of
year when many were announcing engagements, but Robert’s tardy
entry into this year’s events would require him to hurry his
courtship.

Constance was a beauty, and he’d heard rumors
of others intending to offer for her hand. Yet she wanted a titled
man with means and that narrowed the field. Many in the peerage had
seen their wealth dwindle in recent years, but Cage’s foresight in
investing in commerce had secured the family’s resources nicely.
Robert’s wealth and title guaranteed him the choicest of brides,
even if that money had been attained through something as common as
trade.

With a quick adjustment to his cravat, he
stepped into the palatial home of Lord Stanton Ulridge.

“Good evening, Bellbrook.” Ulridge approached
Robert, offering a hand in welcome to his home. As usual, he’d
tugged his hair around in an attempt to hide a bald spot. The ploy
hadn’t worked.

“Good evening,” Robert returned, his eyes
catching a glimpse of Constance. Her blond hair was up in a very
becoming style, little curls spilling down to her shoulders and
framing her heart-shaped face. Her gown was beautiful too, softly
pink; she resembled a confection he’d enjoy tasting.

Ulridge chuckled. “I see your attention is
elsewhere.”

“My apologies,” Robert answered with a grin.
“There is a lady I’d like to catch before her dance card is
filled.”

“On your way then,” Ulridge said, gesturing
with his hand. “But later, I want to show you my newest
treasure.”

Treasures were Ulridge’s reasons for living.
Already possessing an immeasurable amount of wealth, the man seemed
obsessed with obtaining the rarest of artifacts to show off to his
peers. Robert didn’t blame him. Many of the elite enjoyed
collecting oddities and though the practice didn’t appeal to
Robert, it was a harmless enough way to occupy their time,
especially for older men like Ulridge.

“I would enjoy it,” Robert said, tipping his
head to Ulridge before making his way across the ballroom to the
lovely Constance. Unfortunately, by the time he reached her, she
was in conversation with the not so lovely Penelope Winston.

“Ladies,” he said, bowing before the two.
Penelope shoved her outrageous spectacles up the bridge of her nose
and squinted at him, mouth pinched, so that her face resembled
something that should be caught in a trap.

“Good evening, Lord Bellbrook,” she
said.

Robert flinched at her proper address,
remembering vaguely he’d corrected her the last time they’d met. He
hadn’t really intended it as a correction, simply a way to approach
the topic of his acquisition of the title. Penelope had always
seemed fond of Cage and oddly enough, the feeling had been mutual,
but Cage’d had more patience with her habit of irritating the hell
out of them.

Penelope had a talent for being at the wrong
place at the wrong time, which she proved by stepping backward and
into some poor chap who’d had the misfortune of standing too
close.

“Forgive me,” she said, spinning so rapidly
she knocked the gentleman sideways, causing him to stumble and fall
into the rather abundant bosom of Lady Michaels, his face landing
inadvertently in the fleshy valley between her breasts.

“Merciful Heavens!” Lady Michaels said,
extricating the man’s face before he smothered to death. But in her
rush to distance herself, she too lost her footing, landing with a
thud on the floor. The young man, face still in her hands, went
crashing with her, and the ensuing pile of satin and petticoats
resembled a collapsed circus tent.

Robert hurried to their aid, biting his lip
to keep his laughter in check.

“Are you injured, Lady Michaels?” he asked,
pulling the matron to her feet.

“Only my pride,” she muttered, throwing a
glare toward Penelope. “Perhaps you should take a seat, Miss
Winston, before you manage to kill someone.”

Her tone had far too much malice considering
the circumstances. Accidents happened. Robert glanced at Penelope,
her face red, her eyes large with shock. She appeared to be
speechless, which was no doubt a first.

“I’m sure Miss Winston meant you no harm,” he
said, suddenly feeling the need to come to her defense. Another
first. He ushered Lady Michaels away from the scene. “Please, allow
me to get you some punch.”

Penelope watched Robert walk away, puzzled
he’d come to her rescue.

“Bother,” Constance mumbled, before she
turned on Penelope. “If you hadn’t been such a cow, Lord Bellbrook
would’ve asked me to dance. I think you did that
intentionally.”

Penelope rolled her eyes at Constance’s
accusation. While she had intentionally stumbled into the
man behind her, the chain of events that occurred after that had
been purely accidental. “Why would I do something like that
deliberately?”

Constance lifted her nose, her gaze narrowing
with spite. “Because you want Lord Bellbrook for yourself.” Then
she lowered her voice, leaned closer and said, “As if he would want
something like you.”

Penelope glared at the irritating Miss Monroe
while shoving her spectacles back in place. Then she lowered her
own voice and said, “I’d be careful if I were you. A glass of
punch, spilled just right, could ruin a gown like yours, and then
what would Lord Bellbrook think?”

Constance gasped, hurrying away from Penelope
as though she’d just been threatened with a sword instead of a
beverage. Penelope snorted and returned to the corner where the
wallflowers sat, grateful for the opportunity to ponder what had
just happened.

She didn’t care about Constance’s missed
dance or even the fact that Lady Michaels had ended up on her rump.
The scornful old biddy had been unkind to Penelope’s mother for
years. But there were two things she couldn’t seem to remove from
her mind. The first was the way Robert had come to her aid,
defending her to Lady Michaels and then escorting the old crone
away before she could say anything else.

Penelope glanced across the floor where
Robert was still placating the ruffled Lady Michaels. It was silly
to think he’d done that for her. He was no doubt trying to impress
Constance with his chivalry.

In an attempt to ignore the other thought
nagging at her, she tapped her foot against the floor and pretended
to watch the dancers. But the distraction proved worthless. She
still couldn’t overlook Constance’s accusation, ridiculous though
it was.

Did she want Robert Melbourne?

She allowed her gaze to drift back to Robert
and had to admit he’d grown into a striking man. Tall, broad
shouldered, he carried himself with confidence and agility. Not at
all like the softer men of the ton. No gentle features, no tender
sensibilities, there was an edge to him that felt almost dangerous,
and she wondered if the rumors she’d heard were true. Perhaps when
he and Cage had traveled the world they truly had engaged in all
sorts of deadly adventures at sea.

He smiled at something Lady Michaels said,
and Penelope immediately believed the other rumors she’d heard as
well. Robert Melbourne was a scandal waiting on the opportunity to
strike. His smiles melted women at his feet. Then, of course, there
were those eyes of his. So intensely blue they startled even her
sometimes.

Just then, Robert glanced across the room and
their gazes locked. Only a second. Only long enough for her to wish
for an instant that she wore a beautiful gown and he wanted to
place his name on her dance card.

Silly thought. She didn’t like Robert
Melbourne, and he didn’t like her, not that it mattered. No man,
blue eyed or not, was going to keep her from her dreams. With her
best grimace, she shoved her spectacles up the bridge of her nose
and grinned at him.

He lifted his brow slightly, as though the
sight frightened him, and then headed for Constance. And that was
fine by Penelope. Constance would make him a dutiful wife, and he
would make her miserable.

It was match made in heaven.

 


Under normal circumstances, Robert would
never walk the streets of London alone at night, especially after
the way Lucian Benton had been beaten, but the evening had left him
wrought with tension. He’d stolen a kiss from Miss Monroe on the
terrace, just as he’d planned, but for all the effort she’d put
forth, he might as well have kissed a boot. The woman, it seemed,
had no fire in her soul, and he wasn’t sure he could kindle
one.

“Gov’ner?”

Robert stopped his musings, senses standing
on edge, his gaze darting as he searched for the man who’d called
out to him.

“Who’s there?” he asked, reaching for the
knife he kept inside his jacket. He’d learned years ago to never go
out unarmed, particularly in city streets.

A movement from the corner of his eye alerted
him to a stocky man standing in an alley off to his right. Turning
the knife, he wrapped his hand around the hilt, hiding it from the
stranger’s view. He was at least two blocks away from where he’d
told his driver to meet him. He was alone. With any luck at all, so
was the one speaking to him.

The man gestured for him to follow into the
alley, as though Robert were a fool. “What do you want?” Robert
asked, standing his ground with a shake of his head.

“Yer Lord Bellbrook, ain’t ye, lad? What used
to be Robert Melbourne?”

His apprehension rose. “What if I am?”

“I know something about yer brother.” The man
stayed in the shadows, avoiding the dull light of the street
lamp.

“Then you know he’s dead,” Robert said,
taking a slow step toward the man as he tried to identify his
accent. Not quite British, not quite Scottish, he sounded like many
of the sailors he’d met on his travels.

“Ye don’t know all ye think ye do.” He paused
and Robert’s heart crept into his throat. “Yer brother ain’t dead,
m’lord, and how you can save him.”


Chapter Five

 


 


Robert stopped walking, not willing to scare
the man away. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“How do ye know I’m not?”

He didn’t and that was what made this so
bloody difficult. Heart now racing, Robert took a deep breath to
steady his nerves, deciding whether to beat the information out of
the man or approach with caution. Caution won out. “What do you
want from me?”

“Benton Shipping has a statue shipped from
Cairo. It’s of the god Osiris. It’s about this tall,” he said,
indicating a height of approximately one foot with his hands, “and
it has golden eyes. Bring it to me, and ye can have yer brother and
his bride.”

Bride? Very few knew Cage had married
before his death. If this man knew that, maybe there was truth in
his claim. “Who are you? How can I get in touch with you?”

“You find the statue; I’ll find you,” he said
before he slipped down the alley.

Without hesitation, Robert darted into the
alley after him. He followed at a distance, catching glimpses of
the man’s jacket as he bolted around corners until evidently he
thought he’d made his escape. Robert watched from the shadows as
the man walked into a tavern and then with the stealth he’d learned
in the streets of Cairo, he positioned himself outside the window
to get a glimpse of him.

In the corner of the pub, the bloke already
had a buxom woman on his lap. Robert memorized his features and
those of the lady. There would be no point in confronting him now,
but there were plenty in the tavern who would know the man when
Robert came looking for him later, especially the doxy on his
lap.

He turned away from the window and headed
toward his carriage. By now, his driver was no doubt wondering
where he’d gone, but that was of little concern. If the bastard was
telling the truth, Cage and Emma were alive. Alive, but in need of
rescue.

“Bloody hell,” he cursed, fighting down his
excitement. What if the man was lying? Worse yet, what if he
couldn’t find the damned statue?

“Bloody hell,” he repeated before making a
dead run for his carriage.

 


Penelope loved when Aunt Sophie visited. She
made a much more enjoyable chaperone than her mother. While Mother
made it her life’s goal to find eligible men to send Penelope’s
way, Aunt Sophie never interfered with her plans. They had never
discussed Penelope’s spinsterhood but it was as if she knew
Penelope intentionally drove away suitors and supported her efforts
to do so.

Aunt Sophie understood, which was why
Penelope now found herself riding in a carriage to Lady Bellbrook’s
home. After the fiasco of the night before, the last thing she
wanted to do was be anywhere near Robert, but Aunt Sophie had
requested she join her mother and her on a visit to their oldest
friend.

“Lady Bellbrook will be so happy to see us.”
Her mother patted Penelope’s hand. “I sent a note ahead to tell her
we were stopping by. Poor dear,” she said with a shake of her head.
“I can’t imagine the pain of losing a child.”

Aunt Sophie lifted a perfectly arched brow
and adjusted her green velvet hat. Aunt Sophie’s hats always had a
jaunty brim that angled just so over one eye. “Cage was a grown
man.”

“He was still her child and if you were a
mother, you’d understand that we live and die with them each day.
At least he’d done his duty and taken a wife before he died.” Her
mother’s underlying tone clearly indicated her disappointment in
Penelope’s and Sophie’s lack of husbands.

“The earl’s death was indeed a tragedy,”
Sophie said, choosing not to take offense over her mother’s jibe.
Instead, she watched out the window of the carriage, her slender
form in perfect posture, her velvet gown sporting nary a wrinkle.
Penelope straightened her spine in an attempt to emulate her aunt.
A woman of the world didn’t slouch and soon Penelope would be such
a woman. She needed to practice her new comportment.

An elderly butler greeted them at the
Bellbrook’s door with a slight bow. “Lady Bellbrook is waiting for
you in the solarium,” he said, leading them down a corridor to the
sunny room on the back of the house.

Penelope had always loved this room. As a
child, she had listened with rapt interest as Cage read or told
stories about faraway lands. Even then, she couldn’t get enough of
them, or him, for that matter.

“How good of you to come,” Lady Bellbrook
said, beaming brightly when they entered the room.

A table set with a silver tea service and
plates of cookies and cakes awaited their arrival.

Penelope paused as the old friends embraced
before she greeted Lady Bellbrook. “How are you?”

Lady Bellbrook’s smile spread across her
face. “Better than I’ve been in months.” She gestured for them to
sit before leaning close. “I must tell you what I’ve learned, but
only if you keep it to yourselves. Robert doesn’t want this to slip
out.”

“Of course,” Penelope’s mother said, nibbling
on a cookie while she listened.

Aunt Sophie’s eyes sparkled. “Do tell. The
season has been dreadfully boring of late.”

“Robert believes Micajah is alive.”

Hand frozen in the act of pouring a cup of
tea, Penelope raised her gaze to Lady Bellbrook. “Where is he?”

“He’s being held for a ransom.”

Though not an unheard of event with the
peerage, the news still shocked Penelope. “How much do they
want?”

“That’s the strange part,” Lady Bellbrook
said. “They don’t want money. They want some artifact they think we
have.”

“Do you have it?” Aunt Sophie asked.

“No,” she said, “But Robert thinks it may
have shipped on one of Lucian Benton’s ships. He’s over there now
trying to find it.”

Penelope only half heard the rest of the
conversation. Cage was still alive. He hadn’t drowned at sea. He
wasn’t gone forever. Her heart pounded with excitement as her mind
whirled through the ramifications of the news. At this very moment,
Robert was searching for an ancient artifact so he could rescue
Cage.

An adventure was underway.

She glanced toward Aunt Sophie. The glint in
her eye mirrored Penelope’s excitement. Heart drumming, she wiggled
her toes impatiently beneath her skirts. As soon as their visit
with Lady Bellbrook was over, she was going to convince Aunt Sophie
to accompany her to Benton Shipping to help with the search. Robert
was sure to be delighted with their offer of assistance.

At least, Robert should have been
delighted with their offer of assistance. But when she stepped into
the office of Benton Shipping, his reaction showed anything but
delight.

“What the devil are you doing here?”

Aunt Sophie stepped in behind Penelope. “Is
that any way to address a lady of proper breeding?”

He sat surrounded by piles of ledgers and
papers. Across the desk from him sat a handsome man in a wheeled
chair, and from the looks of it, neither had slept since yesterday.
Both had removed their jackets, shirtsleeves were rolled up their
arms and their collars were loosened. Robert’s hair was mussed as
though he’d run his hand through it repeatedly.

Upon seeing Aunt Sophie, he stood slowly to
his feet. “Forgive me, Miss Arborgast. I didn’t realize you had
accompanied Miss Winston.”

“Miss Winston is also a lady of proper
breeding, Lord Bellbrook.”

He tipped his head slightly. “Of course.”
Turning toward Penelope, he said, “Forgive me, Miss Winston.”

Penelope fought to contain her grin. Aunt
Sophie had humbled Robert without even raising her voice. She had
had that way about her even when they were children.

“We’ve come to help you find Cage.” Penelope
laid her reticule on a chair near the door and approached one
orderly stack of paper.

Robert’s brow furrowed. “How did you know
about that?”

“Your mother told us at tea today.”

Robert shook his head. “I asked her not to
tell anyone.”

Aunt Sophie stepped toward his desk to get a
closer look at the papers. “Your mother has been a friend of our
family for years. You can’t expect her not to share something that
important with someone.”

“I could only hope,” Robert said under his
breath before adding, “I appreciate your concern, but Mr. Benton
and I could work better if you ladies would leave now.”

He was going to have to do better than that
if he thought to exclude Penelope from this, her first adventure.
“Your work would go more quickly if you had help,” Penelope said,
standing her ground.

“We don’t need help.” He walked toward her as
though to escort her to the door.

But he stopped when the other man said, “Yes,
we do.” Then the man smiled at them. “I’m Lucian Benton, owner of
Benton Shipping, and we’d love some help.”

Robert sighed, dropping back into his chair.
“You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“We’ve been here all night, Robert. If these
lovely ladies want to offer a set of fresh eyes, we’re fools to
turn them down. Besides, they already know what we’re doing.”

“Fine,” Robert said, though Penelope doubted
it was. “But don’t complain to me if she breaks your foot or
topples a bookcase on your head,” he said, gesturing toward
Penelope.

Penelope took his resignation as approval,
quickly dragging a chair up to the desk before he could reconsider.
Aunt Sophie did the same.

“This is Miss Arborgast and her niece Miss
Winston,” Robert said in a reluctant introduction to Mr.
Benton.

“The pleasure is mine.”

Mr. Benton’s manners far surpassed Robert’s,
but Penelope wasn’t surprised nor did she care. Helping to rescue
Cage was the first truly exciting adventure in her life. Robert’s
surly disposition was not going to deter her one whit.

“What are we looking for?” She’d love to take
off her spectacles—they were difficult to see around—but Robert
would probably think that strange, so she left them in place,
picking up a ledger to help in the search.

“A statue of the god Osiris,” Robert said.
“It shipped from Cairo.”

“When?”

Lucian handed her a stack of papers. “We
don’t know.”

“On what ship?” Aunt Sophie said.”

“We don’t know that either.” Robert stood
slowly, pausing a moment to stretch before crossing the room to
stare out a window.

“Oh.” Penelope glanced across the desk at
Lucian, who rubbed his temple in exhaustion before saying, “These
are the manifests for every shipment we’ve picked up in Cairo in
the last five years.”

The pile was daunting at best. “Which ones
have you already gone through?”

Lucian pointed to a stack on the floor, a
stack much smaller than the one on the other side of his desk.

“And you’ve been searching since last night?”
Aunt Sophie asked.

A tired nod was all Lucian could muster.
Robert didn’t even have that left in him. He stared out the window,
shoulders sagging with exhaustion.

“I think the two of you need to sleep for a
couple of hours while we continue the search.” Penelope started
scanning a shipping list, hoping they would take her suggestion
without disagreeing.

Silly on her part.

“We can’t,” Robert said, finally pushing away
from the window. “We don’t have time to waste.”

“Robert,” she said, adjusting her glasses,
“You’re both exhausted and exhausted men make mistakes. You need to
sleep and eat so you can return to the search with enough vigor to
be effective.”

“She’s right, Robert. I’m so tired my eyes
are crossing.”

Robert stopped the argument perched on the
end of his tongue an instant before it fell out. He didn’t want to
quit hunting until he’d located the damned statue, but Lucian was
drained. They’d been searching all night and all of today, and
Lucian hadn’t had the luxury of getting up periodically to move
around.

If Robert didn’t stop to rest, neither would
Lucian. “All right,” Robert said, rolling his shoulders to relieve
the kink. “A couple hours of rest would make it easier to think. Is
there still a cot in the next room?”

“Don’t you think you should go home and
rest?” Penelope asked.

“No,” Robert and Lucian answered
simultaneously.

Robert was glad she chose not to argue; he
certainly wasn’t in the mood to argue. Before she had the chance to
reconsider the argument, Robert motioned for Lucian to leave the
office with him. The cot was small for a man of Lucian’s size, but
Robert doubted he’d care.

“Do you need help?” he asked as Lucian moved
his chair to the cot.

“If you hold the chair so it won’t roll, I
can do the rest.”

Robert did as asked, waiting while Lucian
pulled himself from the chair to the cot. His legs weren’t totally
useless, but their weakness was evident in his efforts.

“Where will you sleep?” Lucian asked, his
eyes already drifting closed.

“The other room.” Robert didn’t wait for
Lucian to ask where or to realize there was no other place a person
could lie down here at the office. He had no intentions of sleeping
anyway.

There was a statue to find.

A lamp in the office had been lit in his
absence, and Penelope was alone, so intent in her reading that she
didn’t hear him return.

Her glasses lay on the desk beside her.

“Where’s your aunt?” He crossed the room to
the desk, dropping into a chair to search with her.

Lifting her head quickly, she frowned at the
break in her concentration. “She took some ledgers to the desk in
the next room where she could lay them out more easily.”

He looked across the desk, surprised at the
intensity of her eyes. Green. Deep rich green. Why had he never
noticed them before?

Maybe because he’d never looked.

“Don’t you need to rest?” Her tone was
accusatory, flirting with that argument.

“Don’t you need to wear these?” He
held up her glasses, intending to distract her.

She grabbed the spectacles from his hand,
quickly shoving them into place. “They get heavy,” she mumbled,
returning her interest to the ledger before her.

Well, that distraction was successful. She
seemingly forgot his nap time, which was good, but now his
curiosity was piqued. If she could read without her glasses and
they bothered her, why wear them? He leaned forward, hoping to
catch a glimpse through her lenses, only managing to catch a twinge
in his shoulders instead.

He winced and since it was none of her
business, Penelope noticed immediately. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Just not used to sitting at a desk
for this long.” He reached up to rub the knotted muscles, surprised
when Penelope left her chair to stand behind him.

“Lean back,” she ordered.

He shouldn’t, but damn he was tired, so he
did. And as a result, he learned Penelope Winston had delightful
fingers. She pushed against the tender spots, working his muscles
into a relaxed state for the first time in hours.

“This probably isn’t proper,” he said, hoping
she’d ignore his attempt at honor as he laid his head against the
back of the chair.

“Aunt Sophie is in the next room and the door
is open. She may not be the most conventional of chaperones, but
she is, nonetheless, a chaperone.”

Someone else must have spoken for her. The
voice was too soft. Too gentle. But through his closed eyelids, he
couldn’t see the other woman. And at the moment, didn’t really
care…

Penelope continued to rub his shoulders until
his body relaxed in sleep, then, with caution, lifted her hands and
returned to her chair. Once sure he was going to stay asleep, she
removed her glasses. It was much easier to work without constantly
having to shove them into place.

Hesitantly, she allowed herself a moment to
study him. He was unaware, so what harm could it cause?

Bare forearms, sinewy and strong, drew her
attention to the hands resting on the arms of his chair. Void of
jewelry, his hands belied the pampered existence of a member of the
gentry. A small scar marked the back of one, and their sheer size
hinted at the power they could exert if needed.

Her gaze drifted up his arms to his shoulders
and chest. The absence of his jacket permitted her to see the
outline of his muscles, not that she needed to. She’d already felt
their hardness when she’d massaged his neck. Their tautness hadn’t
surprised her since she knew Robert had never possessed the soft,
slender form of most of his peers. Touching those muscles, however,
had been more intimate than she’d expected or wanted.

A lock of thick hair brushed his forehead,
and the shadow of his beard darkened his jaw. But despite the
starkly masculine lines of his face, there was a vulnerability in
his sleep that reminded her of a child.

But when he was a child, Robert Melbourne had
caused her nothing but irritation. Time to remember that.

She had never denied that Robert was
handsome, but that didn’t make him any less irritating. Jerking her
attention back to the task at hand, she vowed not to become one of
Robert’s ninnies.

No good could come of those thoughts,
anyway.


Chapter Six

 


 


Robert slept exactly the wrong amount of
time—longer than he’d intended but not long enough to make a
difference. A morning sunbeam barreled through Lucian’s window,
landing on Robert’s face, and the effect was rather much like being
slapped with a trout.

It took a full minute before his mind
connected with his body enough to realize Penelope was asleep on
the desk. One arm stretched out in front of her, a large curl
thankfully covering most of her face. She was not a sight he’d ever
expected to wake up to.

“Penelope?”

She didn’t move.

“Penelope?” he said again, touching her
arm.

“Merciful heavens!” she yelped, sitting up so
abruptly that half her hair spilled from its knot, and a pile of
ledgers flew off the desk to the floor.

She grabbed her glasses, shoving them onto
her face as her hair jumped about like a cat caught in a
typhoon.

Blushing, she grabbed at hairpins in an
attempt to secure the chaos. “I…I didn’t realize I’d fallen
asleep,” she said, twisting and poking at the tendrils. It was like
watching Medusa attempt to tame her snakes.

Perhaps an apology was in order. “I didn’t
mean to startle you.”

“You didn’t.” She stopped poking, a smile
reluctantly slipping out. “Well, maybe a little. But I hadn’t
intended to fall asleep.” She glanced toward the window, her face
dropping. “It’s morning.”

“Oh dear, Penelope.” Aunt Sophie hurried into
the office. “I fell asleep reading the ledgers.” She glanced first
at Penelope, then at Robert. “I have the feeling I wasn’t the only
one.”

Penelope’s aunt must have slept in a
perfectly upright position. Not a hair was out of place. Her gown
had not one wrinkle that Robert could see, and the pink tint to her
rounded cheeks gave the impression the morning had simply kissed
her.

Morning hadn’t kissed Penelope. If anything,
it had soundly bitten her.

“Well,” Sophie said, patting her coif, “we
must hurry you home. It’s morning and we have a story to concoct
for your mother.”

“You have an idea?” Penelope asked.

Sophie’s lips lifted, and a twinkle played
mischievously in her eyes. “I always have ideas. This won’t even be
a challenge.”

Taking a step toward the door, she paused to
look back at Robert. “I suggest you go home and get some rest, Lord
Bellbrook. You look a fright.”

He chuckled. Not many women were cheeky
enough to tell an earl he looked a fright, but he had the feeling
Penelope’s aunt had the potential to be even cheekier still. He
saluted as though he would follow her advice, but he had no
intentions of doing anything of the sort. Not while his brother was
missing.

“If Cage is still alive, he is actually Lord
Bellbrook,” he said.

“But until we find him, all of London
believes that title is yours. I’m afraid you’re stuck with it a
while longer,” Sophie said, leading Penelope from the room.

He stood while the ladies left, stretching
the kinks from his back before going to check on Lucian.

“You know, that’s not a bad idea,” Lucian
said when Robert entered the next room.

“What’s that?”

“Maybe we should go home to eat and bathe.
Cage has been missing for better than two months. I can’t imagine a
few more hours are going to change anything.”

“Are you sure you’re not just surrendering to
Miss Arborgast’s wishes?” Robert teased, helping Lucian into his
chair.

“Perhaps.” Lucian grinned. “She’s a
formidable woman.”

“To say the least.”

“And very striking. I can see where Penelope
inherited her beauty.”

Robert laughed. “Penelope? Good lord, man.
Are we talking about the same woman?”

Lucian smiled. “Miss Penelope Winston? The
very same. She hides it well, but she’s a beautiful woman.”

“You need more sleep,” Robert said. Why would
Lucian think Penelope intentionally hid her beauty?

Ridiculous.

 


“What is taking so long?” Lord Ulridge asked,
pacing across his library. His informant had already delivered the
message to Robert Melbourne. The treasure should have been his by
now.

“Don’t know, gov’ner. Melbourne and Benton
’ave been searching, but I guess they ain’t found it yet.”

“It has to be there,” Ulridge said,
more to himself than to Matney.

He hated dealing with the likes of Matney,
but this undertaking had gone horribly wrong from the very
beginning. The treasure was supposed to have been on the Sea
Witch and Lord Bellbrook was not. Now Ulridge found himself in
cahoots with a pirate who had actually kidnapped a peer. He could
hang for what he’d done.

Of course, as long as no one drew the
connection to Ulridge, he would attain his goal even if his plans
had been changed along the way.

Micajah Melbourne would be freed, Ulridge
would have his prize, and the duke of Pembroke would come in second
for a change. He grinned as he pictured the look on Pembroke’s
face—jaw dropped, eyes bulging, drooling at the sight of the prize,
the obnoxious duke bowing to a superior mind. Pembroke needed to be
humbled, especially in the sight of The Brotherhood.

Chuckling, Ulridge returned his attention to
Matney, who stood grinning at him as though he’d just won a prize.
“Don’t just stand there, you dolt,” Ulridge snapped. “Find out
what’s taking Robert Melbourne so long.”

“Aye, gov,” Matney said, scurrying out of the
library like a rat.

Fitting.

 


Robert returned to Lucian’s office, the pile
of ledgers not seeming quite as intimidating as they had before.
For the moment, there were no kinks in his shoulders and his vision
was clear and sharp. He could work through the night once more if
need be. A hot meal and a bath had been exactly what Robert had
needed, but he’d grow horns before he’d ever admit that to the
ladies.

After pulling a chair up to Lucian’s desk, he
opened the top ledger and began his search again. Somewhere in the
minutiae of cargo lists and records, the bleeding Egyptian statue
had to be on record.

“Any luck?” Lucian rolled into the office,
looking much better for his break as well.

“Not yet, but we’ll find it.”

“Of course we will.” It was a female voice
that responded to his statement.

Penelope and her aunt followed Lucian into
the office. Penelope’s hair was now under control, or at least as
controlled as her hair ever was. She’d traded one hideous gray
grown for another hideous gray gown, though Robert wasn’t sure why
she’d bothered. All her gowns looked the same to him. Hideous.

But he had to concede the women had worked
hours the night before and seemed prepared to do so again. He
wasn’t sure why they were so adamant to help, but since Cage’s life
was at stake, he’d take their help gratefully. Though he’d grow a
tail to go with those horns before he’d admit to that either.

Penelope pulled a chair up to the desk,
taking the second ledger from the pile, with Lucian following with
the third. Aunt Sophie carried her ledger to a chair near the
window to take an advantage of the light. And the four sat
wordlessly for hours as they studied, scanned and scrutinized the
accounts.

Wordless, that is, until Penelope gasped and
slammed her finger against a page and began to read, “One statue
of Osiris received from—”

Robert jumped to his feet to read over her
shoulder. He skimmed over the origination port to discover where
the statue was being shipped, and his breath caught.

“What?” Lucian said, pounding on his
desk.

Robert shook his head, the exhilaration of a
moment before suddenly replaced with despair. “The statue was
shipped on the Sea Witch in October.”

“Damn it to hell,” Lucian said.

“I don’t understand,” Aunt Sophie said, her
gaze bouncing between Robert and Lucian. “Isn’t this what we’ve
been looking for?”

Lucian answered, which was good. Robert
didn’t have the strength to speak just yet.

“The Sea Witch was the ship Cage and
Emma were on when they were captured.” Penelope stood. “But that
doesn’t make sense. Why would they ransom him for something they
already possess?”

“They wouldn’t.” Robert walked to stare out
the window as the room quieted, and his thoughts whirled. If the
statue wasn’t on the Sea Witch, it was lost and with it,
Cage’s chance of being freed.

“What if it wasn’t loaded?” Penelope paced
around the room, tapping her finger against her chin as she
thought. “What if it was overlooked during the loading and it’s
still here?”

“It’s possible,” Aunt Sophie said, glancing
toward Robert. “A clerical error could easily happen with a
shipment of this size.”

Penelope raised her hand, finger pointed
toward Heaven and proclaimed, “We must search the warehouse,”
before she spun to march out of the office.

Robert waited. Partly because he didn’t want
to raise his hopes falsely, but mostly because he wanted to see how
long it would be before Penelope returned to ask, “Where’s the
warehouse?”

About ten seconds, he’d guess. “If you’ll
follow me, I’ll show you.”

“Miss Arborgast and I can continue searching
for other records,” Lucian said. “At least now we know when it
arrived in London. There might be another manifest showing the
statue being shipped elsewhere.”

Robert walked past Penelope, a difficult feat
considering today’s gray gown had several yards of fabric that
blocked the door. He led Penelope out of the office and to the
warehouse. Located next door, it wouldn’t have been difficult to
find, especially since the words Benton Shipping Warehouse
were painted on the side and the building was the largest at the
dock.

“This is it,” he said, pointing to the sign
with a raised brow. “Though I can see how you’d have trouble
finding it.”

Penelope squinted her eyes at him like a
petulant child. “I didn’t notice it before.”

“Who would?”

She didn’t seem to appreciate his teasing as
much as he did. Instead of responding, she lifted her chin and
walked through the door into the dim interior of the building.

“Oh my,” she muttered, once her eyes adjusted
to the darkness.

It was a sight that overwhelmed even Penelope
Winston. Hundreds of crates stacked to the ceiling, rows upon rows,
filled the warehouse. An aisle here or there allowed workers to
load and unload shipments. The only light came from the open door
behind them and through a few very small, very high windows.

Robert placed his hands on his hips and
shrugged. “Where would you like to start?”

The look she gave him this time was not as
much petulant as murderous. But to her credit, she didn’t falter.
Instead, she shoved her glasses up the bridge of her nose and said,
“I think we should start here and work our way to the back.”

He gestured for her to lead the way as they
began the overwhelming task of searching through the crates. “How
will we know if we’ve found it?” It pleased him to point out the
obvious flaws in her plan, such as the fact everything was stored
inside wooden boxes.

“Any crate from Cairo should probably be
opened, don’t you agree?”

Well, damn. She had him there.

He grunted, following behind her, reading the
boxes too high for her to see as they walked into the depths of the
warehouse. He closed the distance between them and his mind picked
that moment to remember Lucian’s claim that she was hiding her
beauty.

Ludicrous.

Or was it?

From his vantage point at her shoulder, he
saw that her skin appeared soft and delicate and her cheek glowed
pink. Without thinking, he brushed aside a wild curl in order to
get a better view of her face.

“What are you doing?” she asked, spinning
toward him.

“Killing a spider.” It was a quick lie and
would have been a good one if only he’d remembered she was
terrified of spiders.

A scream of amazing intensity tore from her
lungs before she performed a series of gyrations that would put a
belly dancer to shame.

“Get it off! Get it off!” she shouted,
running down the aisle.

“I did!” he yelled back, racing to catch her
before she fell over or into something in her terror.

Too late.

Down she went, tangled in gray gabardine and
petticoats, an “umph” coming from her when she hit the floor.

“Bloody hell,” he grumbled, reaching her just
as she rolled over to glare at him.

Glasses askew, coif disheveled, she rose up
on one arm and puffed a lock of hair from her eyes. “There better
have been a spider, Robert.”

“There was,” he said, adding an indignant
expression as though offended she would accuse him of lying.

If there was one thing he’d learned through
the years it was that if a gentleman lied to a lady—with good
reason, of course—his best course of action was to stick to the
lie.

And then change the subject.

“Do you think the crate is marked?” He
offered his hand, noticing the slender, delicate one that accepted
his help.

Delicate? Ridiculous.

“Robert! Miss Winston!” Lucian yelled to them
from the open doorway. “We found something.”

Penelope hurried to her feet, wasting no time
in leaving the gloomy interior of the warehouse and its resident
spiders, the ghastly beasts.

Lucian began talking as soon as they stepped
into the blinding sunlight. “It says here that the statue was
loaded on The Majesty last month, along with other Egyptian
artifacts.”

It took a moment before Robert’s eyes
adjusted enough to see the ledger Lucian had thrust into his hands.
“Boston,” he said.

Aunt Sophie nodded. “Evidently they were
purchased by a collector in America just before the Sea
Witch was to sail.”

“Does it give the man’s name?” Robert
asked.

“Unfortunately not,” Lucian answered. “But
surely it would be possible to find the collector once you get to
Boston.”

“I don’t want to waste any time. Do you have
a ship ready to sail?”

“We have one preparing to leave for America
next week, but if I double the loading crew, it could be ready in a
day. Two at most.”

“Anything faster than a merchant?”

Lucian shook his head. “We’ve never had the
need.”

“Damn.” Robert stepped away to think. Taking
a merchant vessel would add time to the journey, but it appeared he
had no other options. “Tell the men they’ll be paid double if she’s
ready to sail by morning.”

“We can be ready by then, can’t we, Aunt
Sophie?” Penelope said, as though that made a difference to
Robert.

Sophie’s brows rose. “Well, I don’t
know—”

“Ready for what?” Robert asked.

“To leave,” Penelope answered.

Lucian chuckled.

Robert failed to see the humor. “Like
Hell.”

“I’m going with you,” she said.

“Like Hell,” he repeated, walking away, but
she tagged along because that’s what Penelope did best.

“I want to help you find Cage, and I’ve never
been to America.”

“Then it won’t break your heart to not go.”
He picked up his pace, still not looking at her as he left the
wharf.

She gave up her attempt to follow as he
crossed the street but her, “I’m going with you, Robert!” could be
heard by all as she shouted from the dock.

“Like Hell!” he yelled over his shoulder.
Because being stuck on a ship with Penelope for a trip to America
was the closest thing to Hell he could think of.


Chapter Seven

 


 


There was only one thing Lord Edward Mercer,
Duke of Pembroke, enjoyed more than winning a prize and that was
pursuing the prize. Whether the object of his interest was a
beautiful woman or a rare oddity, it was the challenge that made
the acquisition desirable. And today, one particular prize was of
special interest to Edward. The Brotherhood, collectors all, had no
idea of its importance to him.

And he intended to keep his reasons a
secret.

“You’re quite sure Ulridge doesn’t have the
statue?” he asked Ezra Smyth.

He’d always been able to depend on Smyth to
uncover information in London. Though Smyth maintained the
appearance of a gentleman to those who didn’t know him, his
connections were with a seamier part of town that a duke would
never bother with. To those who did know him, he was a tool to be
used but not entirely trusted.

“Aye, your grace,” Smyth answered, leaning
close so the patrons of the tavern couldn’t overhear. An
unnecessary precaution since the din in the room could drown out a
war. “Lord Ulridge doesn’t have the statue, but apparently he does
have the Earl of Bellbrook.”

Edward frowned. “Ulridge kidnapped a
peer?”

Smyth shrugged. “I don’t think he’d intended
it, but he hired Josiah Peale to overtake the Sea Witch to
steal the statue and it wasn’t aboard. Captain Peale decided to
take the earl instead.”

“For a ransom?”

Smyth nodded.

Edward leaned back in his chair to
contemplate this latest news. Kidnapping a peer was dishonorable
and below contempt even for a doddering fool like Ulridge, but
until Edward learned more, there was nothing he could do about it.
However, the stakes had just risen considerably.

“What else have you learned?” he asked.

“Not much except that according to one of the
men who works on the dock, Lucian Benton and the earl’s brother
have been searching for something the last few days.”

Edward allowed his gaze to drift around the
room until it landed on the lush form of one of the barmaids. He’d
selected this obscure tavern for his meetings with Smyth in order
to prevent recognition. Even now, none in the grubby room had an
inkling of his identity except for Smyth. And despite Smyth’s
questionable background, he knew better than to betray a duke.

“So, they’re searching for a ransom?” he
asked, winking at the barmaid as he spoke.

“It appears so.”

“Keep me informed.” With a wave of his hand,
he dismissed Smyth before the girl sauntered over to his table. He
knew she would. They always did.

“Would you like something, gov?” she asked,
leaning toward him with a smile, a dark curl falling over her
shoulder to brush against her breast.

He supposed she leaned in an attempt to hear
him clearly, but in so doing she allowed a generous view of her
generous bosom. Young and sweet, she was the tavern owner’s
daughter, and the brute of a man protected her fiercely, making her
all the more tempting.

His slow smile brought the desired blush to
her cheeks as he said, “There’s much I’d like, my pet, but nothing
you can do in here.”

She glanced toward her father before
motioning for Edward to follow her outside. In a matter of moments,
the wench was straddling his lap, her naked breasts in his hands as
they hid in the shadows behind the shed. He suspected she enjoyed
the tryst more than he; she’d parted her legs too quickly for any
true challenge, despite the threat of her father’s possible
wrath.

A disappointing end to an otherwise
interesting evening.

 


Robert had no trouble finding the woman who’d
been with the man who’d demanded Cage’s ransom. He waited outside
the pub until the doxy wandered by, plump, dirty and smelling like
her last bath had been a decade ago. She spotted him
immediately.

“Evenin’, gov,” she said, smiling. “You
looking for company?”

He controlled his shudder, his thoughts
listing the variety of poxes could get from such an encounter as he
returned her smile. “Not this evening. I’m looking for someone you
know.”

Her friendliness immediately turned to
suspicion. “I don’t know no one,” she said, attempting to step
around him and into the pub.

“You were with him two nights ago, here.” He
moved in front of her, stopping her escape. “A stocky gentleman
with a dark coat. Long brown hair and a gold earring in his left
ear.”

A flash of recognition in her eyes told him
she remembered the man well.

“I’m sorry,” she said, lifting one of her
several chins. “I don’t remember.”

Reaching inside his jacket pocket, he removed
a pound note. “Will this help your memory?”

She reached for the note, but he held it just
out of her grasp. “Information first,” he said.

“Willie Matney.” She gestured with her head
toward the pub. “He lives upstairs. Second door on the left.”

Palm up, she waited for her payment, then
added a wink, “And if you change your mind about the tumble, you
know where to find me.”

Thankfully, she walked past before Robert had
to reply. This time his shudder escaped. He waited until she
entered the tavern before slipping into the crowd, across the room
and up the stairs. The man he searched for was not among the
patrons downstairs, which was just as well. What he needed to do
was best done without witnesses.

Robert slipped down the empty hallway,
quietly checking the doorknob on the second door on the right. It
was locked. Not good, but not a serious deterrent either. One
well-placed kick popped the door open, slamming it against the
inside wall with a crash.

“What the bloody hell?” Matney jumped
to his feet, arms outstretched as he faced Robert.

“We found your statue.” Robert stepped into
the room and closed the door without taking his eyes off the
bastard.

Matney grinned and shrugged. “There was no
reason to kick in me door, m’lord.” He lowered his hands. “Just
hand it over and ye’ll have yer brother back quick as rat’s
piss.”

Robert kept his voice low and calm. “The
statue is in America. I’m going after it tomorrow.”

“America, ye say?” He rubbed his chin and
frowned. “That ain’t good. I hope yer brother lasts that long.”

Robert knew the implied threat was empty.
Killing Cage would not get them what they wanted, and they wouldn’t
have gone through all they had unless the statue was of the utmost
importance to someone. As tempting as it was to turn Matney over to
the authorities, Robert knew that would only lessen his chances of
freeing Cage. Whoever held his brother was too smart to allow a
street maggot like Matney know his location.

Now it was time for Robert to turn the
tables, even if only a mite. He dashed across the room, pinning the
weasel against the wall as he laid his knife to his throat.

“Listen closely,” he said softly, near enough
to the man’s face he could smell his onion tainted breath.

Matney’s eyes bulged and his mouth dropped
open in shock. A shove against his neck with Robert’s forearm
brought a nod of compliance.

“I’ll collect your bloody statue, but you are
to bring my brother and his wife to London to await my return. They
are to be kept in the best of comfort. You tell your boss, if they
are not, I will hunt him down personally and split him from stem to
stern.” He allowed the knife to nick the man’s skin, then added,
“And you’ll be next. Do you understand?”

Another shove, another quick nod, and Robert
released the lowlife to slide down the wall. Robert didn’t worry
that Matney would come after him when he left. He was just a lackey
for someone with much more power. Robert was the key to finding the
damned statue, and even a lackey would recognize the truth that no
one wanted Cage freed more than his brother.

He’d get the statue.

He’d get Cage.

Then he’d get revenge.


Chapter Eight

 


 


Penelope rubbed her tired eyes one more time.
Lucian had agreed to allow her to take the ledger home for further
study. She simply couldn’t accept that the name of the new owner of
the statue hadn’t been recorded somewhere in the ship’s
manifests.

“But where?” she muttered, stopping to rest
her aching shoulders.

She crossed her room to open the door to her
balcony as the sun peaked above the horizon. Already morning and
she’d not allowed herself a moment’s sleep. Robert’s ship was to
sail with the morning tide. Knowing the name of the American could
save him several days once he arrived in Boston, and those days
might mean the difference between Cage being found alive and Cage
being dead.

Rolling her head to relieve the soreness in
her shoulders, Penelope allowed her gaze to lock onto the satin
pillows and soft comforter on her bed. The sight teased her with
promises of rest.

“No,” she said, not caring she was talking to
herself.

There was only one section of the ledger she
hadn’t scrutinized. Once she did, she would allow herself sleep.
Then she would tell Mr. Benton to hire another bookkeeper,
preferably one with legible penmanship, or at the very least, one
who kept a book that didn’t look as though it had been dragged
behind a carriage.

She walked onto the balcony for a moment of
fresh air before returning to her task. The last section contained
the items loaded onto the ship in London, but not their
destinations once they arrived in America. Perhaps a clue was
hidden among the scribbles and spilled ink, something they had
missed the first time through.

With renewed determination, she returned to
the records, deciphering the smudges and misspelled words for page
after page until a few letters caught her eye.

“Lawrence Davenport, Ostrisbostem,” she read
aloud. “What in heaven’s name is an “Ostrisbostem?” Turning the
book toward the light, she leaned closer to the smudged ink. The
T looked more like an I.

“Osiris,” she whispered, her heartbeat
picking up with excitement. Bostem? The E looked as much
like an O as not, and as for the M…She was convinced.
She’d found the American owner.

She grabbed a piece of paper and quickly
wrote the man’s name before racing out the door and to the guest
room where Aunt Sophie slept.

“Aunt Sophie?” she said, entering without
knocking. She didn’t have time for knocking.

“Yes, dear? Is something wrong?” Her aunt
didn’t open her eyes or move from her pillow.

Penelope opened the drapes to flood the room
with light before hurrying to the bed. “I’ve found the name of the
American collector. I have to take it to Robert before he
sails.”

Eyes still closed, Aunt Sophie snuggled into
her pillow and mumbled, “Lord Bellbrook, dear. He’s an earl now,
and it truly isn’t proper to call him by his first name.”

Penelope allowed her aunt the temporary
resemblance to her mother. After all, the woman had just been
rudely awakened and now was not the time to remind her that Cage
might still be the earl.

“Aunt Sophie, Lord Bellbrook’s ship is
leaving with the morning tide. I’m going to take this information
to him. If you cannot accompany me, I shall do so alone.”

“Merciful heavens!” Aunt Sophie said, her
eyes flying open. “You can’t wander the docks without a proper
chaperone.” She threw back her covers and pointed toward the door.
“I’ll meet you downstairs in ten minutes.”

And true to her word, Aunt Sophie met
Penelope in the foyer, perfectly turned out and as spry as a woman
half her age, though Penelope had no idea how she managed in only
ten minutes. Perhaps it was a skill she’d perfected while exploring
the Amazon or investigating pyramids.

Penelope continued to ponder her aunt’s
adventures until they climbed into the carriage and her pondering
erupted into a question. “What was your greatest adventure?” she
asked before her aunt had even settled into her seat.

Aunt Sophie raised her left eyebrow. It was
her favorite one to arch, though she could do either as the mood
struck her. “What has you asking of adventures?”

“I’ll soon be twenty-four, and according to
Father’s will, I’m to gain my inheritance at that time. I intend to
use it to see the world, just as you have.”

“I see,” Aunt Sophie said, her eyes twinkling
as she looked off at a memory. “In that case, I believe the
greatest of my adventures was the animal safari in Africa. The
lions were dreadfully frightening and the elephants as big as
houses…”

Penelope listened to stories she’d heard a
hundred times before, but this time her interest was piqued by the
knowledge that soon she could enjoy such adventures as well. By the
time they reached the docks, she’d decided her first journey would
be to Egypt. Or Africa. Or maybe Russia. Then again, Constantinople
sounded intriguing.

“Of course India is always enchanting,” Aunt
Sophie said as the carriage rolled to a stop at Benton
Shipping.

India had been Aunt Sophie’s most recent
adventure, and it took all Penelope’s willpower not to beg for
details. But now was not the time. “As soon as I deliver this
message to Robert, you must tell me everything about your
trip.”

Penelope hurried from the carriage, relief
filling her when she saw the ship still at the dock, but from the
activity on deck, she doubted it would be there much longer. Men
shouted instructions back and forth and crated cargo was hurried up
the plank, even as other men loosened the heavy ropes binding the
large ship to the wharf. The smell of the water surrounded her and
the squawking of sea birds added to the noise of the imminent
departure.

She lifted her hand to block the glare of the
rising sun and spotted Robert near the rail. “Robert!” she shouted,
waving her hand, but instead of acknowledging her, he stepped away
from the rail and out of her sight.

“Drat.” Obviously, he hadn’t seen her. She
spun to tell Aunt Sophie she’d have to go aboard to speak to Robert
and saw that she’d stopped to speak to an older gentleman down the
dock. “Aunt Sophie!” she shouted. “I have to give Robert this
message before he sails!”

Aunt Sophie waved her hand in a shooing
gesture. “Hurry along without me. I can’t climb the plank. I’ll
wait with Lord Parker at the tea house!” Aunt Sophie pointed to a
small tea shop across the street from the dock.

Lord Parker? Penelope wanted a better
look at the man Aunt Sophie had mentioned more than once, but she’d
have to wait until she returned from the ship. By the time they
finished having tea, maybe she’d know why his name always put a
twinkle in her aunt’s eyes.

Smiling, Penelope hurried up the gangplank,
glad her aunt hadn’t attempted the climb. The steep plank had only
a rope for a handhold, and she doubted Aunt Sophie would have made
it without toppling into the sea. She stepped onto the deck, nearly
colliding with a sailor rushing past.

“Excuse me,” she said to his back, but he
didn’t slow down. Another sailor came toward her from across the
ship. “Where can I find Lord Bellbrook?”

He pointed to a door, not even stopping when
he said, “His cabin’s at the steps at the end o’ that passage.”

“Thank you,” she said to his back as he
hurried away.

She crossed the deck to the doorway and
entered a short corridor that ended with steps. Unfortunately, one
set went up and another went down. She paused before deciding
Robert’s cabin would likely be below deck, away from the noise of
the crew. Quickly descending into the darkness, she found an open
door at the foot of the steps, just as the sailor had said.

“Robert?” she said, entering the room. It
took a second before her eyes adjusted enough to realize she’d
picked the wrong room. Trunks, boxes and a large basket full of
clothing all but filled the small room, leaving little space for an
earl or his bunk.

She turned to leave just as the ship rolled
beneath her feet and the door swung shut. Most of the precious
light that had filtered down the steps was snuffed out in an
instant, leaving only a sliver to shine under the door. She grabbed
the latch and lifted, shocked when it came off in her hand. A loud
clunk outside the door told her the other half had also become
dislodged, leaving her locked inside.

“Help!” she shouted, pounding on the door.
“I’m locked below deck!” The ship rocked once more with the
unmistakable yank of the sails snapping open.

Heart in her throat, she pounded once more.
“Can anyone hear me?” It was a silly question. All the hands were
on deck and would likely remain there until the ship was well at
sea.

She hammered and shouted for many minutes
before finally giving up. If she wasn’t careful, she’d lose her
voice before any of the crew came below deck. She felt her way
through the darkness to a large trunk she remembered seeing near
the door. After climbing on top, she scooted until her back rested
against the wall to wait for the excitement and confusion of
departure to die down. Then someone would hear her shouting, and
they would return her to the docks before they could set sail once
more.

Unless Robert killed her first for delaying
their journey.

Closing her eyes, she laid her head against
the wall as the thirty-six hours without sleep began to catch up
with her. She couldn’t permit herself to fall asleep and miss the
chance of hearing someone come down the steps, but her eyes hurt
from studying the ledgers for such a long time. Luckily, she could
listen just as easily with her eyes closed.


Chapter Nine

 


 


Sophie smiled her most beguiling smile as she
lifted her cup for a dainty sip. Lord Alfred Parker had always been
one of her favorite companions. What luck to come across him today
after all this time.

“You know, Sophie, it’s been a while since
we’ve explored a pyramid,” he said, his playful blue eyes flirting
shamelessly. Of course, his shameless flirting was one of the
reasons she enjoyed him so much.

“Lord Parker, whatever do you mean?”

He chuckled and offered her a scone. Her
second, or was it the third? She’d lost count, but then, he’d
always had the ability to scatter her thoughts.

“Lord Parker, is it?” He shook his
head, his silver hair curling playfully about his ears. “Aren’t we
old enough to drop all that nonsense?”

Laughing softly, she took the scone with a
wink. “One is never too old for scandal.”

“Ah, but there was a time you used to dare
the gossips just for the challenge. I particularly remember the
tale you concocted to cover my presence on your trip to Egypt. An
ill cousin, I believe?”

“I assure you, I have no idea to what you’re
referring.” She did know, of course. They’d had to pretend
the entire journey that he’d had to make a last-minute emergency
trip and they‘d run into each other by chance aboard ship.
“Besides, I have to be a little more careful in London. My sister
lives here, and I wouldn’t want any scandal to land upon her
daughter, Penelope.”
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