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How far away the stars seem, and how far is our first kiss, and ah, how old my heart!
—William Butler Yeats from the poem “Ephemera”



Chapter 1
Bognor, West Sussex, England, April 1784
Except for the small waves rushing to shore, hissing as they raced over the shingles, Bognor’s coast was eerily bereft of sound. Lady Joanna West hated the disquiet she always experienced before a smuggling run. Tonight, the blood throbbed in her veins with the anxious pounding of her heart, for this time, she would be dealing with a total stranger.
Would he be fair, this new partner in free trade? Or might he be a feared revenue agent in disguise, ready to cinch a hangman’s noose around her slender neck?
The answer lay just offshore, silhouetted against a cobalt blue sky streaked with gold from the setting sun: a black-sided ship, her sails lifted like a lady gathering up her skirts, poised to flee, waited for a signal.
Crouched behind a rock with her younger brother, Joanna hesitated, studying the ship. Eight gun ports marched across the side of the brig, making her wonder at the battles the captain anticipated that he should carry sixteen guns.
She and her men were unarmed. They would be helpless should he decide to cheat them, his barrels full of water instead of brandy, his tea no more than dried weeds.
It had been tried before.
“You are certain Zack speaks for this captain?” she asked Freddie whose dark auburn curls beneath his slouched hat made his boyish face appear younger than his seventeen years. But to one who knew him well, the set of his jaw hinted at the man he would one day become.
“I’ll fetch him,” Freddie said in a hushed tone, “and you can ask him yourself.” He disappeared into the shadows where her men waited among the trees.
Zack appeared, squatting beside her, a giant of a man with a scar on the left side of his face from the war. Like the mastiffs that guarded the grounds of her family’s estate, he was big and ugly, fierce with enemies, but gentle with those he was charged to protect.
“Young Frederick here says ye want to know about this ship, m’lady.” At her nod, Zack gazed toward the brig. “He used to come here regular with nary a con nor a cheat. He’s been gone awhile now. I heard he might have worked up some other business—royal business.” He rolled his massive shoulders in a shrug. “In my experience, a tiger doesn’t change his stripes. He’s a Frog, aye, but I trust the Frenchie’s one of us, a free trader still.”
She took in a deep breath of the salted air blowing onshore and let it out. “Good.” Zack’s assurance had been some comfort but not enough to end her concerns. What royal business? For tonight, she need not know. “Give the signal,” she directed her brother, “but I intend to see for myself if the cargo is what we ordered.”
Without seeking the position, Joanna had become the smugglers’ master of the beach, responsible for getting the cargo ashore and away to inland routes and London markets with no revenue man the wiser. She took seriously her role to assure the villagers got what they paid for. Their survival depended upon it.
“Zack, will you row me to the ship?”
“O’ course, if ’tis what ye want.” The frown over his hazel eyes revealed his displeasure, but Zack knew an order when he heard one, no matter how politely it had been phrased. He would never question her authority in front of the men.
Freddie lifted the lantern from the pebbled beach and slid open the metal cover on one side. A small flame flickered into the Channel, alerting the ship the coast was clear of the Riding Officer. The dying rays of the sun still danced on the rippling water, but the lantern’s light would tell the ship’s captain all was well.
Joanna got to her feet, tugging her felt hat over her ears and tucking strands of her long red hair beneath the brim. The hat and Freddie’s borrowed shirt and breeches rendered her one of the men. Even though his jacket was a bit short, she dare not borrow clothes belonging to her older brother, Richard. He knew nothing of her nightly pursuits and would not approve.
“I’m going with you,” said Freddie.
“All right, but stay in the boat.” When she’d decided to help the villagers in smuggling goods that kept brandy and tea flowing to England’s wealthy and food on the tables of Chichester’s poor, her younger brother had insisted on becoming her partner. Still, she tried to keep him from danger.
Out on the water, the ship’s crew lowered three longboats into the water, then scurried down manropes slung over the side. Dropping into the boats, they began to accept barrels and chests lowered from the deck.
With a word to her men, Joanna climbed into the small rowing boat at the water’s edge. Her two companions followed, and Zack pressed his strength to the oars.
With the first of the longboats loaded, the French crew pulled away from the ship, rowing hard toward the beach. Their boat passed her smaller vessel and she gave them a studying perusal.
Their bright neck scarfs and knitted jerseys, coupled with the set of their caps, rendered them decidedly French.
To a man, their hair was long and loose rather than plaited in pigtails as an English sailor might wear. The knives at their belts, their narrowed eyes and sneers made them appear cutthroats. Of course, to them, she and her brother were no more than young English “rosbifs” who had no understanding of a ship like the one on which the Frenchmen served. In that, they would be right.
She shivered and turned away from their harsh glares to fix her eyes on the ship and her mind on the task ahead.
The French brig loomed large as they drew close. A frisson of fear snaked down her spine when she looked up to see an ominous figure standing at the rail.
Like an apparition, he was dressed all in black, his features lost in the shadows beneath his tricorne. Even his hair, tied back at his nape, was black. One side of his coat was pulled back to reveal his hand resting on a pistol. From his waist hung a sword with a golden hilt.
She could not see his eyes, but she felt his penetrating gaze and shuddered. He appeared more pirate than merchant.
Joanna did not like dealing with an unfamiliar captain, but often she had no choice as they contracted for goods through agents. This one’s frightening appearance gave her pause, but at least she no longer feared he might be a revenue agent.
Most of England was buying free traded goods but, rich or poor, noble or common, she never forgot smuggling was a hanging offense. It wasn’t the typical pastime of an earl’s sister, but she had decided long ago to ignore her qualms about her part in the illegal activities.
As soon as they arrived at the ship, Zack steadied their small boat and she reached for the rope ladder. “Stay with the boat,” she reminded Freddie.
The climb was mercifully short. A moment later, she stepped onto the deck with Zack right behind her.
A quick glance told her the wood planks of the deck were clean and everything neatly stowed. The ship’s crew were busy shifting casks, folding sails and coiling lines. Their wary glances told her the Frenchmen did not trust her and her men. Curious covert glances came her way over a shoulder or around a mast, and just as quickly were turned away.
A thick-chested man approached her. He had swarthy skin and dark russet hair, long to his shoulders.
“Is there a problem, M’sieur?” His voice was rough with a deep French accent. Though his tricorne shadowed most of his face, his downturned mouth exuded suspicion.
Thankful for her deep voice, she summoned her resolve and cast a glance toward the barrels and chests yet to be loaded. “Before I pay, I would see the goods.”
“As you wish,” the man replied, too politely for his harsh demeanor. He gestured to the casks and chests waiting to be loaded. She turned toward them but did not miss the look of disdain he gave his captain, as if to question a demand for inspection by what appeared to him a beardless youth.
It would not be the first time her authority had been questioned by the crew of a smuggler’s ship.
Shrugging in what she intended as a very male gesture, she returned her attention to the goods cast in dim relief against the hull of the ship, for no lantern on deck had been lit.
Zack strode to the chests and lifted one of the lids. Unwrapping an oilskin bag, he pinched a bit of tea between his fingers, first sniffing, then tasting the dried leaves. Nodding his acceptance to her, he moved on to the casks. Drawing his knife, he was about to pry open the lid when the swarthy Frenchman went to the cask and deftly opened it.
Taking a tin cup from the nearby water cask, the Frenchman dipped the cup into the cask and handed it to Zack. “Ye’ll find none better in all of France.”
Zack sipped the liquid, carefully tasting. It would be clear, because the French did not color their brandy, nor did they dilute it. Only cognac, aged in oak barrels, had the rich cinnamon color.
“Ah,” Zack breathed out, licking his lips. “Ye speak the truth. ’Tis fine.”
As the examination of the cargo proceeded, the ship’s captain never moved from the rail, but kept his attention focused on her. Now that she knew he did not mean to cheat her, that his goods were of fine quality, she ignored his intense perusal.
Nodding to the captain’s swarthy mate, she reached into her pocket, lifted out a leather pouch and handed it to him. “We accept the cargo. Thank you for your courtesy.” If her tone carried a hint of sarcasm, she did not mind. She hated being underestimated.
The Frenchman accepted the pouch, heavy with coin, and escorted her and Zack to the side of the ship. Zack climbed down the manrope and dropped into the small rowboat. Joanna quickly followed.
A last look up at the deck told her the captain still watched her. But with his face in shadows, she could not tell if his expression was hostile or benign.
“Well?” asked Freddie, looking to Zack as he reached for the oars.
“The cargo is sound.” Then, shooting her a glance, Zack added, “’Twas still good we checked.”
The ship’s crew soon had the remaining barrels and chests loaded into the last of the longboats. They followed Joanna’s small boat to shore.
With the end of her task in sight, Joanna’s anxiety began to dissipate. Zack pulled the rowing boat up on the beach. Freddie jumped out and went to consult with the men.
By the time the French longboat made it to shore and the crew handed off their cargo, Joanna’s men were already loading goods into the two wagons.
Freddie came back to her. “That’s all of it, Jo. The wagons are nearly ready.”
With a wave to Zack, who would drive one of the wagons, Joanna and Freddie went to where they had left their horses. Mounting up, she looked over her shoulder to see the French crew taking up their boats and preparing to set sail.
The lone figure in black standing at the rail turned to his crew.
Minutes later, the black brig slanted away into the gathering darkness.
Joanna and her men headed up the narrow road leading to Chichester, seven miles north. Tonight they would color and thin the brandy and parcel the tea into smaller pouches. Soon, the storerooms of The Harrows would be bulging with stock.
It had been her idea to use her family’s estate near Chichester as a place of temporary storage for the smuggled goods. Wagons and carts frequently came and went unnoticed and Richard’s business in the House of Lords often kept him in London.
What had begun with Joanna’s baskets of food for the village poor had blossomed into a full-fledged venture in ill-gotten gain. Dangerous though it may be, she was at the center of it all. The need to help the people she cared for compelled her to accept the risks.
She urged her mare to a canter, mindful of the tasks awaiting her. Tomorrow, Richard would host a reception for the Prime Minister and she must be ready. William Pitt’s Tories had won the general election, a cause for great celebration. Many in London’s nobility would attend. Her brother, the Earl of Torrington, would not be pleased if his hostess were ill prepared.

“Make ready to sail!” Jean Donet shouted, giving Émile a look that spoke of the need for haste. Jean would not linger offshore of Bognor with revenue cutters prowling the waters of the Channel.
“To Chichester Harbor, Capitaine?” asked Émile, raising a thick russet brow.
At Jean’s curt nod, Émile bellowed over the heads of the crew, “Cross the headsails! On the fore, wear ’round and brace sharp!”
As soon as the words were out of his mouth, the lines surged and the sails flew to their new positions on the port side. Billowing and snapping taut, they emerged into the perfect white curves of a well-trimmed rig.
Jean shared a pleased look with his quartermaster as la Reine Noire turned her head and swiftly gathered way, white foam flowing out from under the carved queen on her bow. There was nothing Jean liked so much as being free of the land.
Now that they were under way, he turned to his second mate, Lucien Ricard. The tall sailor was easily identified by his red knit cap and the stray white hairs trying to be free of it. “M’sieur Ricard, take the helm, s’il vous plaît, and set a course to Chichester Harbor.”
“Oui, Capitaine.” Lucien acknowledged the order in a clipped tone as he headed to the quarterdeck. “South around Selsey Bill, then due west till we fetch Hayling Light.”
Jean turned to Émile. “Join me for a drink? Our English friends did not get all the brandy we carry. I’ve a cask of cognac held in reserve.”
Émile grinned and followed Jean down the aft companionway to his cabin, his home when he was at sea. He had named his ship the Black Queen for Marie Antoinette’s spendthrift ways. But no matter her name, Jean loved his brig and knew well every creak emanating from her timbered decks, every sound whispered from the shrouds. Lorient might claim the place as his home, but his ship had his heart.
The captain’s cabin was not so elegantly appointed as his hillside home in Lorient or his townhouse in Paris, but it contained all he needed: his charts, his nautical instruments, his books, his weapons and a fine mahogany shelf bed with a velvet cover the same blue as the French royal flag.
Jean stepped over the threshold, his eyes alighting on his cabin boy, Gabriel Chastain, who was busy freshening the finery Jean would don tomorrow. Then he must appear the nobleman he had been forced to become.
“Gabe, two glasses of cognac.”
The lad dipped his head. “Oui, Capitaine.” Brushing dark curls from his plump cheeks, Gabe darted to where the glasses and a flat-bottomed flagon of cognac rested on a fenced tray in the center of the pedestal table.
Gabe had joined the ship during the years Jean had been a privateer in the American War. To his great pleasure, the lad had the instincts of a gentleman’s valet de chambre and catered to Jean’s standards.
Along with the rest of his crew, Gabe had stayed on after the end of the war. A little smuggling on the side in defiance of the English authorities allowed the ship’s company the excitement they once knew, and the extra coin kept them content.
When they were not on the ship, many of them lived in Lorient, la Reine Noire’s home port in Brittany.
Jean pulled his pistol from his waist and took off his sword. Setting both on the table, he accepted the glass Gabe handed him.
The cat that had been lounging on Jean’s bed jumped to the deck, sauntered to Jean’s chair and leapt into his lap. He idly stroked the animal’s black fur. Franklin began to purr.
Émile dropped into the chair beside him. “Ye’ve a way with cats, Capitaine.”
Jean gazed down at the cat whose golden eyes were now closed. “Why, I cannot imagine. I do nothing to encourage them.” The feline’s purr became loud and rhythmic, ebbing and flowing like the tide.
“I remember the day he followed ye through the streets of Lorient and back to the ship as if ye had summoned him.” Émile’s mouth twitched up on one side. “Are ye sure ye do not carry a magical pipe?”
Jean chuckled. “The Pied Piper called rats, mon ami, not cats.”
“Eventually he called children, non?”
“So he did. But only for revenge on those who refused to pay him his due. I can hardly blame him. In Franklin’s case, I am certain it was cream he wanted when he followed me. He manipulates Cook to get his daily ration as surely as Benjamin Franklin manipulated France into giving him millions. The cat is clever, which is why I gave him the name. Even the most ruthless of my men save the animal bits of fish. He’s well on his way to becoming as rotund as his namesake.”
The cat pressed his ear into Jean’s hand. He obliged the animal by giving it a scratch.
Émile took a draw on his brandy. “Yer mention of Dr. Franklin reminds me. I heard the American has become a champion of that huge air balloon we saw floating over the Tuileries.”
Jean remembered the giant balloon from the last time he was in Paris. It was all anyone talked about.
“M’sieur Charles manned that one himself. ’Twas a courageous act. Now that America has her freedom, Dr. Franklin will be looking for things to occupy his mind. I can understand why the inventor would have great interest in M’sieur Montgolfier’s curious balloons.”
The faint moonlight coming through the stern windows drew Jean’s attention as it often did. He tossed the cat from his lap and crossed the cabin, barely noticing the rolling of the ship beneath his feet.
For a moment, he stared out the windows at the moonlight dancing on the waters in the ship’s wake. Then looking to the shore they’d just left, his thoughts wandered back to the English smugglers. Something niggled at the back of his mind.
“What did you think of the English smuggler who insisted on seeing our goods?”
“Young and mebbe a trifle arrogant,” came Émile’s reply, “but I respect him for his caution. Ye would have done the same.”
“Probably…” In his mind, Jean pictured the slender form, the well-turned calves and the smooth skin of the young man’s cheek revealed beneath the brim of his hat. The voice had been low enough to be a young man, but the more Jean considered what he had seen, the more he became certain this “he” was a “she”.
Women sometimes participated in smuggling. Perhaps she was one of the village women aiding her husband, most likely the tall Englishman with the scarred face. But her speech, though terse, sounded genteel. Moreover, English countrywomen did not usually do the talking in smuggling transactions. A mystery he might solve if he decided to make another run on his way to France. He still had a wealth of goods in his warehouse on Guernsey Island to unload.
Gabe came to stand beside him at the window. “Sir, your clothes are ready for the reception. With your leave, I would see Cook about your supper.”
“Good lad. Some food would be most welcome.” Jean watched the boy as he made his way to the cabin door. Gabe was about the same height as the young English smuggler, but he had a masculine swagger unlike the leader of the smugglers. The difference made him think his suspicion had been correct.
“After Chichester, we sail to London?” inquired Émile from where he sat at the table.
Jean turned from the window, his half-filled glass in hand. “That is still my plan. It has been over a year since my daughter wed the English captain. There have been letters, of course, but tomorrow’s reception for their Prime Minister will be the first time I will have the chance to see for myself if Claire is happy.”
“Does she know of yer elevation to the title?”
“I sent her a message as soon as I received word.”
Émile’s smile softened his harsh countenance. “I would like to see the little one.” Jean’s daughter, whom Émile fondly called “little one”, always brought a smile to the quartermaster’s craggy face.
Jean took a sip of his cognac. “I thought to accept her invitation to travel with her and her husband to London while you sail la Reine Noire to meet me there. You should arrive in time to attend the christening for my namesake.”
“Oui, I remember the promise her husband made ye.”
“The very one.” Jean was inwardly pleased the son his daughter had given her English husband would bear Jean’s name. Though he had reached the age of forty, he would hardly be a doddering grand-père and could teach the lad much about the sea. “The crew might enjoy some time in London.”
Émile nodded. “As long as they can eat on the ship, the crew will not complain. Ye do not serve ordinary seamen’s fare, Capitaine. They have grown used to brioche for breakfast and French cooking for dinner. The English eat very little bread and call themselves economical because they have no soup or dessert.”
“The English dinner is like eternity,” Jean remarked. “It has no beginning and no end. And nowhere save England do people drink worse coffee. How they endure such a prodigious quantity of brown water, I shall never know. But we need have no concern when we dine at Claire’s table. She wrote to tell me she has finally hired a French cook.”
Émile laughed. “I shall look forward to that. And after London, what then?”
Jean patted the pocket of his coat, reminded of the letter from his father’s lawyer that had arrived just as they sailed from Lorient. J’ai le regret de vous informer…
He let out a breath. “I must return to Saintonge. The funeral for my father and brother will have occurred by then, which is just as well. My father would not have wanted me to attend.”
He thought for a moment. “If the maître du château is still the same one, he is a capable estate manager. And the servants under him will see all is done as it should be.” He smiled to himself. “I wonder how they will react to the disowned younger son becoming the master.”
Jean twisted his glass in his hand, brooding over the other matter.
“Something troubles ye?”
His gaze met the deep-set brown eyes of his quartermaster, the man to whom he owed a life debt and his friend for many years. “You know me too well, Émile. Oui, there is more. It seems my brother left a child and named me her guardian.”
“A child?” Émile asked incredulous. “Was there no wife?”
“There was, but she died some years ago. There is only the young daughter, Zoé. Given our strained relationship and my rather dangerous pursuits these last years, I am surprised Henri would place her in my hands.”
Émile shook his head. “Likely he did not expect to die as young as he did. A carriage accident is a bad way to go. Struck down in the road like a stray dog—no valor, no honor, not even a chance to confess.”
“But to charge me with seeing to his daughter…”
“Ye have been a good father to Claire, Capitaine. He might have remembered that. And now the estate, the vineyards and the wealth of the Saintonges are yers.” Émile pursed his lips and lifted his heavy shoulders in a shrug. “Not that ye need ’em.”
“I do not even want them,” Jean said dismissively. With the richesse he had built in the decades since his father had cast him out, he no longer resented the loss of his heritage. “But I cannot refuse to care for my own flesh and blood.”
He attributed Claire’s good upbringing to her early years with her mother and, after Ariane’s death, the teaching of the Ursuline Sisters of Saint-Denis, not to anything he had done.
“There must be something more behind Henri’s bequest. My father ordered Henri to break contact with me and he complied, though not happily. A decade ago, he sent me a letter expressing his regret for the family lost to me and telling me his wife had finally conceived.” He paused, reflecting. “Still, entrusting me with his only child is more than I could have foreseen.”
Émile raised a brow. “So, now that he has, ye’re to be a father once again.”
Jean gave his quartermaster a sharp glance. “We will see.”



Chapter 2
The Harrows, near Chichester, West Sussex
At the bottom of the stairs, the sound of a flute caused Joanna to veer from her intended destination and strike out for the music room.
Her grandfather, the first Earl of Torrington, had built The Harrows as a grand estate for his family. The three-story rectangular house, outbuildings and stables were his creation, but Joanna’s parents had changed a charming room in one corner of the house with south-facing windows into a music room for the family. Each of their children had been encouraged to become proficient with an instrument. Joanna could play a fair cello but nothing like the talent her mother had displayed.
“You are late!” Freddie scolded, setting down his flute as she entered. The light from the branched candlestick on the table where he’d propped up his music score set his face aglow.
His auburn hair, darker than hers, was tied back in a queue. It made him appear years older, and his light brown coat made his brown eyes seem darker. Underneath the coat, a thin slice of his moss green waistcoat revealed elaborate gold brocade trim. She smiled to herself thinking of the pains Freddie had taken with his attire.
“At least I am ready,” she told him. “What about Tillie?” Her younger sister, Lady Matilda West, nineteen and relishing the idea of her first Season, would be anxious for the evening’s celebration. It marked not just the Prime Minister’s Tories having swept the general election, but one of the first social events since Tillie’s come out. Unlike Joanna, her sister looked forward to balls, house parties and… marriage.
“Tillie popped her head in a few minutes ago but left to look for you. Richard, too, has been asking for you.”
“It takes a lady so much longer to dress than a gentleman, Freddie. I’ll not bore you with the details, but stays and petticoats are a nuisance, and that does not begin to describe what I must endure to have fashionable hair. Piles of curls must be added to produce this coiffure. Without Nora’s skill, I’d not be standing here now.”
Joanna smiled at the thought of her maid’s fussing, a whole hour of chatter that was as much a part of her toilette as the pulling and poking of hairpins to secure her curls. Nora was Zack’s sister, as small and talkative as he was big and taciturn. As if the same litter had produced both a lap spaniel and a mastiff, no two siblings were ever so little alike. Both had brown hair, but Nora’s eyes were green, while Zack’s were hazel. And Nora was more attractive than her scarred brother would ever be handsome.
Freddie gave her an admiring glance. “Well, you look beautiful, so I suppose your maid deserves your praise.” He picked up his flute and gave her a smirk. “’Tis quite a change from last evening.”
She curtsied deeply and mirrored his smirk. “Why, thank you, kind sir. And you, little brother, are quite dignified this night.”
Freddie smiled, the mouthpiece of his flute paused in front of his lips. “By the bye, where have you been all day?”
“In the village. I had to assure the brandy was properly diluted and doused with burnt sugar. And there were deliveries to arrange.” It was only after Joanna’s eyes had been opened to the plight of the poor in Chichester that she realized the tea and brandy her family consumed were made reasonable in cost because they were unaccustomed, which is to say smuggled, goods. And some who looked the other way, like the vicar, received his tea at no cost. After a run, there were many to satisfy so that their trade could proceed unhindered.
“The vicar?”
Joanna nodded. “Aye. And the proprietor of the White Horse Inn was running low on his supply of brandy.”
“I could have helped.” Her brother looked disappointed that she had not included him.
“There was no need. Zack did much of the mixing. Besides, I wanted to look in on the Ackermans. The whole family is ill with the ague; the mother is only now recovering. Nora and I took them some broth, bread and tea, then stayed to see to the children.” The worried faces of the younger ones, concerned about their mother since their father had died a year ago, lingered in Joanna’s mind. “I will go again tomorrow.”
“Be prepared for Richard to expect you in London.”
Joanna sighed. “Oh, dear. I was hoping to escape this Season.”
“Not likely, but I can keep things going with Zack and the others till you return.”
“I will try and avoid London if I can.” The back of Joanna’s throat began to itch and, with a sudden intake of breath, she sneezed. “Ah choo!”
“Over there,” said Freddie in a quieter voice, pointing to a chair in the far corner of the room.
Asleep with her cat, Aloysius, curled up in her lap, Aunt Hetty reclined in a blue-gray gown the color of her eyes, currently hidden beneath closed lids. A swath of white lace graced her bodice and cascaded from her elbows. Her unpowdered silver hair was simply dressed. “You might have told me. What if she’d heard us?”
“No chance of that. She’s not likely to be hearing anything.”
Casting a glance at her aunt, she noted the steady rise and fall of her chest, satisfied she was truly asleep. “Your flute playing put the old girl to sleep?”
Freddie fought a smile. “I’m sure it helped.”
Aunt Hetty had joined their household after their mother’s death and brought Aloysius with her. To Joanna’s thinking, the white cat seemed an odd-looking creature. One large black splotch covered most of its left side and a black ring circled the base of one ear. Its eyes were a stark gray.
Unlike the cats that frequented the stables, this one made its home inside The Harrows proper where he caused Joanna to sneeze and her eyes to water. “That cat!” She drew a handkerchief from the fold of her gown and dabbed at her eyes. “Before I turn into a puddle of tears and my eyes start burning, I’d best go find Richard and Tillie.”
Freddie resumed his flute playing as she sniffed and headed for the door.
“Do not tarry overlong!” she slung over her shoulder. “The guests will soon be here. And bring Aunt Hetty!”
She loved her brothers and her sister, and held them especially close since their parents and eldest brother, William, had died. Both her father and Wills had been soldiers, her brother having served in the Coldstream Guards. Thankfully, neither Richard nor Freddie showed any interest in a military career, their only swords those that formed a part of a gentleman’s attire.
As she entered the parlor, a small group of musicians in one corner had begun playing a piece by Mozart. Relieved to see no guests in sight, she scanned the room to make sure all was ready.
The ivory silk brocade chairs and settees had been neatly arranged around the edges of the room, per her instructions, to allow the guests to circulate freely and reveal more of the elegant floral design of the Axminster carpet.
On the walls hung the familiar portraits of her father, mother and grandmother. The room was ablaze with light from the candles set in sconces and the brass chandelier hanging from a medallion in the center of the scrolled ceiling.
On the sideboard, a tray of glasses filled with champagne, brandy and wine awaited the first guests.
The servants had followed her instructions; all was ready.
Checking her appearance in the golden-framed mirror hanging above the sideboard, Joanna touched the narrow band of lace around her bodice and pulled on the lace at her cuffs. She smiled as she recalled her modiste telling her the delicate lace had come from a French smuggler’s warehouse on Guernsey.
“’Tis one of ‘the French islands’.” the woman told her. “Though I cannot imagine why they call them that when they are under the Crown.” Joanna was certain the modiste’s revelation of the source of the lace had been designed to shock her, but Joanna had not been shocked. Instead, her first thought had been to ask Zack to add lace to their next order.
It had taken her maid much time to fashion Joanna’s thick head of hair into something approaching acceptable but, with a parting glance in the mirror, she was pleased to see the denizens of the ton would find no fault with her mound of curls. She might spend her nights in breeches, meeting ships carrying brandy and tea, but no one would suspect a darling of English Society—the image she encouraged—had a secret life as a smuggler.
The frippery might be her best disguise.
“There you are!” Richard exclaimed as he strode into the parlor. Tillie was at his side, some of her long red curls dangling to her shoulders. “The guests will be arriving any moment. Where are Frederick and Aunt Hetty?”
“On their way, I expect.” She gave her brother a studying perusal. Beneath his fine attire, Richard announced his restlessness by fidgeting with a gold button on his waistcoat. She brushed a speck of lint from the sleeve of his black coat. Trimmed in gold, it complemented well his powdered and queued hair.
Tillie’s brown eyes glistened, her smile wide. “Oh, Jo, won’t it be glorious to meet the leaders of the new government? I can hardly stand still! Freddie told me Prime Minister Pitt and his friends, Mr. Eliot and Mr. Wilberforce, are all young and unmarried!” Tillie’s pink silk gown, heavily adorned with lace and ruffles, rustled with her petticoats. The gilding suited her perfectly and might attract one of those men. Though at nineteen, she could look forward to more than one Season before Richard accepted some swain’s proposal.
“Don’t let them see your enthusiasm for the leg-shackled state,” Richard chided their younger sister, “or you will have them running for the door. Right now, Pitt and his friends care only about politics. If you find you cannot follow their conversation, just look pretty and smile sweetly and you will attract your share of suitors, I’ve no doubt.”
Tillie pouted at Richard and flounced out of the room. Joanna knew her sister would not pout long. Her enthusiasm for her first Season was too great.
Richard frowned at Tillie’s departure and then turned to Joanna.
“Do not fret, Brother. All will be well. Tillie is in her element and will, no doubt, charm your guests.”
“Joanna,” his tone turned serious, “it is not Matilda I would see betrothed this year, but you. I think you should come with me to London now that the Season’s on. Aunt Hetty will be acting as chaperone for Matilda, so you can be free to attend the events you desire. Make tonight’s reception a beginning. Many men of your rank will soon be arriving. Some will be looking for wives. Do manage to encourage one of them, won’t you? At five and twenty, I cannot command you to find a husband as you are of age, but ’tis nevertheless time you wed.”
She shook her head, trying to discourage him, but he continued.
“I have it on good authority the family of Lord Hugh Seymour is looking for a bride for him.” She listened with one ear. “Now that peace is here, Seymour has taken up with Prince George and the two are capering about London together. I understand Seymour’s family would rather he were settled.”
“Capering about with Prince George,” she repeated, “no doubt drinking and debauching, for which the prince is famous. Excellent qualifications for a suitor, I’m sure.” The last bit she had spoken with intentional sarcasm.
“Well, Lord Hugh will be here tonight and he has much to commend him: he is young, considered handsome of face, well mannered and, as you would prefer, a man of good height. Too, he acquitted himself well as a naval captain in the American War as a part of the Channel Fleet.”
“You forgot to mention he is a rake.”
A storm was brewing on Richard’s face. “He may be that now but, with marriage, he might well reform.” At her doubtful look, he added, “If Seymour doesn’t appeal, there is Henry, Lord Hood, who is a mere half-dozen years your senior.”
“Stop!” She held up a hand. “I will hear no more of your matchmaking.”
“Oh, and there is also Henry Bankes, the MP for Corfe and a great friend of Pitt’s. He would have you to wife in a minute, were you willing. Just think; you could live in that great mansion he is remodeling. Why, ’tis larger than The Harrows.”
“Oh, no you don’t.” She shook her head. “The Harrows is more than adequate for me. Besides, I consider marriage a dull affair punctuated by moments of misery. I would avoid it, perhaps forever.”
Richard gave her an astonished look. “How can you put the epithet ‘dull’ to a state so many seek?”
“The men you list come to mind, Dear Brother. Besides being dull, marriage in the ton is often arranged and, therefore, poses great risk. I have observed the sad state of many women who marry. Few are happy. Many men do not take seriously their vows. Dare I mention Lady Worsley, forced to become a courtesan to survive because her husband, who does not want her, cut her off and will not grant her a divorce? Or my friend, Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire? A beautiful woman with an indomitable spirit and a quick mind, yet you told me yourself the duke spends his nights at Brook’s playing cards. And those are the nights he is not with his mistress. And then there is—”
Richard held up his hand, stopping her diatribe, a pity as she had only begun. The list of poor marriages in the ton was a long one.
“I’ll not defend the nobility who carry on as if their vows mean little, Joanna, but best not to mention the duchess this evening. Her unwavering support for Fox in the election did not endear her to the Prime Minister.”
“I would never do so, Richard, but back to my point, as you are still unwed at seven and twenty, you can hardly wag your finger at me.”
“I’ll not be a bachelor for long. Now that I have the title, I must wed. I do not seek a love match, but the Earl of Torrington must have an heir.”
She let out a sigh. “How romantic.” Then with greater enthusiasm, she leaned toward him and smiled conspiratorially. “I shall keep an eye out for a prospective broodmare with good teeth.”
His brows drew together. “I can find my own wife!”
She had hoped to amuse, but it was clear she had only irritated him. “Very well,” she quipped. “But, in the meantime, you need me at The Harrows.” Joanna did not mention that the villagers of Chichester counted upon her, but it was the truth. Seeing to their welfare gave her life more purpose than did all the parties and balls.
Richard let out an exasperated sigh and set his jaw.
Joanna’s protests were having no effect. He had become an immovable force. It was so like Richard. Their older brother William, despite his being the heir, had always been “Wills” to the family. Then there were Tillie and Freddie. And she was Jo. Not even their parents had called them by their full Christian names, except for Richard. He had always been “Richard”, seemingly too proper to have garnered a nickname. And now he was Torrington. The title fit him like a glove, formal and without the possibility of a sobriquet.
Sensing his growing impatience, she decided to be agreeable. “If it pleases you, Brother, I shall consider marrying when you do.”
He opened his mouth to say something when their butler Carter stepped into the room.
“My Lord, the first guests have arrived.”

Joanna had met William Pitt before on one of her trips to London, but she had not observed him with his two closest friends, who were also of an age with her. A head taller than William Wilberforce and Edward Eliot, Pitt made a commanding figure in his black frock coat and ivory waistcoat.
Neither Pitt nor Eliot wore wigs, though both had powdered their brown hair. Wilberforce’s dark unpowdered hair curled over his forehead and around his ears, the length of it carelessly tied back with a ribbon.
She and Richard greeted the three men and a footman offered them a brandy. Pleasantries exchanged, Pitt and his friends began to recount their travels in France the previous autumn. Eager to hear of their trip to the Continent, Joanna drew close.
Pitt launched in. “We first went to Reims. Only because the letter of introduction we managed to acquire at the last minute named a Monsieur Coustier there. Unbeknownst to us, the man is a grocer who lives behind his shop.”
Eliot laughed. “We did well enough until the Lieutenant of the Police discovered our whereabouts and, because of our humble lodgings, thought us English spies in hiding.”
Joanna was envious of their trip. Although she spoke French as well as any lady, she had not been to France or anywhere outside of England. Only young men of the aristocracy and wealthy gentry made the Grand Tour of the Continent. Not that a single trip to France was a Grand Tour, she consoled herself, but at least it was some foreign travel.
“Once the lieutenant learned Pitt’s father was the Earl of Chatham,” chimed in Wilberforce, “we were invited to dine at the palace of the archbishop where we enjoyed a good meal and were finally able to practice our French, which had been one of our goals.”
“The abbé, only forty, was most gracious,” offered Pitt. “To my delight, I learned the leaders of the French church are not so somber as our clergy. For one thing, they share my love of golf.”
Wilberforce rolled his eyes toward Eliot. “We next went to Paris where it seemed the English were in possession of the town. Pitt promptly deserted us to go off stag hunting while Eliot and I took a carriage to Fontainebleau.” He smiled at Joanna. “We had a desire to see the French king, who was there at the time.”
She well understood. The French Court, about which she had heard much, was more a draw for her than hunting stags in the woods.
“We also had the chance to meet General Lafayette,” put in Eliot, “the French aristocrat and celebrated general for the Americans.”
“’Tis obvious why,” Richard said. “He did them much good. But what was your impression of King Louis?”
Wilberforce exchanged a knowing look with his two companions. They must have heard his thoughts on the French monarch before. “When I first met him, I thought him a clumsy figure in immense boots. But I quite liked the queen. Marie Antoinette welcomed us heartily. As for the French Court, the opulence is overwhelming.”
The Prime Minister nodded his agreement. “When I finally got to Fontainebleau, I, too, was taken with the magnificence of the place. You cannot imagine—”
“And the French were taken with you,” said Wilberforce, “crowding around to hear your every word.”
Eliot winked at Joanna. “Pitt responded with great spirit, as always.”
The Prime Minister looked up, a droll expression on his face. “I paid a visit to Dr. Franklin, the American statesman in Paris. Now, there is an interesting man.”
The conversation continued as the men turned to London’s politics, still riding on the crest of their victory. “We have much to do,” said Pitt. “And being so near the coast tonight, I am reminded of the free traders who keep us afloat in tea. The East India Company complains of lost profits and the government of lost revenue. I shall have to do something about the rise in smuggling.”
“Stronger enforcement?” suggested Richard.
Joanna’s ears pricked at the suggestion.
Pitt pondered the idea. “I don’t think that would change the situation overmuch. There is simply too much coast and too many smugglers. No, something different is called for.”
Joanna could not hide her passion for the issue. Despite her inner voice urging caution, she had to speak up. “The East India Company’s monopoly on tea keeps the price far too dear for many. That and the high duty only serve to increase the demand for cheaper tea. What more incentive does a starving laborer or an out of work sailor need to become a free trader? They can earn more in one night of smuggling than they can in a week of toiling in the fields or plying their nets.”
The four men turned to her, astonished, as if a bird had alighted on her head. She pressed her lips together, knowing she had said too much.
“When did you gain an interest in the price of tea, Sister?” asked Richard, raising a brow.
“I read the newspapers and I am not immune to the talk in the village. ’Tis common knowledge.”
Pitt smiled at her. “Your sister is correct. The trade in smuggled tea is so great, the vast majority of the British people drink the smuggled brew. And brandy is no different. Why, even the cognac we drink tonight might be the result of such an enterprise. And without you being aware, Torrington.”
Joanna stifled a gasp and took a drink of her Madeira, forcing herself to display a calm appearance as if she was unaware the Prime Minister had just spoken the truth.
Richard sputtered, nearly spewing his drink. “I’m quite certain that is not the case.”
“You’ll find a way to stop the free traders,” Pitt’s friend, Eliot, encouraged him.
“First, I must apply myself to reducing the country’s debt,” said Pitt. “The American War has left our economy in shambles.”
Eliot, Wilberforce and her brother nodded, agreeing with Pitt’s assessment of the dismal state of the country’s economic affairs.
Joanna lost interest, as the men reached for other topics. She sipped her Madeira, glad for the security it represented against what she expected to be a dull evening of polite conversation.
She had already heard the most interesting news.
After a bit, Pitt and his friends were drawn away, leaving her alone with Richard.
Henry Addington, newly elected Member of Parliament for Devizes in Wiltshire, came to join them. “Nice party, Torrington.” Like the other men, he dressed in black, offset by a white waistcoat; his hair was powdered a dark gray. Tonight, Addington had arrived without his wife, who he told Richard had remained in London with their young children.
Joanna had met him several times before, as he was a good friend of her brother and a childhood friend of the Prime Minister. She thought him a bit pompous, but her brother appeared relieved to have his friend’s approval.
Addington droned on about some new bill he intended to propose. Of an age with her brother, he sounded much older than his years. She was barely listening when a man in a Royal Navy uniform passed them. Joanna considered the tall man with mild interest.
Richard broke off of his conversation with Addington. “Commander Ellis, welcome!”
The commander paused and inclined his head to her brother. He smiled faintly at Joanna. His uniform was that due his rank: a white-lapelled dark blue coat trimmed in gold with gold buttons, a white waistcoat and dark blue breeches with white stockings and gold-buckled shoes. To her mind, he had not yet reached thirty. He had an attractive face framed by dark hair. His eyes were clear blue, and his long aquiline nose was that of an aristocratic Englishman.
“Joanna, may I present Commander James Ellis of His Majesty’s Royal Navy?”
She offered her hand and Ellis bowed over it. “Lady Joanna, a pleasure. You grace the room with your beauty.”
A flatterer. “Thank you, Commander. Most kind.”
Addington greeted Ellis in perfunctory fashion. Richard introduced Addington as the new MP from Devizes.
“I know Devizes,” said Commander Ellis. “’Tis just east of Bath.”
“What is your ship?” Joanna interjected. “Is it stationed nearby?” She awaited his answer with a sense of foreboding.
The commander turned his blue gaze upon her. “As of this past November, I command the HMS Orestes.” His pride obvious, he said, “She’s an eighteen-gun sloop of war stationed at Southampton. Our mission is to intercept and check smuggling on the south coast.”
“Oh.” Taken aback, Joanna had never expected to meet the captain of a revenue ship and was surprised at how benign he appeared. But then, he had no idea she was among those he hunted. “And have you encountered many?” she asked innocently.
He indulged her a smile as if addressing a small child. “Why, yes. Some are only small luggers, but other larger ships carry as many guns as we do. At those times, it is much like a battle at sea during war.” He gazed beyond her to a group of men surrounding the Prime Minister. “If you will excuse me, my lady, I must speak to Mr. Pitt.”
“Of course.”
As the captain strode off, Richard whispered into her ear, “He is in his early thirties and yet to wed, Sister.”
She whispered back, “No doubt he is married to the sea, Brother.”
“I do hope William will take on this smuggling menace,” offered Addington, having missed her exchange with her brother.
“By his own words, he intends to,” Richard replied.
Joanna worried for what it all meant. Between Pitt’s determination to deal with smuggling and the good commander’s pursuit of the free traders, she and her men were caught in a vise.
Joanna turned her attention to their guests and tried to act the calm hostess, checking the refreshment table where food was served and instructing the footmen as to what might be needed. Once that was taken care of, she went to speak with Aunt Hetty, who sat at one end of the room with two of her friends, ladies as old as herself.
When she inquired as to whether her aunt needed anything, Aunt Hetty replied, “Go see to your guests. I’m content to keep an eye on young Matilda from here.”
Joanna followed her aunt’s gaze to where Tillie was giggling with one of her friends, no doubt over some young man. “Ah.” She smiled at the three ladies. “Then I shall leave you. Have a good evening.”
Returning to Richard, she assured him all was well. He thanked her and resumed his conversation with Addington.
Joanna took solace in her wine as she surveyed the parlor’s occupants. Everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. She was pleased with her success as a hostess of the beau monde.
Suddenly, a man appeared at the doorway staring into the parlor with cold detachment. His dark eyes seemed to be searching for someone. His tanned olive skin was a stark contrast to the pasty white complexions of most of the men in the room. He wore his black hair unpowdered and tied back at his nape. His features were bold: a high forehead, black eyebrows, a straight nose and prominent cheekbones.
He cut a striking figure in a dark blue coat edged in cream silk flowers. At his throat and cuffs was a great mound of lace. Beneath the frock coat, an ivory silk waistcoat, embellished in the nattiest of fashion, shimmered.
She knew instantly he could not be English. Such ornate embroidery and so much lace would never be seen in Westminster where the current fashion for men favored a certain austerity. An Englishman attired like this one would be considered a popinjay. But to Joanna, his brooding dark elegance spoke of an uncommon masculine style.
He strode into the parlor, drawing curious glances from the gentlemen and nervous twitters from the ladies. Passing through the crowd, his searching gaze met Joanna’s for only a moment yet, in that moment, excitement coursed through her veins. His obsidian eyes flashed with an intensity she had not encountered before. When his gaze moved on, she felt a keen disappointment.
His dark brows lifted as he headed for someone he appeared to recognize.
“Who is he?” she asked her brother.
Richard turned from his conversation with Addington to follow the subject of her attention. “Oh. If I am not mistaken, Sister, that is the new comte de Saintonge.”
A French comte. Yes, he quite looked the part.
Addington huffed. “You invited a Heathen Frog to your reception for the Prime Minister?”
“Careful, old boy,” chided Richard. “Pitt speaks well of his travels in France and ’tis rumored the comte was once a pirate. You wouldn’t want him to get wind of your views or he might slit your throat some starless night.”
Addington sputtered.
Richard’s face took on a wistful look. “Besides, ’twas Lady Danvers who asked me if she could invite him. I can scarce deny the woman anything, no matter she is Lord Danvers’ wife.”
Joanna had long believed her older brother had a tendre for her friend, the baron’s American wife. Seeing the longing in Richard’s eyes as he looked toward Cornelia, she knew it to be truth.
“Well, Lord Hugh might have a different view. After all, he fought the Frenchies in the Channel.”
Joanna sighed. Addington could be such a bore. She could not imagine how his wife, Ursula, put up with his rigid views. No wonder the woman had stayed home with their children.
Richard and Addington continued their conversation, but Joanna had stopped listening. Instead, she watched the French nobleman as he arrived in front of a young woman with hair as black as his own and kissed her on each cheek.
Joanna wondered if so elegant a man could, in truth, be a pirate. Still, she could not deny the air of mystery about him or the intense fire in his dark eyes.
’Twas as if Lucifer himself had paid them a visit.



Chapter 3
Jean found his way through the crowded parlor to arrive in front of the two women for whom he’d been searching. He bowed to Lady Danvers and then kissed his daughter’s glowing cheeks. Claire appeared to be happy, as happy as he’d ever seen her.
“Please forgive my being late. I was detained.”
“Oh, Papa! I am so glad you are here!” Claire took his hands. “I have missed you so.”
He looked into his daughter’s dark blue eyes, her mother’s eyes that had captured him more than two decades ago. “C’est bien. The English captain treats you well?”
“Oh, yes.” Before Jean could comment, she looked up at him anxiously. “You will come to London, oui?”
“How else is your father to attend the christening?” asked Lady Danvers in her American accent. The baroness, in her mid-twenties, was a half dozen years older than his daughter, but her wisdom was beyond her years.
Always smartly gowned, typically in some pinkish color, her dark chestnut hair neatly swept up in a simple style, Jean had noticed her loveliness the first time he’d met her in London when he’d come for his daughter’s wedding.
Claire laughed. “You are right, of course, Cornelia.” Then turning to him, “But do you sail to London, Papa, or ride in our carriage with us?”
“If you still wish it, I will travel with you. My ship and my quartermaster M’sieur Bequel will meet me in London.”
“Yes, of course we still wish it. I will look forward to seeing M’sieur Bequel again. I hope you invited him to the christening.”
“I did. You know he will not have it otherwise.”
“Wait till you see Jean Nicholas, Papa! He has your black hair and his eyes are changing color now. We think he might ultimately have Simon’s golden eyes.”
“Jean Nicholas.” Jean rolled the name over his tongue. “I like the sound of it.”
“A most remarkable babe,” offered Lady Danvers. “And before you leave London, Monsieur Donet, I thought to have a soiree to celebrate the end of the war and our new friendship with France. In your honor, as it were. Not that the war stopped me from pursuing French fashion, you understand.” She touched the ruffle on her bodice. “By the bye, have you met the Prime Minister? He only recently returned from Paris where he visited your king and my countryman Dr. Franklin.”
Jean fought a smile. “I have not met the Prime Minister, but I have met our king and, of course, the American statesman Dr. Franklin.” He need not say more. His daughter and Lady Danvers were aware that, with France’s agreement, he had become a privateer for America, his letter of marque issued by Franklin himself. But neither knew of his work for Charles Gravier, the comte de Vergennes, France’s Foreign Minister.
“Where has that husband of yours gotten to, Claire?” asked Lady Danvers.
“Right here,” said a deep voice behind Jean.
Jean turned to see Captain Simon Powell carrying three glasses of champagne. As fair in coloring as Jean was dark, the Englishman and Jean’s daughter made a handsome couple.
“I did not wait for the footman to circulate,” Powell explained, as if in apology for leaving his wife, “but saw to the ladies’ thirst myself.”
Claire and Lady Danvers accepted the glasses of bubbling wine.
“I would never leave Claire for long,” Powell assured Jean.
“Simon is a most jealous husband!” Claire exclaimed in what Jean took to be feigned annoyance.
Powell kissed her on the cheek and she returned him a smile. Jean was pleased at the affection he saw between them.
“’Tis not jealousy when a man guards what is his,” he told Claire. He had once guarded her mother, a woman he had loved more than his own life, only to discover that, while he could protect her from other men, he could not save her from the sickness that had taken her life.
Lady Danvers gave him an assessing look. “An astute observation, Monsieur.”
He acknowledged the compliment with an inclination of his head as Powell offered him the third glass of champagne. “Take mine, sir. I will get another.”
Accepting the glass, Jean inwardly cringed at the title “sir”. When had he crossed the line from youth to an age where a man in his twenties must pay him the respect due one’s elders?
Powell left them, heading toward a footman on the other side of the room.
Watching him walk away, Jean sipped his champagne and thought to ask his daughter, “How many ships does Powell have now?”
“He still has the two you are aware of, and he is acquiring another. He wants to have a shipping company one day.”
“A laudable ambition,” said Jean.
Lady Danvers scanned the room, her gaze pausing on a tall man surrounded by others. “Wait here while I retrieve the Prime Minister. I know he will want to meet you, Monsieur.”
Claire had only begun to tell Jean of her life since her marriage when Lady Danvers returned with the tall man on her arm and Lord Danvers at her side.
Since he recognized the baron, Jean acknowledged him. “Lord Danvers.”
Lady Danvers introduced Jean to the English Prime Minister, giving Jean’s title as the comte de Saintonge.
Jean added his congratulations to the others being expressed to Pitt. “A great victory, Prime Minister.”
“Thank you,” returned Pitt. “We are most pleased. I was in your country only a few months ago and my companions and I thoroughly enjoyed ourselves. I must ask, do you find France much changed now that the war has ended?”
“Changed?” Jean considered carefully what he might say. He would not speak of the unrest. “Only that France now struggles under a mountain of debt.” It was true and all knew it. The decision to aid America had been the right one, but the war had left his country in grave financial trouble.
“France is not alone in that, Monsieur Donet,” admitted Pitt.
Lord Danvers nodded his agreement.
“It will be my first task once my cabinet is convened to see what I can do about England’s debt.”
“I wish you well in that effort,” said Jean. “’Twill not be easy. I doubt the common people in either country can bear more taxation.”
Pitt gave him a knowing smile. “Then I shall not tax the common people.”
Jean raised a brow. “You would tax the aristocracy?”
Pitt’s eyes gleamed with purpose. “And the wealthy merchants.”
Jean liked the young English Prime Minister and his enthusiasm for what would be a difficult task. “We should do the same in France, but I fear the effort would not be welcomed. Our nobles and clergy remain blithely ignorant of the mounting danger from a people taxed to support their luxurious lifestyle while having no political liberty.”
“Monsieur le comte,” said Pitt, “I grant that you may have fewer political liberties in France. But as to civil liberty, from what I observed, the French have more of it than you may suppose. Voltaire was a great defender of such liberty, as I recall.”
“You may be correct,” offered Jean, “though at the moment, the civil liberty we possess does the French people little good.” Jean enjoyed the conversation, but he would say no more. His last trip to Paris suggested a storm was coming. What good was civil liberty when the people had nothing to eat? Jean had been raised the son of a nobleman yet had made his own way the last score of years in a world that favored only the bold. The wealth he had amassed did not come from the noble birth so long denied him.
As the Prime Minister made to leave, he offered his hand to Jean. “Until we meet again, Monsieur. Perhaps in London?”
Jean shook Pitt’s hand. “It would be my great pleasure.”
Claire’s husband returned, a glass of champagne in hand.
Lady Danvers addressed Jean and the Powells. “You must meet our host and his sister.”
Lord Danvers agreed. The three of them finished their champagne and followed him and his wife across the room. Judging by the smiles she garnered from those they passed, the American woman had made many friends in the years she had been in England. Jean was unsurprised. She had an unassuming charm the staid English often lacked.
Moments later, Lady Danvers stopped before three auburn-haired young aristocrats.

Joanna watched the French nobleman approach with the black-haired girl and handsome blond gentleman, who, like the comte, had the tanned skin of one who spent much time in the sun. With them were Joanna’s friend, Cornelia, and her husband.
“Joanna, my dear friend,” said Cornelia, “and Lord Torrington and Mr. Frederick West, may I introduce Jean Donet, comte de Saintonge, his lovely daughter Claire Powell and her husband Captain Simon Powell?”
Richard inclined his head. “Monsieur de Saintonge and Captain and Mrs. Powell, welcome to The Harrows.”
Freddie chimed in, “Yes, welcome.”
Joanna was glad Addington had taken his leave, for his views on Catholics might make for an uncomfortable encounter, particularly when the Catholic in question was a French nobleman. Freddie, on the other hand, had no such biases.
She extended her hand to the comte. “Indeed, we welcome you to our home and to England.”
With an unmistakable air of distinction, the comte bowed over her hand and returned her greeting. “Bonsoir, Lady Joanna. I am at your service.”
His hair, clubbed back in a queue and tied with a fancy velvet ribbon, was not solid black as she had once thought, but was threaded with silver, rendering him a very distinguished man in his ivory-filigreed coat. He spoke in a melodious French-accented voice and his lips, she noticed, were seductively curved.
Joanna wondered if the comte had a wife. If he did, she did not attend.
Turning to the couple just introduced, she echoed her eldest brother, “Captain and Mrs. Powell, it is so nice to meet you.”
“We’ll have none of that,” interrupted Cornelia. “Claire is my good friend as are you, Joanna. Amongst us women, I’m afraid it must be Cornelia, Claire and Joanna.”
Lord Danvers laughed. To the men, he said, “You see how it is. My darling wife remains the American and will have it her way, formalities be damned.”
“We are delighted to be here,” Captain Powell graciously put in, “no matter how we are addressed. I was most interested to meet the Prime Minister.”
Powell was a tall golden man, so different from his French wife, though he obviously adored her, his amber eyes ever looking her way.
“Pitt is impressive,” observed the comte. “Clever, too, I think. I envy you his enthusiasm for change.”
Richard nodded his agreement. “England is lucky to have him.”
Freddie listened intently, obviously happy to be included.
Captain Powell looked to Richard. “Your home is magnificent. ’Tis not often we get to West Sussex since my ships home port in London.”
The comte smiled before he said, “And mine are most often in Lorient.”
Ah, he has ships. But then a pirate would. Joanna met his intense gaze. “Are your ships engaged as merchantmen?”
“Often,” he said, amusement dancing in his jet eyes.
His cryptic response left Joanna wondering what other business he might be engaged in. Most definitely he was a noble son of France, but she detected a flash of defiance in the depths of his dark eyes, making her wonder if his elegant attire and noble manners were merely a ruse. Beneath them might lurk a beast, tamed for the night, who could well be the pirate Richard had spoken of.
Despite her reservations, she found herself thoroughly fascinated. “Was I correct in addressing you as Monsieur le comte? Or, is it more proper to say Monsieur de Saintonge, Monsieur Donet, or my lord?”
“M’sieur Donet, s’il vous plaît,” he responded. “The title is new and unexpected. I am… unused to it. And in France, we do not speak of lords and ladies as you do here. My surname will do.”
“Very well.” Monsieur le pirate probably would not be well received. Besides, Richard had said it was only a rumor.
“My papa is here for our son’s christening,” ventured Claire Powell, her eyes lit with excitement. The young woman strongly resembled the comte, save for her blue eyes and feminine features.
He must not have a wife, Joanna thought, for a wife would not miss such an auspicious occasion as a grandchild’s christening.
Freddie, only a few years younger than Claire, could not seem to take his eyes off Powell’s beautiful young wife.
“The Powells’ young son is named after Monsieur Donet,” said Lord Danvers. “And he along with my wife and I are to stand as godparents.”
“You must see him, Joanna,” urged Cornelia. “He’s a beautiful baby. We are so proud to be asked to be godparents with Monsieur Donet.”
The comte’s piercing gaze fixed on her. “Will you be coming to London, Lady Joanna?”
An hour ago, Joanna would have defied her brother’s insistence she go with him to London, but meeting the comte’s dark eyes the only response that came to her lips was, “Why, yes.”



Chapter 4
The village of Chichester
The next morning, Joanna, Freddie and Nora set off for Chichester. Freddie drove the wagon, the three of them sharing the bench seat. The day was sunny and cold and, since they had only a few miles to travel, Joanna had not covered the supplies they were bringing to the Ackerman family.
Chichester had long been a market town, although no more than four thousand souls called it home at present. Joanna had always referred to it as “the village” because of its size in contrast to London. It might be a quiet, unassuming place, but in the center of town stood a great medieval cathedral, its spire visible even from the Channel.
The village had the usual collection of craftsmen, among them carpenters, blacksmiths, gunsmiths, tailors and shoemakers, who did their work in stalls and shops for all to see. And there were bakers, brewers and grocers. But once the American War ended, many sailors were left without jobs; and those who had supplied the ships that had once called Chichester Harbor home struggled to earn a living.
England levied duties on more than tea and brandy. The government taxed everything, including bricks, candles and soap. Farmers were among the poorest. Joanna had known this but until she met the Ackerman family, she had not made the village poor a part of her life. And now that they were, she could not leave for London without looking in on Polly Ackerman and her three children.
Just outside the village, Freddie pulled rein in front of the whitewashed cottage. A humble dwelling to be sure, but Daniel Ackerman had taken great pride in what he had been able to provide his wife and children. Polly had decorated the windows with muslin curtains and their beds with pretty bed covers made from scraps of fabric. She kept a clay vase of wildflowers on their worn table, which brightened the small space. Outside their door, a carpet of bluebells covered the floor of the ancient woodland.
The children seemed happy enough even after their father had died. But when the ague befell the family and their mother took ill, it was as if a cloud descended over the little home. The children, who recovered more rapidly than their mother, worried they might lose their only living parent. Joanna had seen the fear in their eyes and wished to dispel it. If smuggled tea would cheer the small family, she would provide it.
No one was about as Joanna and Nora climbed down from the bench seat. Freddie lifted the baskets from the wagon and handed them down. The wagon also held blankets, clothes and firewood.
Joanna knocked on the wooden door.
It opened almost immediately and the youngest of the Ackerman children, a blonde cherub of four years named Briney, greeted them as she leaned against the doorpost. She had two older brothers, ten-year-old Danny and six-year-old Nate.
Big blue eyes peered up at Joanna from a sweet round face. “Hello, m’lady. Mum’s still in bed. Will ye see her?”
“Of course. That is one reason we have come.” Taking a tart from the basket, Joanna gave it to the little girl. “I brought this for you. There is one for each of your brothers, too.”
The child eagerly reached for the cherry tart and took a bite, smearing cherry juice over her mouth.
Joanna took that opportunity to enter. Behind her, Nora and Freddie followed.
The main room of the cottage was empty. “Where are your brothers?”
The child’s expression was glum. “Danny and Nate are gathering wood, but Danny’s not well yet.”
Joanna and Nora set the baskets on the table in the room that served as parlor, dining room and kitchen. There was no fire in the stone fireplace and the air in the cottage was chilled. Little Briney had a shawl around her slender shoulders but nothing so warm as a woolen cloak. And her feet were bare. Many in the village did not wear shoes.
“We will soon have the cottage warm as bread in the oven,” said Joanna, looking at Freddie and inclining her head toward the door.
Freddie gave her a nod and went to fetch the wood. Joanna and Nora began taking things out of the baskets. Sadly, the clay vase in the center of the table was devoid of flowers.
“While Nora sets out food, how about you take me to look in on your mother?”
Briney nodded and glanced toward the door to the bedchamber. The children slept in the loft. The bedchamber in the back that had been their parents’ was now Polly’s alone.
While still clinging to her half-eaten tart with one hand, Briney took Joanna’s hand with the other and together they walked to the bedchamber. Joanna slowly opened the door.
Polly Ackerman lay in bed, her pretty face pale and her blonde hair tucked into a muslin mobcap.
Joanna walked to the bed and sat on the edge. Polly was not yet thirty, but heartbreak, sickness and worry had taken their toll, adding lines to her face. Reaching out her hand, Joanna touched Polly’s pale forehead and breathed a sigh of relief. She was only slightly warm. “Has she eaten anything today?”
“Only the tea Danny brought her afore he went out.”
Joanna had brought them a good supply of tea and bread when she’d come the day before, but she wanted to encourage Briney, whose sweet face wrinkled with concern. “’Tis good she is sleeping. The rest will help her get well.” A smile spread across Briney’s face and Joanna drew her into a hug as the child nibbled on her tart. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, she will be fine.”
Nora peeked her head in the doorway. “Freddie’s got the fire going and the cottage will soon be warm. I’ve put the kettle on for tea.”
“Thank you, Nora.” Then turning to the child still in her arms, she said, “The boys will be hungry when they return. ’Tis good we brought food, don’t you agree?”
Briney nodded her head vigorously. “Danny an’ Nate are always hungry.”
“Let’s let your mother sleep.” Joanna rose from the bed, taking Briney’s hand that did not hold the tart. She led her back to the main room. Already it was warmer. “If you want to save the rest of your tart, there will soon be tea to go with it.”
Briney set what was left of her tart on the table flanked by two long benches. Joanna lifted Briney onto one of them and placed some bread and cheese in front of her. “You can’t live on tarts.”
Briney nodded. “Yes I can.”
Joanna chuckled. “Well, maybe you can, at that. When I was your age, I thought so.”
Danny burst into the room carrying a stack of branches and sticks. Nate, at his side, had a bundle of wood under one arm. “Lady Joanna!” Danny exclaimed. “I didn’t know you were coming today. Hello Freddie, Nora.”
Where Briney and Nate favored their mother with blonde hair and blue eyes, Danny had the brown hair and hazel eyes of their father.
“We came to look in on your mother and to bring more things for you and your family.”
“Thank you, m’lady,” said Danny. Only a youth, he had shouldered much responsibility, and Joanna’s heart ached for him.
His cheeks were flushed. “Do you still have a fever, Danny?”
“’Tis not bad,” he said, making light of it.
Not wishing to embarrass him or worry his siblings, she did not reply. But she was glad she had brought all the children warm jackets and shoes.
The boys laid the wood next to the fireplace where a warm fire now crackled, sending heat into the room.
Respecting Polly’s preferences, Joanna reminded the children to wash their hands in the bowl on the sideboard before eating. Freddie added more logs to the fire. Everyone gathered around the table and Nora poured the tea.
The cups they drank from were not the fine porcelain used at The Harrows, but it mattered not to Joanna. Giving to this family was worth more to her than all the porcelain cups she would ever have.
Briney slipped from her chair and crawled into Joanna’s lap. “Are you warm enough?” she asked her.
“Now I am,” Briney answered in her little girl voice.
“How is Mum?” asked Danny, picking up a piece of cheese and dropping it on a crust of bread. His forehead creased with worry.
“She is only resting,” Joanna assured him. “Soon she will be well and it will be summer and you will have months of warm weather.”
“We have some things for you,” said Nora. “Blankets, linens, clothes and food. The mistress and I will be going to London, but my brother, Zack, will be keeping an eye on you and can help with anything you need.”
“Is he the big man?” asked Nate.
Joanna met Nora’s gaze and they both laughed. “Aye,” said Nora. “The big one.”
“I’m not going to London,” Freddie put in, “so I will be dropping by from time to time.”
Neither she nor Freddie mentioned the smuggling that had produced the tea they had brought or the coins she would send the Ackermans from her share. It was enough they knew she and Freddie wanted to help.
Joanna hugged Briney. “When we are done here and I’ve seen your mother has something to eat, how would you like to pick some flowers for the table?”
The cherub’s eyes lit up and she clapped her cherry-stained hands. “Yes, oh yes!”

On the road from Sussex to London
Lord Torrington had tried to persuade Jean to stay at The Harrows, but he, the Powells and the Danvers had gracefully declined. They did not wish to impose upon their host after the lavish reception he had given for the Prime Minister.
The Danvers had reserved rooms at the White Horse Inn in Chichester for their party, so Jean had thought to have a restful night’s sleep. But in the middle of the night, he’d awakened with the face of Lady Joanna West in his mind. Their exchange at the reception had been brief, yet it had led to the momentary impulse to ask her if she would be coming to London. His desire to see her again surprised him.
Shortly after breakfast, they had departed Chichester. Jean, Claire and her husband took one carriage and the Danvers the other.
Travel by carriage, whether from Sussex to London, or from Le Havre to Paris, always reminded Jean of the reason he preferred traveling by ship. He had the changeable nature of the sea to contend with, but the motion was less jarring and the challenge of being in charge of one’s own destiny ever appealed.
Powell’s carriage was much like the one Jean kept in Paris, a fine, black town coach with good springs and well-padded seats covered in tufted velvet. According to his son-in-law, the roads had improved in the last decade but, even so, the ruts rendered the ride a bumpy one. To his mind, the roads in France were better but not so much they afforded a continuously smooth ride. He was thankful it had not rained, else they would have been mired in mud.
At day’s end, after many stops to change horses, they arrived at the Angel Posting House in Guildford in Surrey. The coachman pulled rein and, a moment later, the footmen opened the door.
Jean considered the three-story inn, painted white with black trim, a typical English coach house. He followed Claire and her husband inside to find the Danvers waiting for them amidst a large crowd clustered around the bar, overflowing into the common room. Jean had never been happier to be handed a glass of brandy and thanked Lord Danvers profusely.
“As you see,” remarked Cornelia, “spring brings many to London; hence the inn is quite crowded.”
“To afford us privacy,” said Lord Danvers, “I have reserved a private room in which we might sup once you have seen your rooms.”
Soon after, they gathered in the small private room for a meal of English beefsteak, fried potatoes and cheddar cheese, accompanied by a pretty good French Bordeaux. Though a heavier meal than he was used to, it did suffice to sate his appetite after the long day on the road.
“’Tis not French fare, I grant you,” said Lord Danvers, “but the brandy and wine are French and perhaps that serves to make up for it.”
Jean didn’t want the gracious man to think him ungrateful. “The wine is quite good. On my ship, we dine on simple fare. Fish and poultry form the mainstay, of course. But we often pick up supplies from Guernsey. In Lorient and Paris, the meals might be more elaborate, as they would be in London.”
Powell spoke up. “Claire taught the Irish cook aboard my schooner the Fairwinds a few things about spices and soups, so the crew now asks for the French dishes.” He grinned. “I was already enamored by the food.”
“Is the Fairwinds in London?” asked Lord Danvers.
Powell glanced at his wife before answering. “Aye, but after the christening, I will be taking her out for a short while.”
“And your ship, Monsieur Donet, is on its way to London?” asked Cornelia.
“Oui, under the command of my quartermaster, M’sieur Bequel. You will meet him at the christening. He is quite fond of my daughter.”
“M’sieur Bequel has known me since I was a girl,” offered Claire.
Cornelia smiled. “There will be much to do in London now that the Season’s on. The christening, of course, but also plays, concerts and a soiree or two.”
“Cornelia loves to entertain,” put in Danvers.
After supper, they were all of a mind to seek their beds, as a full day of travel awaited them on the morrow.
Jean mused over the possibility of seeing again the intriguing Lady Joanna.



Chapter 5
London
Jean had agreed to stay with his daughter and her husband until his ship arrived, so the morning after their arrival in London he shared brioche and coffee with them in the room where they took their déjeuner.
Bathed in light from the many windows looking out on the shimmering waters of the Thames, the yellow-painted room welcomed the morning sun like the mythical Aurora greeting the dawn.
“Did my daughter introduce you to brioche?” he asked his son-in law. Like Jean, Powell had made his own way in the world. Both had spied for their governments during the American War and had battled each other on the Channel. But those days were past. When Powell had promised to care for Claire, the enmity between them had died.
Powell set down his coffee and reached for Claire’s hand, meeting her gaze across the table with endearing affection. “Our fondness for brioche was something we shared even before we decided we liked each other.”
Claire laughed. “He served it to me for breakfast the first morning I spent on his ship. My mood was most foul. That was the morning I wrecked his cabin.”
Powell laughed. “I remember it well. Her temper landed my books and instruments in a pile on the deck of my cabin.”
When their meal was finished, Claire asked a footman to have Jean Nicholas’ nurse bring him to the table to meet his grandfather.
A moment later, with an air of self-importance, an older woman carried the babe into the room. On her head, she wore a mobcap and around her ample middle was a crisp white apron. At Claire’s direction, the nurse placed the babe into Jean’s arms.
His sweet face reminded Jean of Claire at that age. Already Jean Nicholas had a head of dark hair.
Memories of a tiny cottage by the sea flooded his mind. Despite the fact he and Ariane had been poor, those had been good years, filled with love.
The babe smiled up at him and latched on to his finger. “He seems an easy-going contented child.”
Jean looked up to see Claire returning him a look of mild reproach. “You have yet to witness his black temper, Papa. Whenever his feeding is late or his favorite plaything is moved out of reach, he quickly makes his displeasure known to all.”
“You sound surprised,” Jean said. “Did you doubt the Donet temper would emerge at some point?”
His daughter frowned. “Humph!”
Powell laughed behind his hand and, putting down his copy of the Morning Chronicle, reached for his son.
Jean placed the babe in his father’s welcoming arms and glanced at his daughter. “Jean Nicholas will be all the stronger for it, Claire. You will see. A sea captain must not appear weak, as your husband can tell you. A temper applied in proper measure can tell the crew the captain is serious.”
Claire’s response was to lift her eyes to the ceiling.
Her husband, who had likely observed Claire’s temper even after their marriage, merely smiled. The babe must have thought the smile was for him. He let out a squeal of delight.
To Jean, the scene over brioche and coffee had been highly amusing and assured him his daughter fared well with her English husband. It was clear the love the two shared made up for their many differences.
When the nurse reclaimed the baby, Jean stood and wished his daughter and her husband a fine morning. “I am for Oxford Street to buy my grandson, who is also to be my godson, a worthy christening gift.”
“We will look for you at dinner,” Claire replied. “I am going with my friend the Countess of Huntingdon to hear the Methodist, John Wesley. He is eighty, you know, but has not slowed down.”
Jean raised a brow to his son-in-law. The Anglican clergyman who drew large audiences to his preaching was not unknown to Jean, but Claire was Catholic.
Powell shrugged. “My wife and the countess have met with Mr. Wesley before. They admire him greatly. While Claire is with the countess, I will be seeing to my ships, but I will return for dinner.”
By the time Jean arrived on Oxford Street, it was already bustling with shoppers, most of them ladies with their parasols lifted to shade their faces from the sun. For London, such weather in April was unusually fine.
He left the hackney at one end of the street and strolled along, tipping his tricorne to the women who offered him their smiles. In his years as a privateer, he had gained an aura of danger and knew it to be a strong lure for many women. But the memory of the blue-eyed woman he had loved long ago kept him from meaningless assignations.
Much negative could be said of London’s streets, ever dirty and plagued with foul smelling mud puddles. However, Oxford Street was entirely removed from such prosaic environments.
Though the street itself was packed earth, next to the shops was pavement inlaid with flagstones, allowing shoppers to stop and gaze into shop windows without muddying their shoes. He walked with determination, thankful for the dry pavement beneath his feet, for Gabe had shined Jean’s leather boots just before he left the ship.
In the middle of the street, a long row of lacquered coaches awaited their owners.
He passed a watchmaker’s shop, then a fabric store and a china shop before he spotted a confectioner’s establishment. He could not pass by without purchasing some sweets for Claire. It had been long since he’d indulged her childhood sweet tooth and it cheered him to be able to do so again. Stuffing the packet of sweetmeats into his pocket, he returned to his mission.
For his godson, he wanted something unusual, something that would remind the boy of his destiny, which naturellement, must be the sea. A sextant, the essential tool of every sailor, was far too precise an instrument for a child. A silver cup was the traditional gift, but the lad would likely receive many of those from the well wishers invited to the christening. Jean wanted to give his namesake a unique memento of the occasion.
He paused in front of the silversmith’s window. The glass projected into the street so that the goods displayed could be seen from three sides. Many well-crafted items were shown to advantage, including an array of silver cups, small boxes and eating utensils. He was about to pass on when his gaze fixed on an item in the center of the window: an extraordinary table clock set upon a small pedestal draped in dark blue velvet.
He had come across a similar planetarium clock in Paris the year before. A work of art, the gilded Pendulette de table avec planétarium rested on a base of white marble balanced on three golden hooves. It kept time on its round watch face, white with black hands. Above the watch, inside a crystal globe, a small earth rotated around a larger, golden sun in perfect real time. The other five planets, shown as smaller balls, some silver, some gold, rotated on arms—up, down and around—in relation to the constellations that were precisely etched on the crystal globe.
C’est magnifique!
In Paris, he had stared at the clock for an hour, fascinated by its movement. Now, as if an omen had presented itself, the same clock appeared once again. This time he meant to have it and bestow it upon Jean Nicholas.
A very special gift indeed.
The shop bell jingled as he entered and strode to where the silversmith stood over his counter polishing some silver object.
“Sir?” The gray-haired man looked up as Jean arrived at the counter. “May I show you something?”
“Oui, the celestial globe clock in the window.”
“Ah, a Frenchman who knows what he wants! Then you must recognize what a rare item the clock is. In England, we call them Orrery chronometers after the Earl of Orrery to whom one was given. I only recently acquired this exquisite specimen from a dealer in Paris.”
Jean followed the thin man to the window where he lifted the clock from its pedestal and held it up. Again, the planetarium’s movement and the solar system contained in the crystal ball drew his gaze. He did not ask the price for cost mattered not. “Superbe. I will take it.”
“Very good.” The silversmith dipped his head and carried the clock back to the counter.
It was then Jean noticed the two women in the far corner of the shop staring at him. Like a pair of bon bons, one was dressed all in pink and the other in blue, perfectly attired for a spring day.
He recognized the beautiful redhead at once. Lady Joanna West’s light blue gown of fine silk adorned with ruffles complemented well her red curls swept off her neck. Atop them she wore a straw hat at a jaunty angle. Next to her stood a younger version of her in pink satin and lace.
Doffing his hat, he inclined his head. “Ladies.”
“Monsieur Donet,” Lady Joanna returned, coming forward. “Might you be here on the same errand that brings my sister and me out today?”
Jean had not met the younger redhead but the resemblance was clear. It seemed Torrington and his siblings all bore the same stamp: red hair of one shade or another, brown eyes, pale skin and finely carved features. “That may be, for I seek a gift for the christening of my godson, Jean Nicholas.”
“As do we,” said Lady Joanna. She stood before him, her sister beside her holding some silver object. “I was so pleased when my friend Cornelia asked if we might attend. How delighted you must be.”
“I am, particularly since the child is also my first grandchild.”
Her eyes, he realized, were not merely brown like her sister’s. They were the color of aged cognac, deep amber pools alight with intelligence, the kind of eyes a man could look at for the rest of his life. Her manner might be direct, but her full lips were enticing and her subtle smile beguiling.
She glanced at the girl in pink and back to him. “I don’t recall if you were introduced to my sister at the reception.”
He cast a glance at the younger woman and shook his head. “Je regrette, I did not have the pleasure.” His mouth hitched up in a grin he knew would delight the young miss who was looking at him with an expression of keen interest.
“Well, then,” Lady Joanna began, “may I present my sister, Lady Matilda West?”
The girl giggled. Perhaps only a year or two younger than his daughter, Lady Matilda’s manner made her seem even younger. But then, Claire had been through much and was now married and the mother of a child—the key to fulfillment for any woman.
He inclined his head. “Enchanté.”
His greeting drew another giggle from the girl and a chiding “Tillie!” from Lady Joanna.
“I saw you select the clock, Monsieur. I, too, admired the workmanship, but can you not see that giving such a fine clock to a babe in arms is unwise? Would not a silver cup be more appropriate?”
“Now there you’d be wrong, Mademoiselle. Everyone gives a cup. My aim is to fascinate the boy with thoughts of the night sky he will one day see from his ship. ’Tis the perfect gift for a future ship’s captain.”
Lady Joanna’s brows rose in surprise. “But isn’t he a bit young for such thoughts?”
“Nay, I think not. A child is like a ship. One can never be too young to be steered to the right course.”
Her forehead creased in a frown. “Have you considered, Monsieur, that you might have chosen this gift, not because it will please your grandson, but because it will please you?”
Jean scowled at her suggestion. What did she know of him that she would impute such a selfish motive to his action? Of course, the clock pleased him. More importantly, it would also please Jean Nicholas.
She looked at him expectantly, beautiful in her defiance, awaiting his answer. Perplexed at his strong reaction to the redhead, he gave her none.
The tension between them hung thick in the air as they stood glaring at each other.
The sister spoke up, sparing an awkward moment. “Ah… we thought to give the baby a silver rattle.” She held up a silver toy about five inches long with a whistle at one end and a coral teether at the other and shook it in front of his face. “See?”
Decorated with silver bells, Jean had to admit it made a pleasant jingle. “Quite practical. I am certain my daughter and young Jean Nicholas will be delighted.”
“And why not?” Lady Joanna asserted. “Babies need diversion.”
From behind him, the shopkeeper spoke. “Your clock is ready, Monsieur.”
Jean tipped his hat to the ladies and turned toward the silversmith’s counter, glad for the interruption. As he strode to the counter, he could feel the disapproving gaze of Lady Joanna boring into his back. He set his jaw. Jean Nicholas would have the clock whether the lady approved or not.
At the counter, he found his package, tied up with string.
Jean waited until the women had purchased the silver rattle and Lady Joanna bid him a terse, “Good day, Monsieur.”
Once they were gone, he leaned over the counter to point to an exquisite silver cup, its handle curved in the shape of the letter S. “I will have that as well, good sir.”
“Very good!” the shopkeeper exclaimed, happy to have another sale. “Would Monsieur care to have the cup engraved?”
“Ah, yes. Paper and ink, s’il vous plaît.”
The silversmith handed him the requested items and Jean penned a line he was fond of, then slid the paper back to the man. “If you could fit this on the front of the cup, I would be most obliged.”
The man slid his wire spectacles up his thin nose and read the quote aloud. “It is not that life ashore is distasteful to me. But life at sea is better. Sir Francis Drake.”
Dropping his spectacles to the end of his thin nose, he raised his pale blue eyes to Jean. “Well-spoken words by a native son of England. Most appropriate. And should I add a name to the other side?”
“Oui. ‘Jean Nicholas Powell’ and his birth date, ‘December 16, 1783’.”
“Very good, Monsieur.” The man scratched out the request. “You can take the clock today and the cup will be ready tomorrow morning.”
He paid the man and picked up his clock, realizing he had just bought a silver cup he had no intention of acquiring all because a beautiful opinionated redhead had thought it appropriate.
Now why, pray tell, was that?



Chapter 6
The sharp sound of Joanna’s heels hitting the flagstones echoed in her ears, giving vent to her anger, as she marched down the street toward her carriage, unsure exactly why the French comte’s manner had annoyed her so. “What an infuriating man,” she muttered.
Holding the brim of her bonnet, Tillie hurried to catch up. “Why do you say that? I thought him ever so handsome.” She paused. “He is so… manly with his dark looks. And his French accent is irresistible. Do you not agree?”
Joanna did agree but she would never admit it. That she found Donet attractive, a man who had annoyed her, rankled. “Tillie, do not allow a man’s appearance or his seductive voice to sway you. Frenchmen are notorious flirts.”
“He can flirt with me anytime he likes,” her sister said matter-of-factly. Then, shooting Joanna a sharp glance, she spoke in a sterner voice. “I think you are just disappointed that he did not show the same interest in you as other men do. Perhaps you have become spoiled with all the attention paid you.”
“I care not a whit if the comte shows any interest in me, but that clock seemed a frivolous choice for a mere babe and he should have recognized the folly of it.”
Joanna felt Tillie’s eyes upon her but kept her gaze focused on the carriage just ahead.
“I rather liked the clock,” Tillie said. “You liked it, too, until he wanted it for his godson.”
Joanna bit her bottom lip, realizing Tillie had the right of it.
“I’m so glad Lady Danvers invited us to the christening and breakfast after. It should be grand fun! I have only met her friend, Claire Powell, but I like her very much. Claire and I are of an age, you know.”
The footman opened the carriage door.
Before Joanna stepped inside, she turned to her sister. “And that means the comte is old enough to be your father.”

The next afternoon was cold but sunny. Joanna donned a day gown the color of a London fog, draped a dark green cloak over her shoulders and set a mobcap on her head, covering most of her hair. Satisfied she had dressed plainly enough to get lost in a crowd, she left Tillie practicing the pianoforte in their Mayfair townhouse and took a hackney to the Thames where she had agreed to meet Zack.
The warehouse they had leased some time ago should, by now, be filled with tea and brandy from their last few runs. Joanna was eager to see it for herself.
Most often, Zack took care of this end of things, but she wanted to understand better how the goods were dispatched to the London merchants. Many were glad to have prized goods at a price that made them a good profit yet provided a reasonable cost to their customers.
Avoiding a duty on tea of more than one hundred per cent made everyone rich with coin. The duty on brandy was almost as bad.
The plain black carriage arrived at the busy quay where ships from all over the world were moored. It was home to customs officers, porters, watchmen and thieves, plying their trades among the warehouses and taverns. Not the place for a lady, she knew, but dressed as she was and with Zack by her side, no one would think anything of her being there.
Zack was waiting for her in front of the old warehouse. He wore an anxious expression, which reminded her he did not agree with the risk she took in exposing herself to this part of town.
The two-story building, set among others like it and faded by time, held the goods stored while in transit. A short distance away tied up to the large mooring post, the quay or to each other were tall-masted ships. Above them circled the gulls.
Watermen in their small boats ferried passengers up and down the crowded river.
The excitement infusing the air had always inspired Joanna to think of foreign ports. This, to her, was the real heart of London.
Zack ushered her into the building. “They are just sorting the barrels and chests now.”
Inside, windows set high in the wooden structure allowed light to fall on the tall stacks of chests and barrels. Two men organized them into smaller groups. She assumed it was to assist the delivery.
At a desk in the center of the large dust-covered room sat a man poring over a book that looked to be a ledger.
“We keep records?”
“Aye, we must. Else how would we remember who got what?”
“Yes, but records of smuggling present a risk, do they not?”
“I hold the book, m’lady. Ye need not fear its discovery.”
Joanna did not share Zack’s confidence but held her tongue. They would speak of the ledger again when they returned to Chichester. “I would like to see it.”
Zack spoke to the man at the table, a clerk of some sort, and carried the volume back to her. The leather-bound ledger included neat tallies of shipments beginning with their first forays into smuggling.
Zack drew his finger down the columns on the open page. “’Tis all in order. See, here are last month’s runs.”
“Where did you learn to read?” Most villagers were illiterate. Only a few had ever learned to sign their name.
“Before the war, the vicar taught some of the village boys. I was one. Ye can be sure he is never in want of tea.” Pointing to the last entry, he noted, “This here is the tea bound for the tea room at Twinings on the Strand.”
“Twinings, really?”
Zack grinned. “Ye don’t think all the tea drunk there comes from the East India Company’s ships, do ye?” At her raised brow, he added, “We supply a good bit, some might say the best of what they serve.”
“I see.” Joanna would never sip another cup of tea at Twinings without thinking of her part in it. “I knew the coffee houses bought tea from us, but I can see from this our distribution is wider than I realized.”
“Oh, aye, I expect ’tis.”
“What about the brandy?” she asked. Stacked high against the walls were barrels and casks of what she assumed was brandy. She knew some of the casks never made it to London. Once diluted and colored, many went to inns and taverns in Chichester. However, she was uncertain of the destination of the casks and barrels stored here.
Zack pointed to entries marked with a “B”. “The sugared mixture we sell, the kind the English swells like, goes to taverns around London and some to Vauxhall Gardens in Lambeth on the other side of the river.”
Impressed with Zack’s efforts, Joanna stayed a while to check more entries and to ask about the wagons that would carry the goods to their various destinations.
Zack told her he would not introduce her to the men he’d hired in London. “The fewer who know who ye are, the better.”
When it was time to go, she turned to Zack. “Once the money is in hand, will you see my share goes to the Ackerman family? They need it desperately. The mother has not been able to take in laundry or mending since she fell ill.” Joanna never actually received a share of their take, yet Zack went through the fiction so that she could direct her part of the proceeds to those who were the most in need.
“Aye, I’ll see to it, m’lady.”
“When is our next run?”
“More than a sennight, I expect. I should have the precise day soon.”
“Good. Then I shall have time to attend some events with Lady Danvers and return to Chichester. Lord Torrington, Aunt Hetty and my sister will remain here. We will have The Harrows to ourselves which will make our business that much easier.” She was glad Aunt Hetty had brought her cat to London. Though she would have to put up with sneezing when the cat returned, at least for the summer, Aloysius would not be there.
Zack walked her to the door and hailed a hackney. As he helped her into the carriage and closed the door, she leaned her head out the open window. “Will you visit Nora before you return to Chichester?”
“O’ course. She expects it.” And then with a smile, “’Sides, she told me she’d save me one of yer cook’s tarts.”
Knowing Zack’s fondness for fruit tarts, Joanna laughed and waved him goodbye.

By the time Jean arrived at the Thames, his ship was already tied up at the quay. Judging by the scarcity of crew on deck, la Reine Noire must have arrived earlier than expected. He expected his crew not on the ship were patronizing the quayside taverns.
Émile stood at the rail as Jean took the gangway in long strides.
“I see you found a good spot.”
“Un coup de chance,” offered Émile, “but I was pleased with such luck for the Pool of London is a tangle today. The ships are crammed in together like herrings in a barrel.”
Jean studied the face of his quartermaster. Émile tended to appear stern, even when he wasn’t, in part due to his swarthy skin, heavy brows and downturned mouth. But today, he seemed to be in very good spirits.
Navigating the Thames was the worst of the trip to London, but Émile was an experienced quartermaster and their second mate Lucien Ricard was adroit at the wheel. “The trip from Chichester Harbor went well?”
“We had one near call but managed to tack our way around all the croûtons in the English soup.”
Jean chuckled and scanned the deck. A few of his crew were busy coiling lines and laying out the mooring hawsers. Seeing their attention directed at him, he paused to give them a nod. “You have given the men liberty?”
“Oui, Capitaine. All but the few I would not trust to return. Those shall remain on watch with the bos’n to guard the ship.”
Jean nodded his agreement. The quay was full of thieves, yet his men, handy with a rigging knife or a belaying pin, were well able to protect the ship. Their cutthroat appearance would discourage all but the most foolhardy.
“By now ye must have seen the little one’s babe.” Émile’s dark eyes burned with curiosity. “What do ye think?”
“A handsome lad with the black hair of the Donets. Claire thinks he will have the amber eyes of his father. You will see him at the christening.”
“Bien. I had M’sieur Ricard watch the ship for a short time when we first arrived so I could go ashore and buy yer namesake a gift. When Lucien returns tonight, I will be free to attend the christening with ye tomorrow.”
“Claire will be pleased to see you. What did you find to give my godson?”
“A brass spyglass. He will no doubt find it amusing as a lad and, if he does not drop it, ’twill be useful when he grows to manhood, non?”
Jean chuckled. “It seems you and I had the same thought, mon ami. I purchased gifts that will remind him his destiny is the sea. With his father and grandfather both ship’s captains, I think we may assume Jean Nicholas will be one as well.”
“Aye, the lad has saltwater in his veins. Ye have not mentioned the reception for the Prime Minister. Did ye enjoy yerself surrounded by the English?”
“’Twas an elegant affair. I quite liked the young Mr. Pitt. He is a man of novel ideas. As for the rest, I have been so long among common seamen, even the last few years serving the French Foreign Minister have not made up for a score of years away from my beginnings.”
“Ye were a noble son long before ye were a privateer, Capitaine. Ye’ll get accustomed to them soon enough. ’Tis what ye were raised to be.”
Jean allowed himself an uncharacteristic sigh. “Peut-être, but with the title also comes a burden. Not just the château but the care of its people who tend the vineyards and my niece, a girl I have yet to meet.” He returned his friend a wearisome smile. “I fear my footloose days at sea may be limited, mon ami, at least for a while.”
“Yer new life may be a better one, Capitaine.” Émile turned to watch a crewmember. “Excusez-moi, I must see to that one before he makes the same mistake again.”
Alone for the moment and happy to be back on the deck of his ship, Jean stepped to the rail, hands clasped behind him, and looked toward the quay, his tricorne shading his eyes from the sun. He relished the familiar sounds of shrieking gulls, men joking with each other as they worked on the ships moored nearby, tavern wenches calling to customers and carriages wending their way through the milling crowd.
London had become the busiest port in the world. Each time he sailed into the Pool of London, it seemed more ships vied for space on the river. La Reine Noire had, indeed, been fortunate. Other ships tying up next to her were so close one could easily step from one deck to another.
He much preferred the harbor in Lorient.
As he watched the people crowding the quay, a couple emerged from one of the warehouses fronting on the quay. A moment later, a hackney stopped in front of them. The man held the door open for the woman and, drawing her cloak around her, she climbed inside.
Jean recognized the man by his height, his brown hair, his bear-like build and the scar on the side of his face. The English smuggler who had boarded his ship at Bognor. Perhaps the woman was the one who’d assisted him, the one who did the talking. His wife?
Jean could not see her face, but when she leaned out of the carriage window, a thick lock of red hair fell from her mobcap. He was certain that profile and hair belonged to only one woman. Of all the colors of red hair Torrington and his siblings possessed, hers was the most distinctive: auburn, threaded with thick strands that turned bright copper in the sun.
Now what was the very proper Lady Joanna West doing with a smuggler on the London quay?



Chapter 7
Joanna and her sister were escorted to a pew near the front of St Martin-in-the-Fields, the parish church where the christening would soon take place. It was her first time in this church. While she thought its exterior of Portland stone daunting with eight Corinthian columns and tall steeple, the interior was beautiful.
Quiet shuffling and subdued voices echoed about the cavernous sanctuary as other guests filed in and found their seats.
As she had some minutes to wait, Joanna shifted her gaze to the tall side windows filling the chamber with cold sunlight. Behind the nave were more magnificent windows of clear glass. Tilting her head back, she looked up to the arched ceiling decorated with gilded scrolled relief. It looked like an ivory sky with scattered lacy clouds.
Tillie nudged her in the ribs. “They are about to begin.”
Joanna turned her attention to where the family had gathered in front of the nave before Vicar Hamilton who, according to the invitation, would be conducting the ceremony. Garbed in a white wig, black robe and white bands, he fit well the description of a somber Anglican clergyman.
“Look, Jo, there on the right,” Tillie whispered, her eyes darting to where the ebony-haired Claire Powell stood beside her father, the French comte. “It’s Monsieur Donet.”
Joanna thought she heard her sister sigh, a sure sign Tillie had not lost the tendre she had for the French nobleman. It was one thing for her younger sister to admire the well-dressed French comte and quite another if she were to be vulnerable to his seduction. Joanna would have to make sure her sister did not fall prey to the handsome pirate.
To Joanna, Donet appeared like a black panther that had crept in amongst the sheep. Only grudgingly did she admit to herself that for all his fearsome appearance, he had a noble bearing that announced itself in his erect posture, the proud way he held his head and the French brocade waistcoat of the deepest claret color that spoke of an elegance of a past era.
The pirate—if he ever had been a pirate—had dressed up for what was surely to him a momentous occasion.
To try and turn Tillie from her young girl’s affectation, Joanna whispered, “You make too much of what is customary for those participating in a christening. See Lord and Lady Danvers standing next to him? They wear their finery, too. Lord Danvers’ silver waistcoat shines beneath his light blue coat. He even sports a wig for the occasion. And while Cornelia wears her customary peach, this gown is adorned with many bows.”
Tillie’s mouth formed a small pout at being reminded Donet was merely one of the other mortals. “I suppose you have the right of it. Still…”
As they watched, the baby’s nurse carried the child down the aisle and placed him in the arms of his mother. Little Jean Nicholas made baby cooing noises as he looked up at Claire. The delightful sounds echoed in the vast stone chamber.
Dressed in a white lace cap and gown extending below his pretty blanket, the babe was well attired for this day. The stone sanctuary, despite being filled with warm bodies, was as cold as when they arrived. Joanna kept her cloak tightly drawn around her and thought well of the baby’s nurse for seeing the child was swathed in a blanket.
Mr. Powell moved to the left to allow room for Cornelia to stand between him and his wife. The two godfathers remained on Claire’s right.
A hush fell over the sanctuary as all waited for the vicar to begin.
“Who is the sponsor for this child?” he asked in a voice that boomed the church’s authority.
The three godparents silently bowed their heads, acknowledging themselves to be the sponsors.
“And the child’s intended name?”
“Jean Nicholas Powell,” announced Monsieur Donet in his richly accented voice, tinged, Joanna thought, with pride.
The vicar took the child into his arms and, with a small protest from the babe, baptized him with water from the bowl on a wooden stand while intoning the words that welcomed him into the family of the church.
When the ceremony was over, the vicar returned the babe to his mother’s arms, congratulating the parents on their splendid son.
Joanna watched the family file out of the church, irritated with herself for being unable to tear her eyes from the French comte.
Donet’s dark gaze fell upon her before he grinned at Tillie and walked on.
Narrowing her eyes at his back, Joanna thought perhaps she was right in thinking he toyed with her sister. He was old enough to be Tillie’s father, yet his smoldering gaze seemed to convey some message. Was he a rake, trying to lure Tillie to her downfall? Joanna gritted her teeth, vowing not to allow that to happen.
Outside the church, Joanna spotted the carriage with the Torrington crest, one of several lined up and waiting. Not all of those who attended the christening would be going to the breakfast at the Danvers’ mansion in Mayfair. She felt honored to be included.
A short ride later, Joanna and Tillie arrived in front of the familiar gray stone mansion rising three stories into the air. Eight Doric pillars graced the front of the third story. But for the lack of a steeple, it could have been a church.
At the entry to the Danvers’ home, a footman took their cloaks. Higgins, the butler Joanna knew from her prior visits, greeted her and her sister.
“Welcome, Lady Joanna, Lady Matilda.” His diminutive size and thinning hair made Higgins look older than his thirty some years. Always prim, he wore a gray morning coat, waistcoat and breeches, white shirt and impeccably tied cravat. Not a thread or a hair out of place.
He had never met Tillie, of that Joanna was certain, but Higgins had a reputation for a quick mind beneath his drab appearance. He would know the names of all the invited guests.
She smiled. “Your memory is exceeded only by your efficiency, Higgins. ’Tis good to be in the home of my friend, Lady Danvers.” She had often wondered what a butler of strict manners thought of his American mistress who insisted her friends call her Cornelia. And then there was Cornelia’s guest, Monsieur Donet. What did the prim butler think of him?
They entered the parlor where two dozen guests had gathered. Standing beside her, Tillie stared wide-eyed at the elegantly appointed room. The Harrows was not so formal. But the cream-colored walls, decorated in raised relief where they joined the ceiling, were a reflection of Cornelia’s style. All the colors went well with peach.
A sand-colored carpet with floral designs in colors of deep pink and dark blue covered most of the floor. Blue silk curtains embroidered in gold thread framed the tall windows casting light onto the white brocade sofas and armchairs.
Over the marble fireplace, two gold sconces flanked a large portrait of an older man wearing court attire and a white wig. Cornelia had explained on the occasion of Joanna’s first visit that the portrait was of Lord Danvers’ father.
Tillie’s gaze paused on the ornate crystal chandelier suspended from the ceiling. “What a lovely room.”
Joanna agreed. “Yes, and so very much like Cornelia.”
In one corner of the large room, a hooded basket set on a stand and lined with white linens had been prepared for the child. Though, at the moment, the babe was being passed from his mother’s arms to his grandfather’s.
Joanna accepted a glass of champagne from a footman and listened with one ear to Tillie’s chatter. “I cannot wait to marry and have a child of my own.”
Joanna nodded but her eyes were fixed on the comte’s dark head bent to kiss the forehead of his namesake. The tender look on his face stole her breath. The smile he gave little Jean Nicholas was dazzling, rendering him an entirely different man. But then, she reminded herself, Donet is a charmer.
“Jo!” came Tillie’s sharp rebuke. “You aren’t listening, are you?”
“I’m sorry, Tillie.” She turned back to her sister, vaguely recalling what Tillie had said. “It was, indeed, a beautiful ceremony, as I’m sure will be the ones for your children when you have them. But there is no need to rush. You should enjoy your Season.”
While Joanna loved to dance, the small talk and rituals of the ton often left her eager to return to The Harrows. After three Seasons, she’d refused another. Thankfully, Wills, who was then the Earl of Torrington, had not made an issue of it.
Satisfied she now had Joanna’s attention, Tillie said, “I put our gift with the others on the side table.” The table, set against one wall, was already laden with gifts, including, Joanna noted, the comte’s extravagant clock. Beside it was a lovely silver cup and what looked like a brass spyglass.
Sometimes, only the godparents gave gifts to the christened child. But it seemed many of the guests invited by the Danvers were happy to bestow presents on the babe, for quite an array had accumulated.
Next to the side table on the floor Joanna spotted a beautiful oak cradle carved with flowers and set upon rockers. A large peach-colored bow graced its hood. “That must be the gift from the Danvers.”
Tillie nodded. “A beautiful cradle. Any mother would love to have one.”
Seeing the comte move away from the Powells, Joanna set her empty glass on a footman’s passing tray. “Come, Tillie. Let us pay our respects to the babe’s parents.”
Simon Powell had retrieved his young son, now falling asleep in his father’s arms. Claire, his young wife, gave her husband an adoring look.
“Mr. and Mrs. Powell,” Joanna began, “my sister and I are honored to be among the guests Cornelia invited to celebrate your son’s christening. As you may have gathered at the reception in Chichester, Cornelia has been a good friend of mine for some years.”
“We are so glad you could be with us,” Claire Powell said. “And you two must call me Claire. You know Cornelia will insist upon it.”
Joanna smiled. “Then it shall be Claire, Joanna and Tillie.”
Powell spoke up. “As long as you are in here in London, you must call upon my wife at our home in the Adelphi Terraces. I am often at sea and Claire would love your company.”
“’Tis very kind of you,” said Joanna. “I will not be here long, but my sister is staying on.”
Tillie smiled. “I would be pleased to accept your invitation as I will be here all spring and summer. I am in London for my first Season.”
Claire shared a knowing look with her husband. “I never had one, but then, I was raised in France.” Her accent was not unlike her father’s. “Do not misunderstand me,” Claire went on, “I have no regrets.” Shooting a glance at her husband, she added, “Even without a Season, I managed to marry a wonderful Englishman.”
Simon Powell kissed his wife’s cheek and handed the babe back to her. “He’s asleep, sweetheart.”
Claire excused herself to carry the baby to the hooded basket. When she’d left, Powell leaned in to say, “Actually, I abducted her from a convent near Paris and held her for ransom.”
Joanna’s eyes widened. “You didn’t! Why ever for?”
Powell gave them both a wry smile. “Her father, Monsieur Donet, had seized one of my ships, thinking to trade the crew for American prisoners being held in England at the time. ’Twas the war, you see. Still, I thought it most ungentlemanly of him, don’t you agree?” His amber eyes twinkled as he flashed them a brilliant smile.
Joanna couldn’t tell how serious he was, but if it had happened as he said and he had at one time been angry, he no longer was. “I do, but then, perhaps to abduct his daughter was a bit ungentlemanly, as well.”
He laughed, telling her he carried no grudge. “At the time, it seemed the wisest course.”
“And did you get your revenge?” Tillie asked.
“Aye, I did. And more besides, for I kept my ship, my crew and my prize.” He welcomed his wife back to his side with another kiss. “Donet’s daughter.”
Claire appeared amused. She must have heard her husband’s last remark.
“’Twas generous of you to name your first son after the man who stole your ship,” said Tillie.
Powell wrapped his arm possessively around his wife’s shoulder. “A promise I willingly made to secure his blessing for our marriage.”
“How romantic!” Tillie sighed.
Joanna smiled at her sister’s soft heart. “We had best pay our respects to Cornelia and Lord Danvers.”
“Do not be long,” said Claire. “You will not want to miss breakfast. Cornelia has planned a feast to rival the one she served for our wedding.”
On their way to greet Cornelia and her husband, Tillie walked straight into the path of the comte de Saintonge.
“Oh!” Tillie drew up short and placed her hand over her heart. “Forgive me.”
“But of course, Mademoiselle. Good day to you both.” The French comte gave Tillie a smile that Joanna feared was designed to lure her sister. Tillie responded with a giggle and a blush.
The comte was not alone. Beside him, his companion stifled a laugh. The stocky fellow appeared to be about the same age as Donet, but a bit shorter and with a less refined appearance even though he dressed in finery fit for the occasion. Here, too, was yet another man who spent his days in the sun.
Inclining his head in a gracious manner, he introduced himself. “M’sieur Bequel at yer service, Mam’zelles.”
Joanna looked up at the comte. For a moment, she was lost in his inscrutable midnight eyes. Gathering her wits, she said, “This must be a memorable day for you, Monsieur.”
He returned her an impenetrable look. “Oui, certainement.”
She searched for something to say. “You can congratulate yourself on a fine grandson.”
The comte acknowledged her compliment with a nod. Suddenly aware Tillie was staring at Donet with a wondrous look, Joanna took her sister by the arm, wished the men a good day and guided Tillie to where their friends were standing.
As they walked away, Joanna had the feeling she had met Monsieur Bequel on another occasion, though she could not imagine where. Before he had said a word, she knew exactly how his voice would sound.

“The older one is a beautiful woman, n’est-ce pas?” asked Émile. “Though, as I think of it, she appeared nervous around ye, Capitaine. Do ye frighten her?”
Observing no one close, Jean swept his hand over his waistcoat drawing Émile’s attention to his splendid attire. “Dressed as I am with lace spilling over my elaborately embroidered waistcoat, I doubt I would frighten any woman. Do I not appear the French gentleman in all ways? Might not the English even consider me the fop?”
Émile tilted his head back and forth, giving Jean an assessing look, as if trying to decide. “Oui, je suppose.” Drawing his heavy brows together, he said, “If a tiger can don the disguise of a kitten and be convincing. But I know ye well, Capitaine, and no matter what clothes ye wear today, I see ye all in black standing on the prow of yer ship, yer eyes full of menace, a sword and knife dangling from yer waist and pistols shoved into yer belt.”
Jean chuckled, his eyes darting to where Lady Joanna stood speaking to Lord and Lady Danvers. “In any event, mon ami, I would not frighten that woman. Her younger sister, Lady Matilda, possibly, though with all her giggles, I rather think the young one is fond of me. But her older sister is not easily fooled nor easily frightened. Au contraire, for a female, she is quite bold.”
The reception before the breakfast had afforded Jean time to study Lady Joanna’s profile against his memory of the woman he’d observed on the quay. He was certain the two were one and the same. Strangely, Émile had not recognized her as the smuggler they’d dealt with in Bognor. Perhaps her finery and extravagantly styled auburn curls overwhelmed the quartermaster with her aristocratic status even though the voice demanding to inspect their goods had not changed.
C’est aussi bien. Jean would keep the lovely sharp-tongued vixen’s secret for now.



Chapter 8
Joanna took her seat at the breakfast and looked across the table, surprised to see the French comte directly across from her. To her great relief, Tillie had been seated some distance away.
In the center of the table between Joanna and Donet stood a three-tiered dish spilling over with grapes, two pineapples and oranges. Above it, their gazes met.
He smiled and inclined his head. “Lady Joanna.”
She returned him a small smile. “Monsieur Donet.” Joanna recognized the two women sitting on either side of the comte. Both were attractive widows, older than she by several years. Perhaps Cornelia had decided to dabble in a bit of matchmaking. By the way the two women laughed and flirted with the Frenchman, they were charmed.
Why that annoyed her, she didn’t bother to wonder.
Even she had to admit Donet was devilishly handsome and his French-accented voice, seductive and melodious compared to the men around her, could not be ignored.
Forcing herself to focus on her meal, she exchanged pleasantries with the gentlemen sitting on either side of her. They introduced themselves as Jordan Landor, first mate on Simon Powell’s ship, the Fairwinds, and John Wingate, captain of the Abundance, another of Powell’s ships. Both had sun-streaked brown hair but Landor’s was curly and his eyes were green while Wingate’s hair was straight and his eyes were blue. The sea and sun tended to age a man’s face so she could not be certain how old they were. She guessed they might be in their thirties.
Realizing she could have been seated next to some man in the ton who thought himself a coveted match, Joanna delighted in the two seafaring men. They laughed easily and seemed unaffected by the elegance around them.
The meal, served on fine Sèvres porcelain, a floral pattern edged in gold, began with a green pea soup. She had just sampled it when Donet broke free of his conversation with the women beside him to greet Mr. Landor.
“Are you still sailing on the Fairwinds?”
The curly-haired first mate nodded. “For now, aye, but Captain Powell has asked me to take his new ship.”
Donet dipped his head to Landor. “Powell has paid you a great compliment. May I congratulate you?”
Landor smiled broadly. “Aye, you may. I’m rather pleased myself.”
Donet turned to the man on her right. “And you, Captain Wingate, are you well?”
Wingate returned Monsieur Donet a small laugh and held one hand to his shoulder. “The wound pains me not. I am entirely healed, thanks to your good surgeon, Monsieur Bouchet.”
“I am glad to hear it,” said the comte.
The meal continued in lavish style with hot foods served à la française—all the dishes on the table at once—presumably in deference to Jean Nicholas’ godfather. There would typically be a first course of fish, but with two ship owners and Powell’s men in attendance, perhaps Cornelia thought another dish might be more welcome.
They did not lack for choices. Among the dishes on the table were a haunch of venison, roast pork and capons. These were accompanied by plovers’ eggs, asparagus, French beans and potatoes served with butter.
Joanna sampled the dishes nearest to her, as was the custom with such meals. What she did eat was well cooked and delicious.
Monsieur Donet had brought Cornelia a gift of brioche, large loaves she shared with her guests. Joanna rather liked the light sweet bread, a welcome change from the plainer English rolls and white wheaten bread they typically ate.
Turning to Captain Wingate, Joanna inquired, “Might I ask how it came to be that you should need Monsieur Donet’s surgeon?”
“Have you heard that Donet once seized Captain Powell’s ship?”
“Why, yes. Mr. Powell spoke of it earlier today.”
“Well, I was wounded in the fracas off Dover and spent some time with my crew as Donet’s prisoner in Lorient, tended to by Monsieur Bouchet. He’s a fine surgeon, excellent at his profession.”
“Were you and your crew treated well?” She imagined them rotting away in some French dungeon presided over by the dark comte.
“Oh, aye. Donet was a fine host. He never intended to keep us, you see, only trade us for American sailors. From what I hear, we fared better in France than the Americans did in England.”
Joanna gazed across the table at the comte. His manners were impeccable and he appeared to be listening patiently to the prattling of the two women. Occasionally, he interjected a comment that made the two women laugh. She could not imagine such a nobleman seizing another man’s ship, but then, she knew little of his life except for a few salient facts: He had a grown daughter and he owned ships. And somewhere he’d lost a wife.
“Was Monsieur Donet commanding his ship when you were captured?” she asked Landor.
“Nay. ’Twas not la Reine Noire, but another ship he’d captured as a prize, a three-masted sloop flying the red ensign of a merchantman. One of his crew acted the captain. We had no idea ’twas Donet’s crew until they had slipped over the side in the fog off Dover, speaking in French to each other. My men overheard them saying Donet had given orders not to harm us.”
Jordan Landor set down his fork and leaned in. “’Twas war, you must remember, my lady. In truth, it took Captain Powell’s marriage to Donet’s daughter to bring all to rights.”
“I see.” She met Donet’s intense gaze across the table. His ebony eyes seemed to bore into her, speaking loudly what he did not say in words. Perhaps he had heard some of their conversation for the smile he gave her just then was more of a smirk. She supposed such a man should frighten her but, instead, she was fascinated.
As the dishes were cleared from the table, the footmen delivered desserts: sweetmeats, sugared fruits, jams, jellies and creams.
In front of Claire Powell, who sat adjacent to Cornelia at one end of the table, a footman placed an elaborate white sugar sculpture. A foot high, the plump cherub had a face that resembled her babe, Jean Nicholas.
“Oh my!” Claire exclaimed.
Conversation came to a halt as everyone paused to admire the work of art. Another sugar sculpture, just like it, was set before Simon Powell, sitting adjacent to Lord Danvers at the other end of the table.
“Amazing, that,” said Captain Wingate. “I’ve never seen the like.”
Joanna had viewed sugar sculptures before, but they were smaller, lords and ladies circling the top of a grand cake.
She admired any artist who could work in such a medium to sculpt such wondrous figures. “They are quite remarkable, but then Cornelia has a penchant for the unusual.”
With the desserts, the footmen also served wine, port, brandy and chocolate.
Joanna accepted a glass of wine. She noted Donet drank brandy but ate no dessert.
“Lady Danvers is a superb hostess,” she observed to her dining companions. At the men’s nods between bites of sweetmeats, her mind drifted back to Chichester and the villagers who scraped out a living as best they could.
Guilt assailed her as she thought of how much she and her aristocratic friends had in contrast to the poor, who existed mostly on bread and gruel. Because they lived near the coast, the villagers in Chichester ate fish, too. She thought of the Ackerman family and hoped the money she had sent with Zack would carry them through the summer.
When the guests began to take their leave, the comte stood. “Did you enjoy yourself, Lady Joanna?”
She rose from her chair. “I did. ’Twas a marvelous breakfast and my companions entertained me with some interesting tales.” With a smile, she added, “You featured prominently in them.”
He laughed. It sounded nothing like a nobleman’s laugh, but the hearty laughter of a lusty pirate. “I can only imagine.”
She shivered. The man’s presence was disconcerting.
He bowed and departed, telling her he would see her again and soon. She watched him walk away wondering what he could mean.
She and Tillie thanked Cornelia for a delightful morning and then returned to Richard’s townhouse. Tillie went up to her room.
Richard, who had been waiting for Joanna, asked her to follow him into his study.
Once there, he poured himself a brandy, offered her a glass of claret, which she declined, and presented her with an envelope.
Before she could open it, he said, “It seems Lady Danvers is having a party for Monsieur Donet. Did she mention it?”
“No, but at the reception for Pitt she did say she’d be having parties when she came to London.” Joanna opened the invitation and began to read. The words confirmed Richard’s description and the reason behind the comte’s telling her he would see her again. “Might you and Tillie attend without me? I will only be in London for a few more days.”
Aunt Hetty could act as chaperone for their sister for one evening. It would be good practice. But as Joanna thought more of it, she decided perhaps it was best she attend to guard her sister. Tillie was too enamored of Donet to resist him and Aunt Hetty would not be much of a hindrance should he lead Tillie to a darkened terrace.
Richard frowned. “I had been hoping you would stay for the Season.”
“I cannot spend months in London, but I will attend the soiree. Then I must see about returning to my work in the village. Besides, Freddie is at The Harrows alone while you are here. And, if I stay overlong, I will be subjected to bouts of sneezing from Aunt Hetty’s cat. At least at The Harrows I am free of that for a while.”
“Oh, very well,” said Richard. “If it must be only one party, make it this one. I believe Lord Hugh will attend. There might be an opportunity for you to catch his eye.”
Joanna lifted her gaze to the ceiling and let out a sigh. “I hardly think we would suit, but since it will ease my return to Chichester, I will go.” She looked again at the invitation. “It’s tomorrow.”
“Yes, plenty of time for you and Tillie to decide which of your gowns to wear.”
“I have some shopping to do tomorrow morning. If you have no objection, while Tillie and Aunt Hetty make their afternoon calls, I will see to those tasks.” Joanna’s shopping, ostensibly for Freddie, would allow her to buy some better-fitting breeches than the ones she had borrowed from her younger brother. “The day after tomorrow, Cornelia has asked me to go with her for some adventure.”
Richard’s shoulders relaxed. “I’ve no objection; however, I have a request. Nay, a condition.”
She looked at him expectantly.
“Before the party, Lady Danvers has asked us to attend a concert with her and Lord Danvers. More like the concert of the Season. With the invitation for the soiree, she sent three tickets for you, Matilda and me to attend the Commemoration of Handel at the Pantheon.”
At that, Joanna’s ears perked up. She loved Handel’s music.
“This is much like the performance recently held at Westminster Abbey that all of London is talking about. You know how involved Lady Danvers is with her charities. This performance at the Pantheon will benefit several of those for musicians.” Richard did not wait for her to answer. “I have already sent her our grateful acceptance. The soiree will occur immediately after.”
Raised to love music, Joanna answered quite truthfully. “I would love to attend.” That the comte would likely be there as well added to her excitement and her trepidation.

The next morning, mist settled over the waters of the Thames and flowed across the deck of la Reine Noire, rendering it near impossible for Jean to see the other ships, much less the people on the quay, though he could hear them.
Émile had arranged an appointment for the two of them with an agent at The Devil’s Tavern. Determined to reach it on foot, Jean stuffed his hands in his coat pockets and headed down the gangplank with Émile at his side.
Once on the quay, the heels of their boots made a sharp sound on the paved surface, echoing back to them in the thick fog.
For this meeting, Jean wore all black and had foregone his morning shave, allowing his rough appearance to speak of the pirate he had once been. ’Twould be a mistake to look the nobleman where they were going.
Émile hunched down in his heavy wool great coat, his collar meeting his tricorne. “The London fog is the worst, as thick as gutter mud.”
“I remember it well from the last time we were here,” said Jean. “Lucien was at the helm and almost ran into another ship.”
“Worse than rain in Paris,” added Émile, clutching his coat to his chest. “At least in Paris, the rain washes away the stench of raw sewage. Here, I can still smell it.”
Jean drew his collar up against the sodden murk, his mind on the meeting ahead. “What do you know of this agent?”
“’Tis an acquaintance of the go-between who arranged our last delivery. His message said the goods were for Bognor, same as before.”
Bognor. Perhaps he would see again Lady Joanna acting the smuggler.
“Only this time,” Émile continued, “the English customer wants lace as well as brandy and tea. I thought it best ye and I meet this new agent rather than send one of the crew.”
So she wants lace, does she? “And how are we to find the agent in a crowded tavern?”
Émile pulled a small leather-bound volume from his coat pocket and held it up. “He’ll be looking for two Frenchmen, one carrying a book.”
“Very clever.” Jean admired his quartermaster’s plan. “There are many countries’ ships in the Thames, but it’s unlikely any man in this tavern would be carrying a book.”
Émile returned him a satisfied smile. “I borrowed it from one of yer shelves.”
Jean glanced at the book’s cover. “You chose well. Gulliver’s Travels is one the English would recognize in the unlikely event any in the tavern can read.”
“My reading is confined to ship’s matters, but I knew ’twas English.”
Jean had a sudden thought. The English seamen by and large didn’t like the French any more than his crew liked the English. “You don’t suppose because we are French this new agent thinks to have the goods at a bargain?”
Émile gave him a side-glance. “Je ne sais pas. But when he sees ye, he’ll soon drop any such notion. Still, it brings me comfort to feel my weapons beneath my coat. Some of the crew know this place and told me ’tis known to serve smugglers, thieves and pirates. They offered to come along as chiens de garde.”
Jean laughed, peering ahead into the mist as they strode along. “The day you and I need a guard dog to see our way out of a tavern fight would be a sad day, indeed. ’Tis more likely we will be greeting some of our old friends.”
“I was of a similar mind and highly offended when M’sieur Ricard offered to come along.”
Jean raised a brow and inclined his head to Émile. “Does Lucien worry we are not up to a fight?”
“Non. ’Tis only that the men have become very fond of their capitaine and would not like ye to lose yer life in some squalid London tavern.”
Jean smiled to himself but said nothing.
A quarter of an hour later, they neared the tavern. The mist had begun to clear and the fingers of fog were pulling back from the ships tied up at the quay. Riding the tide, their hulls caused the river to slap against the wooden piles.
Jean stopped in front of the door. Hanging over the entrance to the building, looming over the waterfront like a slumbering stone giant, was a sign. In gold letters lavishly painted on blackened wood were the words The Devil’s Tavern. Above the sign, silhouetted in skillfully worked iron, snaked a long lean dragon, its open mouth breathing out black flames.
A bell on the door jingled as they entered, telling everyone inside a new customer had arrived. Jean was certain the ensuing silence, as heavy as the earlier fog, had likely been boisterous conversation a moment before.
He paused in the shadows, scanning the smoke-filled room. Half the tables were occupied by what appeared to be the crews of various ships, men hardened by the sea, sun-browned, weather-creased and lined with salt and tar. They stared back at him with scrutinizing looks. He recognized no one. After a minute, the men turned back to their conversations.
To his left, stretching into the murky depths of the tavern, was a pewter-topped bar. Every stool was occupied, the men focused on their drinks or engaged in hushed conversations.
To his right, a dozen feet away, paned windows looked out on the quay and ships tied up on the Thames. Directly in front of him was a huge stone fireplace at least five feet long where a fire blazed.
In the corner, between the fireplace and the windows, Jean spotted an empty table. Catching the eye of the serving wench approaching from the bar, Jean jerked his head toward the table and, with Émile at his side, crossed the flagstone floor to settle into one of the chairs. With his back to the corner, the light from the windows fell over his shoulder so that anyone looking in his direction would be staring into the glare of the gray light outside.
Émile slid his brawny frame into the chair adjacent to Jean’s as the dark-haired serving wench sidled up to the table. “What’ll ye be havin’, gents?”
Jean looked toward Émile, who nodded once. “Two brandies, please.”
“Ye’re French,” she remarked, sounding surprised. “And such a handsome one.” Drawing close, she pressed her ample hip against Jean’s arm. “Would ye like anything else, Lovey?” The invitation was clear and expected. ’Twas often how such women earned extra coin.
“Non. Just the brandy, merci.”
“And yer friend?” she asked, looking at Émile.
The quartermaster sputtered. “Non.”
She sauntered away, a frown on her face, clearly disappointed to have lost the shillings either of their company would have brought her.
“She’s none too pretty, Capitaine, but she appears to like Frenchmen.”
“And what about you?” Jean asked. “She seemed quite willing.”
“I do not think she really liked me.”
Jean’s quartermaster liked to tease, this being yet another instance. “In her business, Émile, she would like anyone in breeches. ’Twas best you declined, for we are here for our business. My own taste does not run to seasoned tavern whores with soot on their cheeks and God knows what disease under their skirts.”
“Mark my words, Capitaine. One of these days, ye’ll find a woman ye cannot say ‘non’ to.”
“If you are speaking of marriage, mon ami, ’tis highly unlikely. You will remember I have been down that road before.”
Émile smirked. “As ye would say, we will see.”
The crackling fire soon warmed Jean and he began to relax, ignoring the familiar smells of sour ale, unwashed bodies and the stinking tidal mud of the Thames.
The serving wench returned with their drinks. Jean laid a coin on the table and resigned himself to a poor version of the drink he loved best. Taking a sip, he tried not to wince. “We are expecting a man to join us,” he told her. “When he does, return for his order.”
“It’d be me pleasure.” She flung her dark hair over her shoulder and slowly walked away. She might have been pretty if one looked past the smears of soot on her cheeks and the shadows beneath her eyes. A tavern wench’s life was a hard one, but some girls had little choice.
Émile placed the book on the table next to his brandy.
Jean had just taken another sip of his drink when a man left his stool at the bar and came toward them. He was not dressed in sailor’s slops, but more like a merchant with a dark brown coat over green waistcoat and brown breeches. His boots were not scuffed but shined and his tricorne well shaped. A man who did not mind Jean knowing he was reasonably successful.
“C’est lui,” muttered Émile.
The agent stopped when he reached their table. “Might ye be from the French ship, the Black Queen?”
“Oui,” said Émile, gesturing for the man to sit. “Join us.”
The man pulled out a chair and sat. The serving wench dutifully returned.
“What will you have?” Jean asked the agent.
The man lifted his eyes to the girl. “Another ale.”
While they waited for the drink to arrive, Jean inquired as to the man himself. “Are you from London?”
The man looked directly into Jean’s eyes, making him think the answer would be truth. “Nay. I am from Sussex, come to town only to assist with the trade. I represent many clients.”
Sussex had a long coast so Jean did not doubt the agent could service many smugglers.
“Ye have an order for us?” asked Émile.
“Aye.” The agent pulled a piece of paper from his waistcoat and slid it across the table to Émile. “For Bognor one week hence.”
While his quartermaster read the list, Jean studied the agent. Somewhere in his thirties, but his clean-shaven face had lines enough to suggest experience. His dark hair was neatly tied back at his nape, but not a braided pigtail, the badge of pride for the English sailor. A former officer, perhaps, or a village merchant who had carved himself out a role in the lucrative free trade business. He would have to be trustworthy to have gained such a position, for his compensation would come from the one placing the order only after acceptable goods were delivered.
“We can handle the order,” offered Émile, “but we require more time. We do not leave London immediately, and the lace will require a stop in another port. A fortnight should be sufficient.”
The agent nodded. “That is acceptable. I will advise my client.” He stood and offered his hand. Jean took it, noting the man’s firm grip.
The agent picked up his ale and walked back to the bar where he reclaimed his stool.
Jean turned to his quartermaster. “Our business here is done, mon ami. Finish your drink.”
Émile pushed his half-filled glass away and stood. “’Tis not worth finishing.”
Jean cast a glance at his own glass. “My sentiment as well.” He got to his feet and the two of them wound their way through the other tables as they headed toward the door.
Jean reached for the handle and a seaman in grease-smeared slops stepped in front of him. “Me mate was killed by one of ye Frenchies!” The man’s words were slurred.
“We have all lost mates,” said Émile in a calm but firm voice, “some of us brothers. But the war is over.”
The drunken seaman pulled a knife from his waist, not the blunted rigging knife of a sailor, but a landsman’s blade, long and thin, with a wicked point. “Not fer me, t’ain’t,” he snarled.
Jean stepped back and slid his sword from his belt. The metal glistened in the light of the fire behind him. The conversations in the tavern died away. “You may wish to reconsider, mon ami.”
Perhaps it was the edge to Jean’s voice or the intensity of his gaze, but the man backed away.
Jean sheathed his sword, turning again to the door. He sensed a movement behind him just as Émile shouted, “Capitaine!”
Jean whipped around and hit the drunken man’s wrist, sending the blade he held flying across the room to land on the flagstone floor where it skidded to a stop. Drawing his own knife, a deadly weapon from his pirate days, Jean grabbed the man by his coat and held the blade to his throat.
His frown and narrowed eyes had the sailor trembling. “Only a coward attacks a man’s back,” Jean hissed, his voice dripping disdain. He slipped his knife into his belt, then drew his fist back and slammed it into the man’s jaw.
The seaman dropped to the floor.
Beside him, Émile looked glumly at his pistol. “Ye took all the joy out of it, Capitaine. I had no chance to fire my pistol.”
Jean chuckled and laid his arm over Émile’s shoulder as they walked through the open door. “There will be other opportunities, mon ami, I am certain.”



Chapter 9
Joanna considered the Pantheon one of the most elegant assembly rooms in London with its great domed ceiling. The large room beneath the dome was sixty feet on each side. She had once attended a masquerade there and enjoyed herself immensely. To see it adorned for the concert in commemoration of the composer, George Frideric Handel, would be a once-in-a-lifetime event.
She regretted that Freddie was not in London to attend with her. Already there was much talk of the earlier concert held at Westminster Abbey where hundreds had vied for too few seats. And because this would be the first concert held in the Pantheon, the royal family would attend.
She had just decided upon her gown when Tillie, looking quite frantic, appeared at her bedchamber door. “What should I wear?”
Remembering her own first Season, Joanna gave her sister a look of sympathy. “Since Cornelia is having a soiree after the concert, I rather think a gown that will serve both purposes would be best.” She thought for a moment, mentally sorting through Tillie’s gowns purchased for the Season. “The satin gown that is the color of butter with the Verona green ribbon crisscrossing the bodice and lace at the elbows would suit the occasion. ’Tis truly the most eye-catching of all your new gowns. The evening will be warm, so you will not need a cloak.”
“Oh, yes! The yellow gown is perfect.”
“And a welcome change from pink,” muttered Joanna.
Tillie flounced farther into Joanna’s room, one hand on her hip. “You cannot fault me for preferring one color above another. Your friend, Cornelia, almost always wears peach. You told me so yourself. And she looks marvelous in it.”
“She does. But still, for you, I think the yellow satin will do nicely.”
Mollified for the moment, Tillie asked, “And what will you wear, Jo?”
Joanna was tempted to say her new breeches in which she delighted, but Tillie had no idea of her unladylike pursuits and would not find the prospect amusing. Instead, Joanna had chosen a gown that looked like it had been crafted in Paris.
“I thought I might wear the robe à l’Anglaise.” At Tillie’s puzzled look, Joanna said, “The striped one with the ivory satin petticoat.” She gestured to the gown lying on her bed. “When the modiste first suggested it, I thought it most unusual.”
Tillie walked to the bed and touched the silk gown, shining in the candlelight. “Isn’t this the one the modiste modeled after a fashion doll from Paris?”
“It might be.” The close-bodied gown with its fringed ivory satin petticoat, around which hugged the blue-green and ivory striped silk, had become her favorite. Unfortunately, it was too fancy to wear most evenings and the neck dipped precariously low for practical wear. She hoped it was low enough to distract a certain French comte from her sister.
“That will be lovely on you. But first, can you come to my room and help me? I can’t find Nora anywhere.”
Joanna followed Tillie to her bedchamber and retrieved the yellow gown from her sister’s clothes press. “Now that you’re out, we will need to find you a maid of your own. Perhaps one of the girls Richard employs here in London might appeal.”
“There is one I like and she is my age.”
“If you think she will suit, she can be trained as a lady’s maid.”
“I’ll ask Nora about her.” Tillie smiled, obviously happy to finally have her own maid. Then, taking the gown from Joanna, she said, “I’m glad you suggested the yellow one, Jo. I had forgotten it has sequins. I love how they sparkle.”
Tillie laid the gown on her bed, took a seat at her dressing table and picked up a brush.
Joanna reached for it. “Here, I can do that.”
Tillie sat, looking into the mirror at her hair, a lighter shade of red than Joanna’s and with more curls. As she pulled the brush through Tillie’s long hair, Joanna’s thoughts turned to their family.
So much had changed.
Their father had died early in the American War and, two years past, they had lost their mother to illness. Joanna had become as much a mother to Tillie, then seventeen, as a sister. The whole family had mourned deeply, but it was worse for Tillie and Freddie because they had relied so much on their mother.
They had barely finished mourning their mother’s death when the next year, their eldest brother Wills was killed in Italy. Richard became earl, steeling himself against the pain, and Joanna had become his hostess, running the household and guiding her younger siblings. That Freddie had joined her in smuggling still caused her much guilt.
Tillie met Joanna’s gaze in the mirror. “I wonder if we might see Monsieur Donet tonight.”
“I expect we will, for Cornelia is giving a party in his honor after the concert and we are invited.”
Tillie’s eyes lit up. “I shall look forward to that.”
Inwardly Joanna groaned. It would be a long evening for Aunt Hetty would be staying home and Richard was seemingly unconcerned with Tillie’s infatuation.
Nora came into Tillie’s room just then. Seeing Joanna brushing her sister’s hair, the maid reached for the brush. “Let me, mistress.”
Joanna relinquished the job to more capable hands. “When you are done here, Nora, can you help me dress?”
“Yes, of course, my lady.” The petite Nora had been a stalwart soul during the days the family had mourned the passing of so many members. Joanna was grateful for both her and her brother Zack. The two Barlow siblings were like family.
She returned to her bedchamber and sat at her own dressing table, pulling the pins from her thick hair and rubbing her scalp. As she brushed her hair, her gaze was drawn to the porcelain figurine her mother had given her a decade earlier. Ironically, it portrayed a young woman wearing the court dress of France with an elaborate white wig.
The figurine made Joanna think of the comte, part of her wanting very much to see him and another, saner part of her wanting him back in France.
A short while later, Nora appeared at her door. “Lady Matilda is dressed and has gone down to meet his lordship.”
“Thank you for helping her, Nora. Did she mention she has thought of a girl who might serve as her maid?”
“She did. I agree the young woman is a good choice.”
Once Joanna was dressed, Nora turned to Joanna’s hair. With expert fingers, her maid drew Joanna’s long hair back from her face and added a hairpiece of the same color hair. Soon, a mound of curls was piled high on her head with a few left to dangle on one shoulder.
“Did Zack pay you a visit?” she asked her maid.
“Oh, yes, and he ate several of Cook’s tarts. He also gave me a message for you, m’lady.”
Joanna glanced at her maid in the mirror.
Lowering her voice, Nora said, “There will be another run in a fortnight. And you shall have your lace.”
Joanna smiled, pleased. “The modistes will be happy and the villagers will have more coin to feed their families.”
“You take great risks for us, m’lady.”
“I couldn’t live with myself if I did not do what I could to help the families of the seamen without work and the farmers struggling to pay taxes. Besides,” she added in a lighter vein, “what would the vicar do without his tea?”
Nora laughed. “Oh, yes, the vicar. But do you worry about the Excise Officers?”
“Yes, but I am careful.” Joanna loathed the violence that had accompanied some of the earlier smuggling in Sussex so, at her insistence, the men she led carried no weapons.
“I know Zack watches over you, my lady.”
“I count upon him, Nora. And now he’s watching over Polly Ackerman and her children while I am gone.”
“He won’t mind. Zack has always been responsible.”
With her hair in a fine style, Joanna bid Nora a good evening and went to find her siblings.
Shortly after, the three set out for the Pantheon. Joanna and Tillie sat in the carriage looking forward and Richard took the seat across from them. In black and gold, he appeared the elegant young earl.
“You’re looking dapper this evening, Richard.” With his handsome face and burnished red hair neatly queued, he would catch the eye of many young women, especially those who were aware he was a wealthy earl in need of a wife. Joanna hoped he would choose well, not only for his sake but also for their family and The Harrows. She had no desire to live with a harpy.
Richard smiled at them. “And you, Sisters, are a vision.”
Their carriage crawled down Oxford Street.
Joanna glanced out the open window at the long line of carriages ahead of them, all making their way to the Pantheon. The street had become clogged with vehicles, slowing their travel.
People on foot flooded the street, their destination the same place.
Richard strained his head out the other window. “What a crush. We might have done better to walk.”
“After the acclaim the Westminster performance received, I am not surprised,” said Joanna. “Cornelia told me that between the Abbey and Pantheon performances, three thousand tickets have been sold.”
Tillie was so excited she practically bounced on the seat. “I expect all of London Society will be here tonight. I never thought to attend such a grand concert in my first Season.”
Richard sat back and met Joanna’s gaze. “The concert does not begin until eight, but as the doors opened at six, I thought it best we came early. Just getting to Cornelia’s box will take us an hour at the rate we are moving.”
As it turned out, Richard had been correct. It was almost seven before they had worked their way through the mob of aristocrats, gentry and others fortunate enough to have a ticket. Once inside the theater, they located the Danvers’ box midway down on the second level of the galleries. Two benches provided seating for eight but, at the moment, the only occupants were Cornelia and her husband.
Cornelia rose to greet them. “I am so glad you have arrived. I have been worried you would be lost in that great horde of people pressing to enter. She gestured into the rotunda floor below. “Already hundreds of musicians and the choir gather, filling the open area. Only the platform at the front remains for the soloists.”
Lord Danvers welcomed Joanna and her sister and offered Richard his hand. “Soon, not one bench in the galleries will be left unfilled.” Dressed in a suit of blue silk with his hair powdered dark gray, the baron appeared every bit the English lord.
Cornelia, too, had dressed for the occasion. “You look lovely,” Joanna told her. The baroness had worn a gown of shimmering peach silk embroidered with delicate white flowers and lace edging the bodice and the sleeves. Her chestnut hair was piled high but simply styled as always. Cornelia did not like to powder her hair any more than did Joanna. The powder made her sneeze.
“Your peach gown is beautiful,” remarked Tillie to Cornelia, casting Joanna a sharp glance, reminding her of their earlier conversation. Joanna did not begrudge Tillie her fondness for pink, but she did like to tease her into wearing other colors.
Cornelia smiled at them. “You two will draw the eyes of many suitors.”
Joanna gave her friend a knowing smirk. “You may leave me out of that, Cornelia.”
“My sister’s not interested in gaining a husband,” said Tillie.
Cornelia opened her fan and fluttered it before her face. “Neither was I until I met Lord Danvers on my first trip to London. Much to the regret of my family in Baltimore, he convinced me to stay.”
Danvers, who’d been conversing with Richard, stepped to his wife and kissed her cheek. “And wasn’t I glad she was made to see reason?”
Joanna shook her head. “I see I cannot argue with you two and expect to prevail.” She took her seat on Cornelia’s left. Tilting her head back, she looked up to the great dome above the rotunda, shining with many oil lamps. The splendor of the Pantheon was unequaled tonight.
Tillie took her place on Cornelia’s right while Lord Danvers and Richard claimed the rear bench where they proceeded to catch up on matters before the House of Lords.
Joanna’s ears perked up when Danvers mentioned a piece of legislation Pitt had introduced in the House of Commons. “’Tis called the Commutation Act,” he said to Richard. “If it passes, ’twill bring an end to the smuggling of tea.”
Joanna would hate to lose the money their free trade in tea brought to the village, but she quickly thought of other goods that could make up for. Brandy, lace, silk and even tobacco were much in demand. The Prime Minister would have to cut the duty on all to destroy smuggling altogether.
When the men’s conversation turned to Pitt’s India Act and Tillie began telling Cornelia of her plans for the Season, Joanna watched the floor below.
The orchestra area, enlarged for the concert, teemed with musicians tuning their instruments to the oboes. The vocalists and the choir were filing into the raised areas allotted them in front of the orchestra. The two floors of galleries on each side of the theater contained benches like the ones in the Danvers’ box. From every entrance, people streamed in to take their seats.
Joanna looked across to the galleries on the other side of the rotunda and recognized a few of Richard’s fellow peers.
A gallery erected over the main entrance to her left housed an opulent royal box on a level with the box assigned to the Danvers. The seating area for the royal family faced the orchestra and choir. It was lined with crimson satin and mirrors and draped in crimson damask, distinguishing it from all the other boxes.
“The entire Pantheon has been made into a grand theater royal,” Cornelia remarked, joining Joanna to watch the activity below them. Cornelia looked toward the place where the royal family would sit. “King George will have a truly splendid view.”
“I rather like our view,” said Joanna. Halfway between the royal box and the soloists’ platform, it gave those in the Danvers’ box a broad perspective. “We may have to turn our heads to see the soloists, but we will be closer to them than the king.”
“I wonder who from the royal family will attend,” mused Tillie.
“Well, at the Abbey performance,” Cornelia replied, “’twas their Majesties, King George and Queen Charlotte, and Prince Edward, Charlotte, the Princess Royal, and Princesses Augusta, Sophia and Elizabeth. Regrettably, the Prince of Wales did not attend.”
Noting the look of disapproval on Cornelia’s face, Joanna wondered if the prince had been too busy cavorting with Lord Hugh Seymour to join the king and queen for what might have been the concert of the century. But wanting to encourage her friend, she said, “Perhaps the prince will attend this one.”
Lord Danvers leaned forward. “My dear wife has been most pleased that every ticket has been sold.”
Cornelia looked over her shoulder and smiled at her husband sitting behind her. “The charities for the musicians will be greatly benefited, my lord, and that does please me.”
“You are expecting more guests, are you not?” Joanna asked.
“Oh yes!” exclaimed Cornelia. “Claire and her husband, Captain Powell, are coming, as well as Monsieur Donet, Claire’s father. I cannot think what has happened to them.”
On the other side of Cornelia, Tillie grinned.
“Simon Powell is a resourceful type,” said Lord Danvers. “He would make it through the crowd even if no one else did. And from what I know of Monsieur Donet, he is cut from similar cloth.”
Joanna was a bundle of conflicting emotions. Donet would be sitting directly behind her and Tillie. And then there would be the soiree to follow. There was simply no getting away from the French rogue. Yet even as she thought it, the prospect of his being so close made her heart race in anticipation.

Jean kept Claire between him and her husband as they worked their way through the crowd, afraid she might be crushed in the throng of people clamoring to get inside the Pantheon.
Used to vast blue skies and empty horizons of the sea, he hated events where bodies were crammed together. But he was determined to spend his last evening in London with his daughter, else he would have stayed on his ship.
He thought Claire’s sapphire silk gown a good choice, for it matched her eyes. And he was pleased to see his son-in-law had a protective arm about his young wife.
Making their way up the many steps to the second level galleries, they finally managed to locate the Danvers’ box.
Lord Danvers stood as they entered. “Ah, our remaining guests have arrived. Welcome to the event of the Season!”
“It was good of you to invite us,” said Claire.
Jean bowed to the other ladies and complimented them on their gowns: Cornelia in her usual peach color, young Matilda in yellow, and Lady Joanna in a delectable striped affair.
The smuggler had turned into a genteel woman of retiring delicacy, her gown a French confection made to satisfy a man’s sweet tooth. The mounds of her breasts were, for the first time, revealed in diverting fashion. As a lady of English Society, she was alluring, but as the rebel who lurked beneath the silk and satin, she intrigued him.
He had to work hard not to chuckle when he met her cool gaze. She fooled many, but she had not fooled him. For all her finery, she remained a vixen.
After the exchange of greetings, he and Powell settled on the second bench, Danvers and Torrington between them. Jean purposely chose the seat behind Lady Joanna.
From the floor of what was possibly the most elegant structure in England came the sounds of the orchestra warming up. The audience’s collective hush had him turning his head toward the royal box. The king and queen had arrived.
“Oh, look!” whispered Lady Danvers. “The prince is here.”
“I don’t see him with the royal family,” remarked Lady Joanna. “I see only the king and queen, Prince Edward and the princesses.”
Lady Danvers shifted her gaze to the gallery across from them. “He’s not with the family. See? The prince sits with his friend, Lord Hugh, attending as a private gentleman.” Facing Lady Joanna, the baroness said, “Seymour has been invited to the soiree.”
Jean cared little whether the prince attended the concert or Lord Hugh would come to the soiree to follow. At the moment, his eyes were fixed on Lady Joanna’s slender neck, recalling her appearance on the deck of his ship in the dim light that evening off the coast of Bognor. Why would she risk so lovely a neck when she obviously had no need of coin?
From what Jean had learned, Torrington did well with his lands in Chichester and their home bespoke of family wealth. Was she just another bored aristocrat?
The sound of the orchestra striking up brought his musing to an end. Jean glanced at the program he held as the orchestra set a sublime mood for the concert.
The Pantheon had a daunting resemblance to a great church, which was only enhanced by Handel’s music brilliantly played. He crossed his legs and prepared his mind for the music as the stirring sounds reverberated around the large chamber.
After the opening piece, the choir sang the chorus from Ye Sons of Israel, their two hundred voices rising to the dome. Jean watched the hundred violins playing in perfect accord. Never had he heard such a sound. Quelle musique sublime!
He closed his eyes, hearing only the sound of the strings. The music of the German composer who had lived most of his life in England had been a favorite of Jean’s from his youth, and the violins brought back memories from happier days.
By the time the performers began the second part, the Fifth Grand Concerto, the theater had grown stiflingly hot. Jean fanned himself with his program, regretting having worn the velvet coat and the waistcoat, heavy with embroidery.
Lady Danvers opened her fan and fluttered it before her face.
In front of him, Lady Joanna maintained her calm appearance, but tiny beads of moisture formed on her fair skin, like drops of seawater on an oyster’s pearl. In the moist heat, a few strands of auburn hair curled against the back of her neck. He had the unexplainable urge to press his lips to the very spot, to taste her skin, to send shivers down her back, knowing he was the cause.
Not since Ariane had he experienced such desire for a woman.
Surprised by his reaction to the English vixen, he forced his ears once again to the music of the violins that summoned the passions of his soul and not his flesh.

The loud applause that immediately followed the Grand Concerto abruptly pulled Joanna from the magical state into which her mind had drifted. Rising from the bench, she joined the rest of the audience in acclaiming the performance.
Cornelia leaned toward her, speaking over the appreciative clapping. “Wasn’t Pacchierotti’s voice fine in the “Alma del gran Pompeo” from Julius Caesar?”
“Yes, he was magnificent, but nothing could exceed the grandeur of the chorus from Israel in Egypt. The crash of instruments, the response of the great choir and the immense torrent of sound were almost too much for my senses.” Her heart sped as she remembered the exhilaration she had experienced.
“In other words, my lady,” said Donet from behind her, “you loved it.”
She turned to meet his disquieting gaze. “Why, yes, I did.”
When the applause died, Cornelia asked Monsieur Donet, “What was your favorite part?”
He did not hesitate. “The violins.”
Joanna puzzled over his answer, seeing something in his face she had not seen before. A brightening of his countenance, perhaps even a look of bliss.
“Too, I liked the choir’s rendition of ‘hail-stones for rain and fire, mingled with the hail’,” he added, smiling at Cornelia. “The orchestra’s great volume of sound accompanying so many voices raised in song reminded me of a storm at sea. Tout était magnifique, Lady Danvers.”
Cornelia seemed pleased. “I am delighted you enjoyed it, Monsieur.”
“The crowd is flowing out the doors,” observed Lord Danvers to his wife. “We can make our escape. As it is, some of our guests may arrive at our home before we do!”
Tillie rushed up to Donet, effusive in her telling him of her joy of the concert. The comte smiled delightedly and, agreeing with her remarks, offered his arm to escort her from the box. She smiled up at him as she placed her hand on his arm and the two filed out with the others, leaving Joanna with Richard.
“The comte has made a conquest in our sister.”
“I have noticed, Brother. But do not fear, I will be watching to make sure he does not take advantage.”
“I cannot imagine he would, Sister. Donet is a gentleman. A Frenchman, yes, but also a man of noble birth.”
“Whom you once described as a pirate,” she reminded him.
Richard chortled. “I only said that for Addington’s benefit. He is biased against the French and the Catholics. I like goading him. I remind you ’tis only a rumor Donet acted the pirate.”
She took Richard’s arm and they descended the steps behind the rest of their party.
At the Danvers’ mansion in Mayfair, the party was well underway when Joanna and her siblings arrived. In the elegant parlor, a cacophony of voices rose in boisterous conversation. Beyond them in the large hall, where Cornelia had told her there would be dancing, Joanna heard music.
Footmen circulated among the guests with trays of champagne and small hors d’oeuvres.
Hungry after so many hours, Joanna happily accepted both a glass of the sparkling wine and a small bit of food. She had just taken her first swallow when Richard approached with Lord Hugh Seymour, each holding a glass of whiskey.
“Look who I found mingling about!” said Richard.
Seymour inclined his head. “Lady Joanna, how lovely you look. Torrington tells me you were at the concert. I am sorry to have missed you, but the crowd was daunting.”
“It was,” she said, sure this meeting had been arranged by her brother. “A splendid display of Handel’s music, though.”
Muttering an excuse, Richard left them, winking at her behind Seymour’s back. Silently, she vowed to have her revenge upon him later.
Seymour’s hazel eyes glistened. He was, as Richard had described him, handsome of face, well mannered and of good height. In her mind, she saw him in his captain’s uniform with martial bearing.
“Will you be in London for a while?” he asked with avid interest. “I would love to call upon you.”
“Only for two more days. Then I must return to Sussex.”
“Might I talk you into a ride in Hyde Park tomorrow?”
She laughed, drawing her hand to her throat. “You overwhelm me, good sir. But it cannot be tomorrow. I have promised to go with Lady Danvers on some adventure.”
“Very well, but you must grant me a ride before you go. The day after then? If the weather holds, it should be quite pleasant.”
He was trying hard. “You persuade me, good sir. The day after tomorrow it is. But might it be morning? I will need to pack in the afternoon and spend the evening with Torrington and my sister.”
“Of course. I shall call upon you at ten of the morning. You do have a horse here in London?”
“Oh yes. Torrington keeps a good stable even here.”
Lord Hugh bid her a good evening and, taking his leave, was soon lost in the crowd.
Joanna cast her gaze about the room, wondering to whom she should speak next. Tillie was talking to Claire Powell and her husband, and Cornelia appeared engrossed in conversation with several gentlemen. In truth, the concert had run long, till midnight, and Joanna was beginning to feel the fatigue of the long day. Perhaps she might retire—
Monsieur Donet stepped in front of her, interrupting her thoughts. “I see you are in want of champagne.”
Joanna looked down at the empty glass in her hand.
“Should I call for another, my lady?” the comte asked.
“No, thank you. One was enough.”
“That being the case, will you grant me the honor of a dance? In the room beyond, the couples gather for a contredanse.”
“I would rather watch, I think.”
She expected him to hie off and seek another partner but, leaning closer than was proper, he whispered in her ear in his sensual French-accented voice, “Dance with me, Lady Joanna, or I will seek out your sister. You and I both know she will not turn me away.”
He stepped back, his face bearing an enigmatic smile.
“You rogue!”
“I do not deny it. In my experience, some of the best times are to be found in the company of scoundrels, rogues and, dare I add, smugglers.” His mouth twitched up in a grin.
She blanched at his words. “You say that to shock me.”
“I do not think much would shock you, my lady.”
Joanna narrowed her eyes. “And why, Monsieur, would you say that?”
“Why, based solely upon my intuition.” Before she could answer, he offered his arm. “Come, let us dance.”
Seeing no alternative but to leave Tillie vulnerable to the too attractive comte, Joanna stifled the retort welling up inside her and placed her hand upon his arm.
He led her to the next room where a line of ladies faced a line of gentlemen in preparation for the next dance.
Angry that he had forced her into dancing with him and mystified as to why he should want to seek her out when it was Tillie he had been flirting with, Joanna thought to provoke him. “Is it true what they say about you, Monsieur?”
He adroitly stepped through the motions of the dance and, when next they came together, asked, “And what is it they say, my lady?” His midnight eyes twinkled with mirth as his warm hand took hers, sending a strange and not unpleasant sensation rippling though her.
“That you have been both a pirate and a privateer,” she flung the words at him in a voice low enough only he would hear.
“Ah, now that would be telling and I won’t do that. Instead, I shall leave you to wonder if there be any truth to such tales.”
“You would have fun at my expense, good sir?”
“Peut-être I would. You are quite beautiful when cross.”
“And for that compliment, I will say, you may be a pirate, but you dance like a nobleman.”
“A return compliment from the austere Lady Joanna? I shall savor it!”
Of a certain, he was having fun at her expense. With every move of the dance, he touched her and smiled. His masculine presence was not to be dismissed. His coat sleeve slid across her arm, making her heart speed. The room suddenly grew overwarm.
The image came to her of a panther clothed in velvet with the smile of a predator, leaving her to wonder if she hadn’t ventured into waters far beyond her depth.
At his insistence, she danced a second time with him. At the end of it, he bowed before her. “My lady, it has been a pleasure.”
“Monsieur Donet, before you go, tell me one thing.”
He stood proudly before her. “Oui?”
“Where exactly is Saintonge in France?’
“So curious, you are,” he said with a look of wonderment. “It is in the far west, south of Bretagne. That would be Brittany to you.”
“It must be beautiful there—and warm.” She meant it sincerely. With rare exception, London had been cold this spring.
“I assure you, it is most pleasant.”
“When do you return?”
“I leave tomorrow with the tide, but I am certain we will meet again.”
She did not think so, unless he came to England, but she would wish him well all the same. “Godspeed, Monsieur.”
Joanna chided herself for the sadness she felt as he strode away. She had never before encountered a more exciting man and yet, at times, for no good reason, he could infuriate her. All the same, there was something about him that inexorably drew her. But at least with his going, Tillie would be safe from his advances. Though, as she thought of it, he had not approached her sister all evening. Could she have been wrong about the object of his intentions?
Might that object be her?



Chapter 10
In his cabin, Jean looked up from the chart, feeling the ship surge against its moorings as it responded to the rising tide. Setting aside the chart, he headed for the weather deck.
A blast of cold wet wind hit him as he emerged from the aft hatch. Above him, dark clouds hovered over the Thames, the same gray color as the waters of the river.
He scanned the deck for his quartermaster and found Émile amidships, his back to Jean, watching the crew preparing to set sail.
Jean acknowledged Lucien Ricard’s salute from the helm and strode to meet his second in command. “Tide’s turned, mon ami,” he said to Émile. “Have the crew clear the moorings and take her out.”
“Oui, Capitaine,” came Émile’s rough voice. “The men are anxious to exchange the stink of London for the flowers of Guernsey and the agréable harbor of St. Peter Port.”
Guernsey was a favorite place of Jean’s. Neither English nor French, the island had been an entrepôt for goods, particularly smuggled goods, for a very long time. While not as warm as Lorient, Guernsey was pleasantly mild, bringing to mind cliffs blanketed in flowers.
It might be a dependency of the English Crown, but Guernsey was independently governed with its own laws and its own way of looking at things. Being a free port, the British Parliament had no right to levy taxes there. Which made it home to many privateers. Not surprisingly, much of the island’s businesses were French. After all, the island was closer to France than to England.
In short, Guernsey was an ideal spot for his warehouse.
Émile relayed the commands and the crew cast off the lines.
M’sieur Ricard maneuvered the ship through the sluggish traffic on the Thames to ride the outgoing tide to the Channel.
Jean watched the quay fall away, wondering what he would do when next he encountered the fetching auburn-haired smuggler, who by then would have exchanged her silk gowns for a man’s breeches. He looked forward to that sight.

Cornelia had refused to say much about their destination to Joanna, telling her only to “dress simply for town.” So, to account for all contingencies, Joanna had chosen a modest skirt of indigo linen paired with a white shirt and cravat like a man’s. Over the shirt, she donned a close fitting jacket of the same blue fabric as her skirt. Dressed thusly, she could go most anywhere.
“Where are you off to?” Tillie asked from where she leaned against the doorpost of Joanna’s bedchamber.
“Cornelia gave no particulars. She said only that I would find the excursion most interesting.”
“You had best take a cloak. ’Tis a gray day, windy and cold.”
Observing Tillie’s chiffon gown of Celadonite green, Joanna asked, “And where might you be off to?”
Her sister’s eyes grew bright. “Aunt Hetty is taking me to my first garden party. The event is being given by the young Countess of Claremont, who Aunt Hetty tells me is a most gracious hostess.”
“Oh yes, she is. You will like her. Everyone likes Muriel. And, if the weather fails to improve, I imagine you will be inside. She and the earl have a large orangery which is quite suitable for such a party.”
“That is not all,” Tillie said. “Afterward, Aunt Hetty and I are paying a call on Claire Powell at the Adelphi Terraces. I am anxious to see Claire’s home. She has promised to introduce me to her neighbor, the widow of the famous actor, Mr. Garrick. And tonight, another ball—”
“A busy day, indeed, but then such is the Season.”
Joanna bid her sister a good day and reached for her dark blue woolen cloak before heading downstairs.
The Danvers’ carriage was waiting for her when she stepped outside.
The footman opened the door. Inside, Cornelia beamed at Joanna, her eyes alight with excitement. “Hurry, Jo, we must not be late!”
Drawing her cloak around her, Joanna climbed in and took a seat next to Cornelia. Beneath the baroness’ brown cloak, she had donned a simple peach-colored gown.
With the crack of a whip, the carriage lurched forward.
“Why, pray tell, are we in such a hurry?”
Cornelia looked smug. “Prepare yourself. No shopping today. No ride in the park. No calling on friends. We are off to see a trial at the Old Bailey!”
The vehicle bumped along over London’s streets as Joanna considered Cornelia’s words. This was something she had only heard described. She had always been curious to see a trial in the great Justice Hall and now she would. “Another adventure?”
“Most assuredly and, I imagine, one we will not soon forget.” Cornelia gave Joanna a sidelong glance, for they had shared many adventures.
“I have not forgotten any of our excursions,” said Joanna. “Without you, my trips to London would be dull, indeed.”
Cornelia laughed, owning the remark. “Well, I have no children and you have no husband so we have the time when you are here. How long are you in London?”
“Only tomorrow. The day after I must return to The Harrows.”
“I will miss your company but I am glad we have this day. I did not get a chance to ask you at the concert or the soiree after, did you enjoy the christening?”
“I did. And the breakfast you gave was incredible, as are all your parties.”
“What did you think of Claire’s father, the comte de Saintonge? You have seen him a few times, yes?”
Joanna took a deep breath and let it out, turning to look into Cornelia’s dark brown eyes, twinkling with anticipation. “Actually, more times than that. Tillie and I encountered him in the silversmith’s when we were selecting a gift for your godson. I know you expect me to say that Donet is a most handsome man and elegant of manner. A bit dangerous, too, perhaps.”
“And? Is it not so?”
“I suppose.” Joanna looked down at her hands. “But Richard says it is only a rumor he was a pirate.”
“’Tis no rumor, Jo. He was a pirate, or at least a privateer without letter of marque, which is the same thing. But once he gained his letter of marque from Benjamin Franklin, the American statesman in Paris, with France’s blessing, Donet entered the war on America’s side. He became famous for eluding English frigates in the Channel and capturing many prizes. He was decorated by both America and France. Of course, that did not please my husband, but it did please me. I wanted America to be free.”
Joanna tried to match the description with the man. Yes, she could see the comte doing all that. His manners were elegant, yet his eyes spoke of daring and danger.
“That is how Claire met her husband, you know,” Cornelia went on. “Monsieur Donet captured Simon Powell’s schooner. To regain his ship, Simon abducted Claire from the convent near Paris where she was a student.”
“Mr. Powell told us the story after the christening.” Joanna did not find it surprising Donet had taken to the seas without sanction of any country or that he had seized Simon Powell’s ship. That he had become a decorated hero in the process did. “I find the comte to be rather mysterious. I am unable to decipher him as I am most men.” Recalling the incident in the silver shop when he rejected her advice and then at the soiree when he insisted she dance with him, she added, “And he is stubborn.”
Cornelia raised her brows. “O ho! ‘Said the pot to the kettle, you are black!’”
Joanna felt her cheeks heat and lowered her eyes. “You have caught me.”
“Do not fret, Jo. You know I love that you are not a weak sister. I am well aware of my own faults, for which my gracious husband forgives me, thank the Good Lord.”
“You and Danvers have an exceptional marriage, like my own parents. Not many women in the ton are so fortunate.”
Cornelia took Joanna’s hand. “I know you think never to wed because of the bad matches you have witnessed, but do not lose hope. The man you will love, Joanna—and I am certain there will be one—will not be like those men. He will love you for the strong woman of character you are. And he will be faithful.”
“Or I will kill him?”
Cornelia laughed. “Indeed.”
Joanna allowed herself a smile. “I am fortunate to have you for a friend, Cornelia.” She sat back on the tufted velvet seat, amused. “One who shares with me her many interests.”
Her friend’s eyes twinkled. “You are the only one who will follow me anywhere.”
“I enjoy your company.” She thought of the question she’d been meaning to ask. “Tell me, how did Monsieur Donet lose his wife? I assume he is not married or he would not have come alone to the christening.”
“He was widowed when Claire was quite young. The man was devoted to his wife, or so Claire tells me. He was born the son of a comte, but his father disowned him when he insisted on marrying the woman he loved. Since her death, Donet has taken no wife. Not even a mistress that I know of.”
“A man still in love with his dead wife?”
“Possibly. I have known such men.”
“Most interesting,” muttered Joanna, as she stared out the window. A man who would give up his noble birth for a woman was not a shallow man. In London Society where marriages were often arranged and women forced into loveless unions, Donet’s behavior appealed to her woman’s heart.
A half-hour later, the carriage stopped before the Old Bailey.
“Wait for us,” Cornelia told her driver.
Joanna looked up at the three-story edifice that included the main Justice Hall and an attached wing on either side. She shuddered. Made of stone blocks, it appeared formidable. To one accused by the Crown of a hanging offense it would be frightening. She had ridden by it many times but had never been inside.
“An imposing structure. I can almost hear the wheels of justice grinding.”
Cornelia nodded. “I agree ’tis a somber place. Come, let us go in. We will sit in the gallery above the court where we can see all.”
Joanna followed Cornelia through a narrow opening and up the stairs to the main floor where they were directed up more stairs to the spectators’ gallery. Others were already there, seated on long benches looking into the huge courtroom below.
She and Cornelia found seats on one end of a bench just as the proceedings were getting underway. The others on the bench were all women, save for one young man. From their anxious faces, she thought they might be the family of the accused.
On one side of the court, to their right, the judge sat on an elevated platform, his high seat reminding all of his authority. His white wig of curls hung long to his shoulders, and his face was round and his cheeks reddened. Over his ponderous girth, he wore a black robe and white bands.
Beneath the judge’s raised platform was a long table with bewigged men in black robes. “Those are the barristers who will argue the case,” whispered Cornelia. Clearly, these men were not in awe of the proceedings as she was. They shuffled through papers and flipped pages of open books, occasionally commenting to each other about something or other.
The twelve men of the jury were in a closed off section on the floor below the gallery where Joanna and Cornelia sat. Joanna could look down upon their heads. The jurymen wore gentlemen’s clothing, which did not surprise her, for she knew they had to meet a property qualification in order to serve. All would be from the middling ranks of society, unlike most of those whose guilt or innocence they decided.
Facing the judge in an elevated box stood the prisoner, a man of middle years. His brown coat and black waistcoat were not so neat as those worn by the jury and his shirt appeared soiled. But then, like other prisoners awaiting trial, he would most likely have been in Newgate for months. His dark hair was loose and fell just short of his shoulders. With his hands gripping the edge of the railing in front of him, he looked anxiously about the large courtroom. Whatever charge he faced, it must be grave.
With a word from the judge, a clerk at the end of the counsel table stood and began to read from a paper.
“The prisoner, one John Shelley, is accused of disturbing of the peace of our Lord the King on the nineteenth of November last. With firearms and other weapons, including bludgeons, a blunderbuss, a pistol and a sword called a cutlass, he did unlawfully, riotously and feloniously assault officers of the king. He and ten other persons took away three hundred pounds weight of tea, being unaccustomed goods liable to pay duties, and which duties had not been paid.”
“A smuggling case!” Cornelia exclaimed in a whisper to Joanna. At the mention of “unaccustomed goods” Joanna had known the nature of the case they were to hear. Her stomach was already tied in knots at the thought of what lay ahead.
The clerk paused and then began again. “The prisoner is charged with another count for forcibly assaulting, hindering, obstructing and opposing said officers.”
Looking up from the paper he held, he asked the accused, “How do you plead?”
The man responded from where he cowered behind the wooden railing. “Not guilty.” By the look on his face, Mr. Shelley well understood he faced the possibility of execution.
A man Cornelia identified as Mr. Wilson, Counsel for the Crown, opened the case. He explained the offense had been made a capital felony and described in some detail what had occurred.
Then a tall bewigged man sprang up from his chair. “’Tis Mr. Garrow, the prisoner’s counsel,” said Cornelia. “I’ve heard he is a very clever barrister.”
Mr. Garrow asked that the witnesses might go out of the court until they were called, which they did.
Mr. Wilson then gave a more detailed description of the crime. He explained the tea had been seized in Apperton and the officers were transporting it in a cart to London. On the way, the prisoner and a group of men attacked them, bludgeoning one of the king’s officers.
William Fillery, a witness, was called and sworn, taking the stand at the opposite end of the room facing the jury. Joanna looked directly at the slight man dressed in well-fitting clothes.
The courtroom grew quiet as Mr. Silvester, identified as one of the prosecutors, rose to question the witness. He asked about the man’s identity and his purpose on the day of the crime.
“I am an officer of the Excise,” Mr. Fillery explained. “I went with the other officers to a place called Apperton, at the sign of the Fox and Goose. Our purpose was to seize some smuggled tea.”
“When you came there what did you find?”
“We looked into the outbuildings. In one of them we found twelve bags of tea hidden beneath some boards.”
The judge leaned over his desk. “Were they all in the same sort of packages?”
Mr. Fillery said, “All in similar packages, yes. A paper bag, a canvas bag, an oilskin bag and a sailcloth bag sewed up. But they were different sorts of tea.”
Mr. Silvester asked, “How far is Apperton from London?”
“About seven miles and a half. We had hired a cart for the purpose. On our way to London we met two men on horseback. One is that gentleman.” He pointed to the prisoner. “He was on horseback and turned to look at us.”
“Was anything said?”
“Not a word,” replied Mr. Fillery. “We proceeded on farther till we came to Broad Street in St. Giles. I was walking along the pavement when somebody knocked me down.”
At this point, the courtroom erupted in chaos and loud protests sounded from the jury, appalled at what they had heard. Joanna had known juries frequently expressed their opinion of the proceedings but to witness such an outburst given the crime at issue made her uncomfortable. She suspected the further testimony would only tell a worse tale.
The women sitting on the bench next to Joanna nervously twisted their handkerchiefs in their hands. Looking at them, she felt a sudden dread for the fate of the prisoner, a fate that could one day be her own and that of her brother and Zack.
When order was restored, the witness continued. “I tried to get up but somebody knocked me down again. When I finally got up, I leaned against a post. I saw the prisoner among the group of people, fifteen or twenty.”
“Had he anything in his hand?”
“I cannot say; the people that were with him had sticks. He might have had one, but I cannot say. Three of them tried to take my weapon from me.”
“What weapon had you?”
“A small cutlass. Two men took hold of the blade and swore if I did not give it to them they would shoot me. One of the men, who held a blunderbuss, said, ‘Damn your eyes, take care, or I will blow your brains out.’”
“How were these men armed?”
“All with sticks, good sized walking sticks with knobs on them. They snapped the blunderbuss, but it did not fire. I made an attempt to strike at the man with my cutlass, but several of them prevented me. Then they beat me.”
The jury broke out in loud cries of anger at hearing this, their feelings made clear to all. One raised his fist in the air, shouting, “He beat an Excise Officer!”
The women sitting on the bench covered their mouths with their hands. The young man pressed his face into the shoulder of the woman sitting next to him.
Joanna, too, was grieved at the actions of the smugglers and wondered what they could have been thinking to have attacked the revenue officers.
The judge slammed his gavel down, restoring order.
Mr. Fillery proceeded to speak. “Somebody struck at me with a stick, but he missed me and hit the doorpost of the house where I had run to. I had not been in the house more than a minute when three men with their sticks took the cart and horse. They beat the horse.”
Again, the jury went wild. Most of them owned horses, Joanna was sure. The idea of beating a defenseless horse repulsed Joanna, too, especially since horses at The Harrows were pampered.
Cornelia must have had the same reaction as she squeezed Joanna’s hand, whispering, “Oh, my.”
The witness continued. “There was a great mob, a hundred or more all shouting as they drove the cart up the street and into Bloomsbury Square.”
When the witness paused to draw breath, Mr. Silvester asked him, “What happened next?”
Joanna was sitting on the edge of the bench, straining to hear.
“At the end of Dyot Street, I heard somebody cry, ‘Let him go, let him go!’ and I saw one John Cook with the prisoner in his arms. I jumped up and told the prisoner if he did not go quietly, I would run him through with my cutlass. He struggled a good deal, but there were many people who came and assisted us so we were able to take him.”
The questioning proceeded, the witness being asked about what he saw of the prisoner, which it seemed, was not much, having initially been hit from behind. It sickened Joanna hearing it. Cornelia still held Joanna’s hand. Tension permeated the court.
Joanna swallowed hard, suppressing an urge to scream. There was no need for such horrible treatment of the officers and the horse merely to recover smuggled tea. Guilt overwhelmed her until she reminded herself that she and her men never carried weapons and would not use force to regain seized goods. She would have been relieved to get away.
The next witness, Thomas Buckland, a short man with a stout body, was called and sworn. Mr. Wilson questioned him.
“I am an officer in the Excise,” said Mr. Buckland, his cheeks red under his wiry fair hair. “I was with the last witness and went to Apperton with him and the other officers. We seized twelve bags of tea and made our way toward London. The prisoner passed us on horseback.”
“Are you sure it was the same man?”
“Yes. There was another with him. As we came near the Excise Office, a large mob met us.”
The judge interjected, “Had they anything in their hands?”
“Bludgeons, sir. I saw nothing but bludgeons. They attacked us and I defended myself as best I could. I lost sight of the horse and cart and my comrades but, as soon as I could, I went in pursuit of them, and the goods were retaken.”
Mr. Garrow cross-examined. “How far were you behind the cart at the time you were attacked?”
Joanna was struck by the barrister’s elegant, soft-spoken manner.
“I was close to it,” the witness said. “The greatest part of the mob was before me.”
“You could see distinctly, I take it?”
The witness nodded. “There was a great mob I could see from all quarters.”
“What sort of bludgeons did they carry?” Mr. Garrow asked thoughtfully.
“They were large sticks.”
Pondering for a minute, Mr. Garrow then asked, “Were they common walking sticks or were they bludgeons?”
“They were what you’d call bludgeons or clubs.”
“Do you mean to swear that?”
“I will swear they were sticks.”
The judge intervened, scolding the prisoner’s counsel. “Mr. Garrow, it does not matter whether they were sticks or bludgeons!”
The witness, Mr. Buckland, spoke up eagerly. “I will swear they were large uncommon sticks.” If the matter had not been so serious, Joanna would have laughed at their banter about sticks. She agreed with the judge. What did it matter what the weapons were called when they were used to beat a man senseless? She was repulsed by the violence. Only foolish men would fight revenue officers when they could have fled and been free.
The trial went on with more witnesses testifying as to what transpired that day. One witness for the prosecution remained in Joanna’s mind because he was a soldier.
John Chatterton testified, “I am a soldier. I was with the other witnesses. I saw the prisoner that day about half a mile from the place where the seizure took place. There was a large noisy mob there and I asked the officer, Simpson, what was the matter. He said he did not know. Then three or four of the mob came up and struck him as hard as they could.”
The jury groaned as one.
The judge asked, “With what?”
“Large bludgeons, very large sticks. They knocked Mr. Simpson off the cart; he tumbled on top of me.”
“Did you see the prisoner do anything?”
“He struck me with a stick and knocked me down, and said to the mob, ‘Damn him, kill him, knock him on the head.’ I had nothing to defend myself with. I had lost my weapon. In the scuffle, I had lost the blunderbuss I had under my coat. I do not know what became of the horse and cart. I was so knocked about, I lost sight of them.”
The judge narrowed his eyes on Chatterton. “You are sure that Shelley, the prisoner at the bar, was the man who knocked you down with the stick?”
The witness straightened. “I am quite sure of it.”
Mr. Garrow cross-examined. “Were you in your soldier’s dress?”
“No, sir, I was not. I had on a brown great coat.” That fact stuck with Joanna. How were the smugglers to know Mr. Chatterton was with the revenue service if he wore a common man’s clothing? Perhaps that had been Mr. Garrow’s point.
“So you took this blunderbuss in order to fire it?”
“Yes, for my own defense.”
“Was there any other blunderbuss there?” Mr. Garrow asked.
“I did not see any,” said Mr. Chatterton. “There might have been, but I could not have seen them. I was knocked down and had no idea where I was.”
The men of the jury sent up a great hue and cry at the soldier’s dilemma and the prisoner’s having beaten him. The woman sitting closest to Joanna chewed on her knuckles.
More witnesses testified, including those for the defense, until Joanna was nauseated from the descriptions. At the end of it, Mr. Garrow made a long speech, part of which focused on an issue he felt had not been addressed.
Arguing to the judge, he said, “My Lord, I humbly submit that the goods must be unaccustomed; they must be liable for the payment of duties. Can the gentlemen upon their oaths say that the duties on this tea were never paid? Not at all! Why then, I say, the Crown has not proven they are unaccustomed goods.”
The judge gave him a skeptical look.
Undaunted, Garrow continued, “There is no evidence the package was peculiar to smugglers. It may have been carried to Apperton under permit. Shall the prisoner not defend his property? Even a constable may be lawfully resisted unless he is a known constable or produces his warrant.”
Joanna thought it a clever argument, but with witnesses describing the manner in which the tea had been hidden before being seized by the excise officers, she had no doubt the goods were smuggled. Besides, all of England was drinking smuggled tea. One did not need to hide tea on which a duty had been paid.
After some argument by the Crown’s counsel, the judge addressed Mr. Garrow’s objection. “Whether the goods were unaccustomed is a matter for the jury. But people are not called upon to make positive proof of negative propositions. They can prove that the tea was concealed and in what sort of packages. Upon all the facts, the jury must form a judgment, whether or not it amounts to proof that they were unaccustomed goods. I am of the opinion that the prisoner ought to go on with his defense.”
More witnesses were called for the defense, testifying to different aspects of the attack on the revenue officers.
At the end of the cross-examination, the judge addressed the jury. “Gentlemen of the jury, this indictment is founded on an act of Parliament in order to repress the daring conduct and behavior of the smugglers, who endeavored not only to violate the laws, but to resist them with force. It is for your consideration whether the facts and circumstances fail to show these goods were unaccustomed.” Adding to his final instructions, the judge said, “If a person is stopped and apprehended, and tells a false story, that is evidence of guilt.”
After the judge set forth the evidence and listed the questions for the jury, the group of men retired to consider what they had heard.
Cornelia leaned to Joanna. “I cannot imagine the man will go free, can you?”
“No, I cannot.” Awash in guilt for her part in smuggling that might have led to such an encounter, she vowed to remind her men never to resist should they be captured. They might face gaol but not death. At the back of her mind was the thought she must find a way to help the poor of Chichester without engaging in illegal trade.
The jury returned shortly and the foreman faced the judge. In a loud voice, he proclaimed, “Guilty, death.”
The woman sitting on the bench next to Joanna screamed and the young man shouted, “No!” A loud tumult sounded from the rest of the observers in the gallery, all save Joanna and Cornelia who remained gravely silent.
Joanna’s attention turned to the prisoner, who had been reduced to a pathetic wretch. He brushed away tears from his cheeks and looked up to the gallery where the women and the young man sat next to Joanna. Shaking his head, he looked down at his hands, gripping the railing.
When the noise in the court died down, the foreman of the jury, still standing, added, “My Lord, it is the unanimous and earnest wish of the jury that the prisoner may be humbly recommended as an object of His Majesty’s mercy.”
Joanna doubted, based on the case presented, the prisoner would ever see that mercy.
The whole experience had shaken her. To think she, too, could face such a trial, that Freddie could be in that box where John Shelley stood, made her stomach roil and her heart pound in her chest.
She let out a deep sigh.
One more run. They had committed to one more and then she must find another way to help the villagers. She never wanted to see them at the Old Bailey. She never wanted to be there herself.
The prisoner was led away and the gallery began to empty. The women who had watched the trial beside them were dabbing at their eyes with handkerchiefs as they stood to leave.
Once they were gone, Cornelia abruptly stood. “Tea, I think, is in order. Twinings?”
Joanna got to her feet, her shoulders sagging with the weight of what she had witnessed. “Some refreshment after that is welcome, though I shouldn’t wonder if we ought to drink something stronger than tea.” Particularly if it were tea she knew might very well be smuggled. But then, so was most of England’s brandy.



Chapter 11
Despite tossing all night with dreams of smuggler John Shelley facing the noose, the next morning Joanna was up early. Fortified with coffee and dressed in her cinnamon-colored riding habit and feathered hat, she was prepared for the arrival of Lord Hugh Seymour.
Up half the night from the ball she had attended, Tillie still slept, so Joanna did not have to answer her younger sister’s prying questions as to why she would ride in Hyde Park with a man rumored to be one of London’s rakes.
As promised, Lord Hugh arrived promptly at ten. She expected no less of a former naval officer, no matter he and the Prince of Wales might have been up all night drinking and gambling in the golden halls of London’s gentlemen’s clubs.
She met him at the door with a cheerful smile. “Good morning, Lord Hugh.” Behind him, a sunny morning presented itself.
He stood tall in his fine set of dark brown riding clothes, his riding boots well polished. Under his beaver tricorne, his nut-brown hair was neatly queued at his nape. Indeed, she had to agree with Richard, the man cut a handsome figure.
He looked her up and down with an approving smile. “By God, I will be the envy of every man on the Row!”
“You flatter me, good sir, but I will take your compliment and say ‘thank you’. Shall we go?”
Outside, Seymour’s chestnut gelding stood next to her white mare that she had earlier asked the groom to bring around to the front.
“We shall have good weather,” he remarked, as he helped her to mount.
Mayfair was only a few streets from Hyde Park, so they were soon trotting down the broad sand-covered road that was once called Route du Roi, now simply known as Rotten Row.
Since it would be a few hours before the ton appeared en masse at midday, they mostly had the park to themselves. From the tall trees on either side of them, robins greeted the cool sun-filled day with vigorous songs.
She glanced across at Lord Hugh and noticed his eyes drooping. “Up late with Prince George?”
He smiled sheepishly. “More like we greeted the dawn together.”
She laughed. “At times, Lord Hugh, you must miss the sea. At least as a captain of one of His Majesty’s ships, you had regular hours.”
“At times I do, my lady, though plying the waters of the Channel can become boring. It is not exactly a battle on the sea of great import. When the Channel is all you see for days, any excuse to sail into port is a good one. I am happy for the change, particularly as I am aware war is never far away.” At her raised brow, he went on. “The climate in France bodes ill. ’Tis a rising tide of discontent. We who are attuned to such matters watch it closely.”
“Is it so bad?” she asked, concerned.
“It is. The French queen is not popular with the people and now that America has her independence, the peasants clamor for their own freedom. There have been eruptions of violence in the countryside, and in Paris, riots for the lack of bread.”
“Oh, I didn’t know, but what you say makes sense. Even the common man in England is none too happy with the increase in taxes to pay for an unpopular war. Our countrymen’s situation deteriorates along with the French.”
“Just so. ’Tis why I keep my uniform at the ready should I be called upon to serve once again. My life, as it is now, may be only a brief respite, an interlude between wars, if you will. So I am determined to enjoy it.”
She smiled, realizing there was more to this man than his rakish habits. “Then I shall not begrudge you your pleasure while you may take it, but perhaps I can help bring you awake this morning. Let us take the Row in a race!” She flicked her mare with her riding crop and plunged ahead, galloping away.
Seymour followed, his horse’s hooves pounding the dirt path as he shouted encouragement. “On! I say onward, my lady!”
At the end of the Row, a mile long, Joanna pulled up, out of breath and heart pounding. She loved the thrill of such a mad race, the exhilaration and the wind on her face.
Lord Hugh drew even with her. “Why, Lady Joanna, you are a fierce horsewoman! And you have a mind to go with that beautiful face. I only wish you might come to London more often.”
“What? And force you to rise before noon? Nay, not while you are partnered with Prince George. You need your sleep!”
He laughed heartily. “Of a certainty, I will miss you, Lady Joanna.”
She smiled up at him. “That is most kind of you to say.” He looked long into her eyes, seeing what, she had no idea. “Is something amiss, Lord Hugh?”
“No… No, it just occurred to me you would, indeed, make an ideal wife.”
Narrowing her eyes, she studied him, suspicious at this sudden thought. “Did Torrington put you up to this?”
“Your brother? Why no… Well, he may have suggested… But no.”
“I see. Truly, Lord Hugh, I am not the woman you seek.”
He waggled his eyebrows. “I can be persistent, you know.”
“I fear it would be a wasted effort,” she said, then softened her words with a smile.
He seemed to accept her answer. “All right,” he said, disappointed.
They walked their horses back down the Row and then to Mayfair, speaking of the London Season, of the Handel concert and Seymour’s escapades with the prince.
She enjoyed Lord Hugh’s company and their easy banter, but she could never imagine him as more than a friend. Their conversation lacked the edge she had come to appreciate when she was in the company of the mysterious comte de Saintonge. The Frenchman was unpredictable, amusing and his masculine presence excited her in a way this man never could.
As she waved goodbye to Lord Hugh, she pondered what Donet might be doing now. Was he on his way to France where an unhappy populace fomented discontent?

North of Guernsey Island, in the English Channel off the coast of Normandy
Midmorning, Jean stood at the rail, wind whipping his hair free from its queue. It was a blustery day in the Channel as they headed south.
Off the larboard, twenty-six miles to the east, the hills of Normandy’s Cotentin peninsula boldly emerged from the white-capped waters. Off the starboard, he could see the three lighthouses standing sentinel on the Casquets, the huge cluster of rocks off Alderney Island. The familiar landmark told him they were not far from Guernsey.
With a northeasterly wind and full sail above him, they would soon arrive in the harbor of St. Peter Port.
“The weather has been kind to us, Capitaine,” said Émile, suddenly appearing at his side. Jean turned to see the rough outline of his quartermaster’s face, shadowed with his back to the sun.
“We should reach St. Peter Port in time for supper,” raising his voice to be heard over the wind.
Émile smiled. “As I remember, Lidstone’s on the quay serves a tolerable veal.”
“Supper at Lidstone’s appeals.” Seeing his quartermaster’s weary look, he added, “We might enjoy an evening to ourselves.”
“And the men would enjoy an evening in port, Capitaine.”
“I have no objection. We need only enough men for a harbor watch to guard the ship.”
“I will see to it. And, if ye agree, I would propose to load the ship tomorrow.”
Jean nodded. “Très bien, as long as those ashore tonight return by morning.”
“Any special orders for Cook for provisions?”
Jean reflected on the foods he favored from St. Peter Port. “A few. Along with our usual supplies, see that Cook takes on a good supply of honey and some cream and cheese. After a fortnight of English bread, some pastries and brioche from the pâtisserie on High Street would be welcome, too.” He thought for a moment, then added, “And some of those sausages from Philippe’s boucherie, I think. Enough for all the men.”
Émile rubbed his belly. “Ye’re making me hungry, Capitaine. What shall I tell the men ye want from the warehouse tomorrow? Anything besides the brandy, tea and lace ye promised the agent in London?”
Jean tried to remember all that was stored in his warehouse on Guernsey. He was constantly adding to it. Thinking of his recent acquisitions, his mind settled on an idea. “As I recall, the warehouse contains several lengths of silk from our last trip to Paris.”
Émile crossed his arms and nodded. “C’est vrai.”
“Parfait. Make certain the crew fetches the vermilion brocade and a few other lengths of silk. I have a notion our customer in Bognor would be pleased to have some.”
“Oui, Capitaine. I shall see it added to the order.” He winked. “Silk and lace often go together, non?”
“In this case, the silk will be a gift, a test of sorts.”
“Capitaine?” Émile’s furrowed brow bespoke his confusion. “Ye would give away that silk? Why, ’tis a quality even Marie Antoinette would covet.”
“I have a reason, mon ami.”
“Très bien, I will instruct the men.”
Once M’sieur Ricard had adroitly navigated the granite rocks and islets around Guernsey, Jean concentrated on their approach to the harbor.
Sailing into St. Peter Port presented its challenges. Shifting tides and changeable winds meant he must give the ship and her sails his constant attention. He knew the familiar charts well and was pleased they would have a strong northeast wind to aid them.
His crew, familiar with the island’s proclivities, quickly moved to comply with his orders. Soon, they sailed into the harbor and the ship drifted slowly to her moorings.
His spirits lifted as they always did when la Reine Noire was tied up to the solid granite of the north pier, busy this afternoon with several ships. The faces of his men and their easy joking spoke of their eagerness for an evening ashore on the island.
An hour later, Jean and his quartermaster walked along the quay, enjoying the warm evening as they headed into town toward Lidstone’s Hotel.
A fine meal followed, consisting of soupe à la reine, roast veal spiced with sage and thyme, fried potatoes in sherry sauce and a ragoût of French beans. Jean was just licking the last of the sherry sauce from his lips when Émile suggested a glass of brandy at the Crown & Anchor.
“Excellente idée,” said Jean. “After that meal, a walk appeals.”
They left the hotel and strolled along the cobblestone street on their way to the tavern.
The setting sun peeked out between clouds to light the evening sky with a golden glow, shimmering in the waters of the harbor.
On the other side of the harbor, the dark hulk of Castle Cornet loomed against the golden sky. The landmark sat atop a rocky islet off Guernsey’s coast. The castle, a granite fort that had guarded the harbor for five centuries, had long been a prison.
Jean stepped through the door of the Crown & Anchor followed by his quartermaster. The large tavern was crowded this night, noisy and smoke-filled. Every table was filled. Several of the crew of la Reine Noire were among those drinking ale.
Slurred shouts of “Capitaine!” rose from throats that obviously had been imbibing for some time.
Jean waved to them and looked about, hoping to find a place he and Émile could sit by themselves. Because of the great volume of French wine and brandy flowing though Guernsey, he did not doubt there would be a fine cognac to be had.
Wending his way through the wooden tables, heading toward the back of the tavern, a serving girl waved to him from a table off to one side.
He obliged her with a gesture of his head and strode in that direction. As he drew close, he saw she had a head of copper-colored curls and beautiful green eyes.
Returning her smile, he ordered a bottle of cognac and two glasses before taking his seat. Émile slipped in next to him.
She tossed her long red hair over her shoulder. “I’m Annie.”
At first glance, she reminded him of a certain auburn-haired lady he would soon see off the coast of Bognor, but the comparison did not hold. Annie, albeit a pretty girl, was a pale shadow of the woman Jean could not dismiss from his mind.
Her gaze roved over his black coat, waistcoat and breeches. Reaching out a long-fingered hand, she lifted the white lace at his throat.
Gently, he brushed away her hand but smiled to soften the dismissal. “Non, merci.” She was young and attractive. Her rounded breasts rising above her loose-fitting bodice would have tempted most men, perhaps even him were he not consumed with thoughts of Lady Joanna West.
Undiscouraged, the girl trailed her fingers over his hair he’d worn long to his shoulders. “’Tis a shame, what with ye being such a fair looker. But I’ll be back.” She returned him a wicked smile. “Maybe ye’ll think of something more I can get ye.” Flipping him a smile, she sauntered away.
Beside him, Émile’s gaze slid to another table where something had garnered his interest. Jean looked in that direction to see a brute of a man glaring at him.
“Ye seem to have drawn the ire of one of her admirers, Capitaine.”
The man had the look of a sailor off an Italian ship, a swarthy man of rough countenance with a knit cap shoved down over his forehead to just above his dark hooded eyes and prominent nose. His upper lip sported a wide dark mustache and he wore a gray-striped shirt like the kind Jean had seen on the crew of Italian ships. A sash of bright yellow circled his waist to which he had secured a long knife with a wide blade.
Jean turned his face away from the man’s angry stare. It was not as if he wanted the girl. But if he had, the Italian sailor would not have stopped him from having her.
A bottle and two glasses appeared on the table. Jean poured the brandy and handed one glass to Émile. The color of the cognac reminded Jean of Lady Joanna’s eyes. Would he ever drink cognac again without thinking of the darling of the ton who made smuggling her pastime?
She was not alone in her pursuit. Lady Holderness had smuggled over one hundred French silk gowns into England, but that embarrassment to the English had been many years ago.
Émile nudged Jean’s elbow, interrupting his musings. Slowly, he became aware of a hovering presence. The serving girl stood beside him.
Inclining his head, he looked up at her green eyes.
“Well?” she asked. “Any second thoughts?”
Before Jean could answer, she plopped into his lap, her breasts served up before his face like a meal. She wrapped her arms around his neck and smiled coyly.
Beside him, Émile sputtered, spewing his drink.
Jean had had enough. Placing his hands on her waist, he lifted the girl from his lap, rising from his chair as he did so.
The sound of wood scraping over the floor caused Jean to swivel his head to look behind him.
The huge Italian sailor got to his feet, knocking over his chair. The tavern suddenly grew quiet. “Hands offa mia ragazza, Frenchie!”
Jean dropped his hands.
Annie shot the Italian sailor a scathing look. “Don’t mind him. I’m not his girl.”
“Se na vada!” the Italian roared and stomped toward Jean.
Émile grabbed the bottle of cognac and backed away. “This one’s all yers, Capitaine.” To the Italian, the quartermaster said, “Consider yerself warned.”
“Out of the way, Annie.” Jean gestured the girl away from what was soon to be a fight. Turning to the sailor, Jean tried to calm the man. “There has been no harm done, mon ami. I make no claim on the lady.”
“I’m not yer amico, Frenchie,” said the Italian. He drew his wide blade from his waist and waved it threateningly in front of Jean’s face. “I carve you like a roast and feed you to the dogs. I hear they love frog.” He bellowed his laughter, his friends joining in. They shouted their encouragement to their fellow sailor.
Jean sized up the Italian as patrons backed away, dragging their tables and drinks with them. Much heavier than Jean, the Italian would be slow and possibly lumbering.
“Best leave off, Antonio,” yelled a voice Jean recognized as one of his crew. “The capitaine is fierce with a blade.”
“Quel piccolo? This little one?” The Italian sailor sneered and spat, clearly not impressed. His ignorance would be his downfall. In Jean’s experience, bullies who preyed upon others weaker than themselves were cowards. This one was just bigger than most.
Jean pulled his sword from his belt, the blade gleaming. “Très bien, if you insist.” The Italian had longer arms and a longer reach, but the length of Jean’s weapon made up for the disparity. And then there was the matter of skill. Jean’s father had arranged for Jean and Henri to be trained by the best fencing master in France. After that, there had been years of practice wielding his weapon as a privateer.
Shouts went up from the men and one of his crew urged the onlookers to pick a favorite. Jean’s men loved a good fight, especially on the rare occasion their capitaine was involved.
Taking up the challenge, money quickly changed hands as the men placed their bets.
The Italian lunged for Jean, but with a quick turn, he evaded the long knife.
With a flourish of his sword, Jean met his opponent’s blade and forced him back. The Italian must have been counting on brute strength. He swung hard, but Jean slipped under his blade and cut a swath across the man’s gray shirt. A thin line of red appeared on the cloth.
The Italian howled, looking down at the blood. “Bastardo!” Mad with anger, he lunged at Jean.
Jean kicked out his boot, hitting the Italian in his side. He grunted and shot Jean a harsh glare.
Jean danced away from the knife. Making the man angry had been part of his strategy. Soon, the Italian would strike without thinking at all.
“Fermati! Stop moving!” Antonio yelled, his sweat-stained face betraying his frustration. With an angry grunt, he swung his blade in a reckless attempt to catch Jean off guard.
Jean easily parried the blade. “I wouldn’t want to make it look too easy for your sake, mon ami.” This time Jean crossed blades with the man, then tripped him with one of his feet.
The Italian stumbled and Jean brought his sword hilt down on the back of the sailor’s head.
Antonio fell, splayed out on the floor, his eyes closed.
A cheer went up from the crew of la Reine Noire as they began to collect their winnings. “Vive le capitaine! Vive le capitaine!”
“Come,” Jean said to Émile, “let us away while this one sleeps.”
Holding the cognac bottle close to his chest, Émile joined him.
Jean bowed to Annie, whose face bore a look of regret. As he left, he tossed a pound sterling to the proprietor standing behind the bar for his trouble.
“Yer usual evening ashore, eh Capitaine?”
Jean returned his friend an amused look. “An all too familiar scene, mon ami. But at least you rescued the brandy. Shall we finish it in my cabin?”
As they strolled back to the ship, Jean reflected on his fight with the jealous Italian. Perhaps ’twas his age, but the brawls of years past did not hold the same excitement for him they once did. His rough unanchored life that had him dealing with tavern bullies whenever he sat down for a drink with a friend had become less satisfying. His imagination whispered of a different life, one more settled and with a woman who was more than a friend.
When they arrived at the ship, it became clear that some of the crew had raced back to bring exaggerated tales to those who’d remained onboard, regaling them with the story of their capitaine’s bravery in the face of a much larger foe.
Jean dismissed them all with a shake of his head and ordered them back to work.
The next day, the crew loaded the cargo from the warehouse. And that night, Jean and Émile dined onboard, letting M’sieur Ricard have the evening free. Their supper of oysters and roast capon, thanks to their cook from Marseilles, was as fine as any meal in Paris.

The Harrows near Chichester, West Sussex
Joanna was delighted to be home, sans older brother, younger sister and Aunt Hetty and her cat. She had committed to one last run and it was best not to be worried about nosey siblings asking questions. Her smuggling partner Freddie being the exception, of course.
Her guilt for involving him had not lessened, particularly after her outing to the Old Bailey. She had once tried to convince Freddie to stay home, but he would have none of it. He explained he had plenty of time for other pursuits since his schooling was done. His flute and Richard’s discourses on how to manage The Harrows hardly filled his days. How could she deprive him of a bit of adventure to punctuate such tedium?
Joanna prepared for the evening ahead by donning her new better-fitting waistcoat and brown wool breeches, over which she wore a jacket of the wool. Dressed as a lad, she met Zack and Freddie in front of the stables.
“This is the same ship as last time?”
Zack adjusted his slouched hat over his forehead, shadowing his eyes. “Aye, and the same order ’cept for the lace.”
She cast a glance at Freddie. “I will want to inspect the lace since ’tis the first we have ordered.”
Freddie opened his mouth to speak. She shook her head. “You can go with me in the rowing boat but not on board the ship.”
“Aw, Jo,” he groaned in protest. When she did not relent, he gave her a reluctant nod.
She and Freddie mounted their horses while Zack climbed into the seat on the large open wagon. A brown oilcloth lay in the back, ready to cover the goods once they loaded them at the shore.
“Nate will meet us on the beach with the other wagon,” Zack said. He looked up at the scattered clouds. “The sun will be down soon.”
Joanna’s palms grew moist and her mouth dry. Though she was committed to the run before her, she did not dismiss the danger inherent in what they were doing. Nor had she forgotten the trial of John Shelley or its end in his sentence of death.
“I’m thinking this will be our last run,” she told them. “We need to find a better way to help the people of Chichester.”
Zack and her brother gave her an incredulous look.
“We can talk about it tomorrow,” she said. “There’s no time tonight.”



Chapter 12
Bognor, West Sussex
Jean sailed la Reine Noire to Bognor and gave the order to heave to just offshore. The cold wind chilled him where he stood amidships, his eyes scanning the beach. The twilight sky, a brilliant lavender streaked with pink, cast a faint light on the shore.
On deck, his men stood ready to deliver the goods to the beach or flee as the circumstances warranted.
Jean thought only of seeing Lady Joanna, once again costumed as a lad. As one who had donned many disguises, he admired a good one. Hers was not so well done as to hide her feminine curves but, still, as disguises went, it was passably fair. Émile had yet to discover the leader of the Bognor smugglers was not only a lady, but the sister of an English earl and the object of Jean’s interest.
One day, Jean would tell Lady Joanna he had known from the beginning she was the slender English smuggler, but perhaps not tonight.
“I expect they will want to examine the lace,” he told Émile, who stood nearby, his feet apart and his hands clasped behind him, looking toward shore.
His quartermaster gestured to one of the chests on deck. “The lace is just there, Capitaine.”
Lined with linen, the chest was one they had used before to transport the delicate needlework. Machine-made lace was available, but the fine bobbin lace he had brought Lady Joanna was meticulously handmade. An aristocrat such as she would know the difference.
The signal flame flashed from the beach and he gave the order to lower the longboats. Adept at their task, the crew quickly had the boats in the water and were busy handing down chests of tea and casks of brandy. The lace he kept on deck, expecting Lady Joanna would want to check the new goods as she had the tea and brandy before. The silk would be his surprise.
As the longboats cut through the water toward the beach, a small rowing boat carrying three figures launched from the shore. The largest of the three did the rowing. Jean assumed this was the same scarred man he’d seen on their last run to Bognor and then again in London on the quay. All three wore hats pulled down over their heads, their features hidden in shadows.
Minutes later, the scarred man clambered over the rail and his smaller companion followed. The third remained below in the boat.
Jean acknowledged the two who had come aboard with a nod and looked over the side. To his surprise, gazing up from the boat, his face no longer obscured by his hat, was Lady Joanna’s younger brother, Frederick, who Jean recognized from the Pitt reception.
Torrington could have no idea of his siblings’ involvement in the Bognor smuggling ring or the danger they courted, danger to their family’s good name and to their very lives. One might assume such a risk to feed one’s family as he had done long ago, but Lady Joanna and her brother? What need had they?
Jean’s men reached the beach and were unloading the goods. One boat was already returning to the ship.
Lady Joanna and her companion watched Émile as he knelt and opened the chest, then peeled back the linen to reveal the fine lace.
Lady Joanna gave a sharp intake of breath. “This is exceptional,” she remarked in a low voice, as she lifted the lace and draped it over her fingers.
“That is not everything,” said Émile. “Should ye be interested, we also have French silk.” He opened another chest revealing lengths of brocade silk in sapphire blue, vermilion and ivory.
The ivory silk, embroidered with roses, reminded Jean of Claire’s wedding gown he’d had made for her in Paris.
Lady Joanna’s wide grin spoke loudly of her pleasure at the quality of the silk. “This is exquisite!” she exclaimed, giving away her woman’s knowledge of the finest silk brocade.
Jean watched his quartermaster carefully and noted a frown on his rough-featured face his tricorne did not hide. Émile had not expected a young smuggler to recognize the finest quality. After all, what would a young villager know of silk?
Lady Joanna shifted her gaze to Émile. “It must be dear. I cannot pay more than the prices agreed by my agent.”
“’Twill cost ye nothing.” Then looking toward Jean leaning against the rail, Émile added, “The capitaine would make ye a gift of the silk.”
Aware his quartermaster thought him insane, Jean merely nodded. He wanted to see what the lady would do. Would she covet the silk for herself? He had included the vermilion because it would go well with her coloring. Or, might she reject the gift, suspicious he would bestow anything so valuable on a fellow smuggler?
Her head jerked from Émile to Jean. “Why?” Suspicion dripped from the word.
Jean nodded to Émile. With his face shadowed by his tricorne in the dim light of the fading sky, he was confident she did not recognize him.
“The capitaine is feeling generous.”
“Most generous, Monsieur,” she said, rising from where she had knelt next to the chest. “Very well. We accept your gift of the silk as a seal on our partnership and accept the lace, brandy and tea as agreed.”
Her companion, the scarred man, was about to lift the chest of lace, but Émile ordered some of the crew to take the chest down to the rowing boat. Once the lace was loaded, the giant climbed over the rail and lowered himself down the manrope to the small boat.
Jean’s crew had returned from the shore and were winching the longboats onboard.
Lady Joanna handed Émile a pouch of coins. At Émile’s direction, a crewmember hefted the chest of silk and waited for her. She turned to Jean, standing a mere stone’s throw away. “I will not forget your generosity, Monsieur. I can assure you, the proceeds from the silk will be used to feed families in dire need.”
He touched his tricorne, but said nothing. So, she was not a bored aristocrat out for a bit of nonsense, as he had once thought, but a well meaning, although perhaps misguided, lady wanting to help others. Nevertheless, if he had anything to say about it, she would not persist in this dangerous business better left to men like him.
“Sail, ho!” shouted his lookout.
“Where away?” yelled Lucien from the helm.
“Off the larboard quarter, coming on hard!”
Jean reached for his spyglass and peered through the lens to see a revenue cutter under full sail bearing down upon them from the west.
Lady Joanna cried, “I must go!”
Jean shouted out the orders. “Run out the starboard battery! And get underway!”
He turned to see Lady Joanna staring at him open mouthed, as if seeing him for the first time. “Monsieur Donet?”
“Oui, Mademoiselle, it is I.”
The guns rumbled as they were moved into place. His crew let go of the lines they’d been holding and the ship veered away from shore, heading into the Channel with the gun ports thrown open and the guns run out.
Off the starboard bow, Jean saw the English cutter coming closer.
Lady Joanna lurched for the rail. “My brother!”
“Too late for that!” he roared, pulling her back. He pointed to the aft hatch. “Get below decks where you will be safe.”
She backed away, again going for the rail. “Freddie!” she yelled.
“Stubborn woman,” he muttered. Striding to the rail, he looked over the side. A short distance from the ship, the rowing boat bobbed in the water, its occupants staring at him with a look of shock. “Get to shore!” Jean shouted. “I will take care of her!”
“’Tis the comte!” Frederick cried to his large companion. With that, the scarred man bent to the oars and rowed hard for shore.
Jean faced Lady Joanna. “Your brother will be safe. The two ships will soon pass. Do as I say and get below!”
He turned from her to see the revenue cutter hoisting her signals, the red ensign flying from the gaff visible even in the fading twilight.
The English ship fired a single musket shot, an order for la Reine Noire to heave to.
Jean took no notice. He had no intention of doing as the English captain wished. He would not deliver his ship or his aristocratic passenger into the hands of English Customs.
Émile stepped up to him. “Yer orders, Capitaine?”
“As soon as the cutter is in range, fire a warning over her bow.”
Émile saluted and stepped to one of the starboard guns. “Hé, le gars! Let us give this English dog a warning bark to show him we, too, can bite.”
As the ships began to pass before each other, la Reine Noire sailing west and the revenue cutter heading east, Jean read the name on the English ship: HMS Orestes.
Behind him, Lady Joanna shouted, “’Tis Captain Ellis’ ship!”
Shocked she had disobeyed him, he turned and scowled. “Right now, I care not, Mademoiselle. You must go below! The cutter has no idea I have a female on board. You are fair game like the rest of us.” He turned to his nearest crewmember. “Baudin, get this one to my cabin.”
The bos’n grabbed Lady Joanna’s arm and turned her toward the aft hatch. This time, she did not protest.
Émile shouted, “Fire!” The starboard gun belched flame and smoke, blazing away.
On the deck of the Orestes, a biscuit toss away, red-jacketed Marines raised their muskets and fired, the snap and whine of the shots echoing over the water.
Smoke billowed in the air and balls flew across la Reine Noire’s deck. Jean’s crew yelled as they scampered to avoid them. His sailmaker let out a groan and dropped to the deck not far away.
Chaos reigned all around him for a moment, but his well-trained crew quickly moved into battle positions and readied the guns.
Jean shouted orders and the deck crew jumped to obey. The square sails filled with a “thump” and the yards creaked as the ship picked up speed, lunging ahead. “The English ship will have to turn to give chase,” he yelled to Émile, who hurried to Jean’s side. “But with more guns, the cutter is a laboring ox. They’ll not catch us.”
He turned to be certain his passenger had gone below. To his horror, just short of the aft hatch, the bos’n stood looking down at Lady Joanna lying unconscious on the deck. Her hat had come off, leaving her beautiful auburn hair splayed out around her. Dark red blood seeped from her belly and flowed to the wooden planks.
“Seigneur Dieu!” he cried and rushed to her, crouching down to sweep her into his arms. He shouted to Émile, “The ship is yours. Make for Lorient!”
The quartermaster, his face frozen in shock, stared at the woman Jean held in his arms. “Oui, Capitaine.”
Jean disappeared down the hatch. At his open cabin door, he passed Gabe and laid Lady Joanna on his bed. “Quickly, Gabe, more light, warm sea water and bandages! I fear the lady has been gravely wounded.”
Sitting on the edge of the bed, Jean grabbed one of his shirts lying on top of the cover and pressed it to the front of Lady Joanna’s blood-soaked breeches. Out of the corner of his eye, Jean saw Gabe pause to look.
“No time to gawk. Maintenant!”
“Oui, Capitaine.” The lad scurried to do as ordered, lighting another lantern and placing it on the table near Jean. Then Gabe dashed to one of Jean’s chests for the bandages. Heating sea water would take longer for the boy would have to go to the galley.
The ship’s carpenter handled minor injuries and could even dig out musket balls when necessary, but Jean’s miracle-working surgeon, Pierre Bouchet, remained in Lorient, stubbornly refusing to go to sea. Jean would allow no one, except him or his surgeon, to touch Lady Joanna. He clenched his teeth, determined to do whatever he must to see her through this.
The blood seeping from her breeches soon soaked through the shirt he held to her body. He could see no alternative but to remove her clothes.
His cabin boy brought him the bandages.
“Drying cloths, Gabe!” Jean ordered, reaching out his hand so the boy need not approach.
The cabin boy placed the requested cloths in his hand. “I will see to the water, Capitaine.”
The cabin door slammed shut as boy left for the galley.
Jean ripped open Lady Joanna’s waistcoat, sending buttons flying, then more cautiously lifted her shirt. He did not allow his gaze to linger on her beautiful breasts, but covered them with one of the cloths. Then he carefully opened her blood-soaked breeches and slid them off, tossing them to the deck. He had tried not to look at the auburn curls at the juncture of her thighs but so alluring a sight was impossible to avoid. As if Neptune had washed a sea goddess up on Jean’s deck, her pale ivory skin and long auburn hair made her appear an ethereal creature.
He ripped the rest of her shirt from her and placed another drying cloth over the thatch of auburn curls. With only her belly bared, he turned his attention to the damage done by the musket.
She had worn no stays under her man’s clothing, so he was seeing her marred naked flesh. The ball had sliced across her abdomen, from one side to the other. Thankfully, the resulting gash was not deep. If none of her organs were affected, as he hoped, she would have a good chance of surviving. Even so, she could die from fever or blood loss.
His cabin door sprung open and Gabe stood there holding a metal container. “Are ye ready for the sea water, Capitaine?”
“Oui, set it there.” He pointed to the stool next to his shelf bed. Gabe placed the container on the stool, together with another drying cloth.
“At least she is unconscious,” Jean muttered as he set about cleaning the wound, “or this would be agony for her.”
He tried to remember what Bouchet had done when treating flesh ripped open by musket balls. He glanced at the decanter on the table. “Bring me that brandy, Gabe.”
The boy held out the brandy. Once Jean had cleaned the wound of fibers and blood, he doused it with the liquor, something he’d seen Bouchet do countless times.
Holding a cloth over the wound, he said to Gabe, “Ask Cook for some of that clover honey we acquired in Guernsey, s’il vous plaît. A small jar will do.”
While he waited for the honey, another substance Bouchet used liberally, Jean brooded over the grisly wound on so fair a skin. “Quel sacrilège,” he hissed under his breath. Silently, he prayed she would heal. Her skin would be marked, but he was not a man to care about a woman’s jagged scar. He had scars of his own to match any left on her.
A lock of her hair had fallen over her forehead and he reached out to brush it from her beautiful face. A long auburn curl lying on the pillow drew his attention. He picked it up and rubbed it between his finger and thumb. He had admired her hair from afar more than once and, now, it was in his hand. In the light of the lantern, he saw more clearly the strands of burnished copper ribboned in auburn locks.
More than her beauty, it had been her spirit that drew him. Lady Joanna was bold, independent and unafraid. Seeing her like this, broken and struggling to live, flooded him with tender feelings and a desire to protect her.
He could love such a woman if he allowed himself, but his last venture down that path had nearly destroyed him. He could not again risk so much. And she might not be willing. Despite what must have been many offers for her hand, she had accepted none. Then too, they came from different worlds, even different faiths.
But if he had anything to say about it, she would be a smuggler no more.
He took her hand and gently squeezed. “’Twill be all right, Lady Joanna,” he whispered. “I will not allow you to die.”
A few minutes later, Gabe returned with the honey.
“Good lad. Now, a clean shirt if you will.” Once he had bandaged her wound, the shirt would serve as a chemise de nuit for her.
The boy took one of Jean’s shirts from a chest under the stern windows and brought it to the bed, laying it at her feet.
“Ask Cook to make some willow bark tea.” The tea could have waited, but Jean wanted to be alone with Lady Joanna for what he had to do next.
Gabe did as bid and turned toward the cabin door.
Jean poured a bit of honey on her wound, just enough to cover and seal the gaping flesh. Removing the cloth that covered her breasts, he lifted her with one arm and wrapped the length of bandage around her belly with the other. He repeated the action three times before laying her back against the pillow.
As carefully as he could, Jean slipped the shirt over her head and worked her arms into the sleeves, then inched the shirt down her body. Unable to resist, he bent over her and touched his lips to her forehead. Her skin was still cool. Then he covered her and sat back.
“Voilà, c’est fait.”
If by sheer force of his will he could compel her to live, she would.



Chapter 13
Joanna’s thoughts swirled in a misty fog as she and her companions waited on the beach for a smuggler’s ship expected off Bognor. Near darkness surrounded them as hours passed, the only sound the waves racing over the shingles. The ship had not appeared as expected. She fretted, a sinking feeling coming over her. What has happened?
Finally, a ship emerged out of the fog, heaving to just offshore. Its sails seemed to glow in the light of the full moon peeking through the mist.
Anxiety washed over her. Something was amiss.
Suddenly, an Excise cutter broke through the darkness, guns blazing flames, illuminating the smoke-filled air. Shot sliced through the sheets of the smuggler’s ship.
Men grunted as they fell; others raced to the guns to return fire.
The air exploded around them.
“No!” she screamed, her heart pounding in her chest.
A cool cloth brushed over her forehead and the images faded. She awoke to pain and nausea and a vague sense of motion like being rocked in a cradle. Someone held her hand.
Where was she?
“’Tis all right, Lady Joanna. You are safe.”
She rolled her head toward the voice she recognized as belonging to the French comte and slowly opened her eyes.
Haunted black eyes looked back at her. He was not the fashionably attired comte she remembered in his crisp white shirt garnished with lace, claret waistcoat and black velvet coat. He was not even the ship’s captain clothed all in black, his features shadowed beneath his tricorne. Here was an entirely different man.
Haggard in appearance, his ebony hair, shot with silver, hung disheveled and unconfined, long to his shoulders. His wrinkled shirt gaped open at the neck, revealing a scattering of black hair on his tanned chest. Here was the pirate she had only heard about, a seductive Frenchman who must have broken many hearts.
“Ah, you are awake. I am greatly relieved. Were you to die on my ship, Torrington would be most displeased.”
Joanna detected amusement in his words. It would be like him to try and humor her even in this. But his dark eyes revealed only concern.
“We cannot have that,” she croaked. Her gaze reached behind him seeing moving reflections filtering through the stern windows. The rocking motion suggested she might be on a ship. “Where am I?”
“In my cabin, Mademoiselle, aboard my ship and sailing to Lorient.”
With his free hand, he again wiped her forehead with a cool cloth. “My surgeon, Pierre Bouchet, is in Lorient and I want him to see your wound. The musket ball grazed you. ’Twas clean, but you lost a great deal of blood. I have done all I can, but I do not possess Bouchet’s skill.”
She struggled to rise. The pain in her abdomen pierced like a knife. She subsided onto the pillow with a heavy sigh. Donet placed his hands gently on her shoulders, holding her down.
“You must not move overmuch, Mademoiselle. I believe you are out of danger, but your body needs time to mend and that will take weeks.”
She could not go to France. She must go home! Freddie would be worried. Freddie! What had become of him and Zack? In her mind, she heard echoes of muskets firing, felt the searing pain in her belly and the hard deck rising up to meet her as she fell. “Freddie and Zack… Were they hurt?”
“Your brother is safe and he knows you are with me. The large man with the scarred face—the one you call Zack—rowed them both to shore. The cutter can’t pursue them on land, of course, but your Commander Ellis will be plying the waters off Bognor more frequently now.”
Joanna let out a breath, relieved to hear they had gotten away. “Did they know I was injured?” She settled into the soft bed, trying to ignore the throbbing in her belly.
“I do not think so.”
“Oh.” In a way, that was worse, for Freddie and Zack would wonder, if she were well, why she remained with the comte. “I must return to England, Monsieur. My family will worry.”
“I do not believe your younger brother will expect you anytime soon. And, after the encounter with your Commander Ellis, I cannot sail la Reine Noire back to England, at least not for some time. They might seize my ship. The English authorities cannot summon me to England for trial, but I must consider what they would do to you. I’d not see you face the hangman’s noose.”
He watched her closely. Did he expect her to panic? She would not. She met his steady gaze with her own. “You have other ships, I trust?”
He smiled. “I do.”
“Perhaps you would be so good as to return me to England in one of those?”
“Eventually, oui. But not until you are well and I am free to do so.”
His voice was that of a captain in command of his ship. It would do little good to confront him in her weakened condition. She took in a breath and slowly let it out, trying to ignore the pain. “I shall try to recover quickly. You have my thanks for seeing to Freddie and Zack.”
“You are welcome, my lady.”
She looked toward the stern windows. “What time is it?”
“’Tis afternoon but the sky is clouded over, hence the dim light in my cabin. We may soon be into rough seas. I should be on deck.”
Another thought occurred to Joanna causing her to shut her eyes tight. If word got out she had remained on a ship full of men with no chaperone, her family would face scorn. But there was no help for it. She could not very well swim back to England. She had always believed she would live an unusual life, but she had not imagined all of London would gossip about her as a fallen woman.
Once she recovered, she would somehow find her way back to The Harrows. Richard was rigid in many ways, but he would never turn her out. Perhaps the comte might take her to England in another of his ships. If she were lucky, she would return before Richard, Tillie and Aunt Hetty left London. Parliament had been called into session in the middle of May, so the Lords would not be released until sometime in August. She had time.
She opened her eyes as Donet laid his hand on her forehead. His calloused palm was warm on her skin. His touch was gentle but too intimate to be proper. Of course, she felt certain he had touched her in more intimate ways than that in tending her wound.
“You have been fevered, my lady, but Dieu merci the fever has finally broken.”
“How long was I… unconscious?”
“Two days or more, though you were not so much unconscious as delirious. Last night, I gave you laudanum to help you sleep. It seems to have worked.”
She slipped one hand beneath the cover and realized only a thin cloth covered her naked body. “Who?”
“It was I who removed your clothes. It was necessary. Of course, my attention was directed at your wound. You wear one of my shirts, which is long enough to serve as a lady’s shift.”
Hardly decent. But she could not complain under the circumstances. Still, imagining the comte seeing her naked caused a deep blush to creep up her face and heat to spread across her breasts, the same breasts he must have seen no matter how focused he was on her wound. What about her personal needs? She could not bear to think of the comte tending to those. Moreover, she had no intention of raining the subject. Instead, she took a deep breath and asked, “You are a smuggler then?”
“At times.” Then he smiled broadly and laughed. His laughter warmed her. “It seems we both dabble in free trade, non?”
“So it seems, Monsieur,” she said, resigned to his knowing what she could no longer deny.
He frowned. “You engage in the business with some misguided notion of helping the poor, I believe.”
“I am not misguided. Half of Chichester starves and I am determined to see them fed.”
“Would not a ladies’ charity be more appropriate for the sister of an English peer? And less dangerous?”
For some reason, she wanted him to understand. “It started with a basket of food I delivered to a poor family barely surviving. The husband had been killed in the war. There were three children. When I learned many of the villagers—even the brother of my own maid—had become smugglers to feed their families, I offered to help. One thing led to another and, well, here I am.”
“Oui, and where is that?” His gaze traveled over her body, bandaged beneath the bed cover, a body he had obviously perused at some length. “You’re wounded and lying on a smuggler’s ship.”
“I did what I could. Foolish, it may have been, but it improved the lives of the villagers.”
“I would not argue with you in your weakened condition. We will discuss your future in smuggling when you have recovered. À présent, I must see you fed. Some broth, I think.” Over his shoulder, he said, “Gabe, fetch more of Cook’s chicken broth for our guest, this time with some bits of meat.”
Gabe must be his cabin boy. She did not realize the lad had been hovering in the shadows.
“Oui, Capitaine,” the boy replied. The cabin door opened and shut.
“You should know Gabe has been my able assistant in your care.”
The comte still held her hand, its strength and warmth bringing her comfort. How long, she wondered, had he done so? She had a vague memory of her hazy fevered state in which she floated somewhere above the bed. Always she had been tethered to a hand gripping hers. He had held her to reality, to earth, perhaps even to life. She could not fail to show her gratitude.
“I am grateful, Monsieur, to you and your cabin boy for all you have done for me.”
The boy returned with a bowl and spoon. “Bonjour, Mademoiselle.”
She smiled at the boy. Donet let go of her hand and helped her to sit against the pillows. The pain knifed through her belly, causing her to wince.
His brow furrowed. “You can thank me by being a good patient, eating your broth, and doing as I instruct.”
“So, I am now subject to your orders?”
“As is everyone on my ship, Mademoiselle. Would you like some brandy with the broth? It might help dull the pain.”
She let out a breath, resigned for the moment to complying with the arrogant captain’s demands. After all, he had likely saved her life. “Perhaps that would be wise,” she agreed.
The comte took the brandy from his table and poured some in the bowl of broth Gabe held. Then Donet took the bowl and brought a spoonful of the broth to her lips.
She sipped, the burn in her throat distracting her from the pain in her belly. She had tasted brandy before, of course, but it was not a lady’s drink and not usually mixed with broth.
When she’d finished all of the broth, Donet gently laid her back on the pillow. How many times had he done so over the last few days?
“I will see you have some laudanum tonight so that you can sleep.”
“A small amount, perhaps. From the look of you, Monsieur, you also need some. Did you not sleep?”
“I will now that you are out of danger.”
A sudden movement at the foot of the bed drew her attention. Huge golden eyes peered at her from glossy black fur. “A cat?”
“’Tis the ship’s cat, M’sieur Franklin, named after the American statesman who provided my letter of marque in the war. He is well beloved in France.”
The cat rose from the bed and stalked toward her. It was the largest cat she had ever seen. “Has the cat been here all this time?”
“Oui, he has not left your side but to catch his dinner in the days you have lain here.”
“And I have not sneezed?”
“Sneezed? Non, not once.”
The cat came closer. She reached out to stroke its glossy fur. The huge animal began to purr and curled up beside her. “Aunt Hetty’s cat always makes me sneeze. How odd this one does not.”
Donet grinned. “It seems mon chat is pleased with your touch.”

Jean trudged up the companionway, forcing his eyes to stay open, still thinking of Lady Joanna’s fingers running through Franklin’s fur. He had imagined those same fingers running through his hair. He shook his head to clear his thinking. After going so long without sleep, even longer without a woman, his mind had conjured something that could never be.
Emerging onto the weather deck, he breathed in the fresh sea air and yawned. The white caps on a gray sea beneath heavy dark clouds told him a storm was coming. The growing wind blew his hair into his face. Taking a ribbon from his waist, he tied it back.
Émile glanced toward Jean standing near the helm. The quartermaster’s face was set in grim lines as he marched toward Jean from amidships.
“Well?” said Émile, arriving at Jean’s side. “After so long and very few reports from yer lad, the whole crew wonders if the English smuggler has survived. Or their capitaine for that matter.”
“She lives. I have remained with her because I was worried. The wound was not a simple one. She lost much blood. Then the fever consumed her.” He met Émile’s gaze. “For a while, it was close, mon ami, but I think she will recover.”
“Mon Dieu, Capitaine, what would ye have done had she died? This smuggler is not only a woman, but Lady Joanna West!”
“Yes, yes, I know.” He crossed his arms over his chest. Standing with his feet apart, he searched the ship for signs of damage. “I have known all along.”
Émile inclined his head. “Ye have?”
“You don’t think her breeches could hide her woman’s shape from me, do you? It took only a little more information for me to ascertain her precise identity. I have been wondering how long it would take you to realize the truth of it.”
Émile pressed his lips tightly together and scowled.
“’Tis true. Lady Joanna leads the Bognor smugglers.”
Émile shook his head. “The crew won’t like having a woman aboard. We both know ’tis bad luck to have a woman on the ship, especially one they can’t touch.”
“Most will accept it. You may tell them she is my lady. And those few who do not accept her I will replace in Lorient.” In the long nights he had watched over her, Jean had sorted through the crew in his mind, deciding which ones might present a problem.
“How fares the ship? Gabe’s reports were rather vague, but I knew if the damage were severe, you’d have sent for me.”
His quartermaster looked aloft. “The English dog got off a lucky shot that sheared the main peak halyard. The bos’n and his mates rigged a jury splice that’s holding for now. The spanker boom and stern are cut up some, but nothing serious.” Facing Jean, he said, “The carpentry can wait until we reach port, but meanwhile, what’ll ye do with her, Capitaine?”
“Lady Joanna will sail with us to Lorient, of course. ’Tis not far from there to Saintonge. I would not send her back to England until she is well. Nor would I allow anyone other than myself to see her safely home. Since I cannot sail la Reine Noire to England any time soon and my sloop in Lorient needs some alterations to be readied, the lady will be with us for some time.”
“Does she know her sojourn in France will be longer than she might expect?”
Jean shook his head. “After she made her displeasure known to me at being forced to sail to Lorient, I thought to wait till we arrive before telling her she will be seeing more of France.”
His quartermaster gave Jean a lingering perusal. “Ye don’t seem bothered by the prospect of having her with ye.”
Jean gave his friend a sidelong glance. “Oddly, I am not.”
“I see.”
Perhaps Émile saw more than Jean intended. But he was too weary to think of it. He closed his eyes, swaying with the movement of the ship. He could fall asleep where he stood.
“If ye don’t mind my saying so, Capitaine, ye look like a whore’s bed. Why not get something to eat and a few hours of sleep?”
Jean’s head ached and his eyes burned. “That was my plan, but I could not sleep without a damage report and seeing to our passenger. Wake me should the storm turn out to be more than a small squall.”
“And where will ye be sleeping?” asked Émile.
He fought a yawn. “Oh, did I forget to say? Since yours is the largest of the officers’ cabins and the only one with two bunks, I thought to share with you.”
Émile smirked. “Ye may recall there’s a reason few would share my cabin.”
Jean furrowed his brow.
“I snore.”
He shrugged. “I doubt if any noise will keep me awake tonight. But if the sea turns ugly, Lady Joanna might become frightened, so wake me. I’ve kept Gabe out of the cabin for most of the last days. He is putting it to rights now. He’s to bring her food if she is up to it, but no one, save me, may tend her wound.”
Émile muttered an oath under his breath, unhappy, Jean knew, for having the lady aboard. “Oui, it will be done as ye say.”
Jean, on the other hand, had no such qualms. With the vixen onboard, life was bound to be interesting.

Joanna watched Gabe move about the captain’s cabin, cleaning up the mess created by her presence. During the two days she had lain in the throes of the fever, Donet must have denied the boy his usual duties.
Everything was in disarray, her bloodstained clothes in one corner where Donet had apparently thrown them, books scattered on the table and charts strewn across his desk. Even the leavings from his hastily eaten meals were evident.
Thoughts of the comte’s care for her, especially his removing her clothes, made her cheeks flush with heat. He must have seen all of her.
The boy fussed as he cleaned the cabin, giving her the feeling he had no tolerance for disorder in his captain’s domain. He set the empty chamber pot next to the bed.
Before the night was out, she would need to use it. Perhaps the brandy he had left on the stool nearby would dull the pain so that she could get out of the bed on her own.
Awake for the first time in days, she thought to engage the boy in conversation. “Gabe, I want to thank you for helping the captain attend my wound.”
He looked down at his feet. “I only did as ordered.”
“Even so,” she began and then thought better of it. “You speak English well. Have you served the captain long?”
He straightened. “The last three years of the American War, Mademoiselle.”
He must have been eight or nine when he joined Donet’s crew. He had the swarthy complexion of a Breton, yet his face still possessed the soft curves of a boy beneath his wavy brown hair. Circling his neck was a red handkerchief. Over his shirt, he wore a light blue jacket. Like most of the crew, his breeches were wide-kneed “slops”. Some of the crew, she had noticed, went barefoot, but Gabe wore white hose and leather shoes.
The boy reshelved two leather-bound volumes that had been lying open on the table, night reading for the comte, perhaps.
“Monsieur Donet is a good captain?”
“Le meilleur.” Then, possibly because he did not know she spoke French well, he added, “the best.”
His hurried movements implied he felt awkward in her presence. “I imagine you would rather I did not occupy his cabin.”
The boy shrugged. “’Tis what the capitaine wishes.”
Curious, she ventured to ask, “Am I the first woman to be in his cabin?”
He turned and faced her, his stance proud. “No woman has ever stepped foot in his cabin while I have served him.”
Tempted to laugh, she smiled instead. “Then I shall try not to be a burden. Once I am better able to move about, perhaps the captain can assign me another cabin.”
The boy’s face appeared to take on a pleased expression as he considered her words. Loyal, this one, and she admired him for it.
Gabe left the cabin saying he would return shortly. Now was her chance to use the chamber pot. Fortified with another gulp of brandy, she eased off the bed. The cabin swam before her. Slumping back on the bed, she waited until the cabin settled and the only movement was the pitch and roll of the ship.
With one hand on the bed, she gingerly slipped her feet to the deck and reached for the chamber pot, an action that brought a knifing pain to her belly. She clenched her teeth and waited for the wave of pain to pass. She had yet to see what lay under her bandages and was none too eager to glimpse the damage inflicted by Commander Ellis’ Marines.
Since she could not very well crouch, she leaned to the left, stretching out her hand, and grasped the edge of the metal container. Taking a deep breath, she brought the pot up under the captain’s shirt that fell to her mid-thighs and let nature do the rest. “Ah,” she sighed in relief.
Still lightheaded, Joanna slowly slid the chamber pot to the deck and sagged back on the bed. The roll of the ship as it sliced through the gray sea she glimpsed out the windows only added to her unstable feeling. It wasn’t the seasickness some experienced, rather a kind of weakness. It might be due to her lack of food or the loss of blood, or both.
She rested her head on the pillow and slowly pulled the blue cover over her. Her new friend, Franklin, whom she had decided to call “Ben”, curled up beside her and promptly went to sleep, purring like a warm clockwork.
Had the comte really stayed with her for more than two days? She would never have thought him capable of so much tender care.
Her gaze drifted about his cabin, alighting on the pedestal table and, beyond it, the mahogany desk and bookcase, its treasured volumes secured with strips of wood. Cobalt blue velvet curtains framed the windows, the same fabric as the bed cover. The large well-appointed cabin spoke of a man who wanted his comforts while at sea.
It felt improperly intimate to be in his bed and in his private domain.
Her courage flagged as she considered her situation. She had sailed away from her home and family on a foreign ship to a country she’d never seen under the command of a captain who’d once been a pirate, not to mention his cutthroat crew. Yet Donet had tended her wound and held her hand through her fevered days and nights. Perhaps because of that, despite all the strangeness and uncertainty around her, she felt no fear. Instead, she felt protected and safe.
But what did she really know of him? A pirate turned nobleman, Donet was entering his fourth decade; she was in her second. She’d been five years old and sneaking treats from the kitchen when he’d defied his father to marry the woman he loved. When she was taking cello lessons and learning how to dance, he had become a privateer, capturing English ships and gaining accolades from two countries. He had experienced much of life when her life had only begun. Yet smuggling had brought them together and now her life was in his hands.
It could be worse, she supposed. She could have been killed. And how would Monsieur Donet, comte de Saintonge and captain of the sixteen-gun la Reine Noire, have explained that to Richard? She smiled to herself as her eyes began to grow heavy.
Perhaps pirates—or former pirates—never had to explain anything at all.



Chapter 14
Bay of Biscay, off the coast of Brittany, France
Another three days and they were past the storm and heading south by southeast, closing on Lorient. Jean felt much better for having had some sleep, though Émile’s loud snoring was making him eager to return to his own bed. Not likely that. It would belong to Lady Joanna for as long as she was aboard.
Each night, he fell into the narrow bunk, imagining her curled up in his larger bunk with his cat, a very inviting scene. He had an overwhelming desire to replace the cat in her bed though he knew it could never be a simple affair with a woman like that.
After checking with M’sieur Ricard at the helm, he headed below decks. He had taken to joining Lady Joanna for his déjeuner and dinner since he was accustomed to eating in his cabin. Émile had dined with them once, but the quartermaster fumbled with his knife and fork, still awkward in her presence and uncomfortable with her lad’s attire.
Arriving at his cabin door, Jean hesitated before knocking. He shouldn’t have to knock to enter his own cabin, but gallantry required he do so.
Gabe opened the cabin door and greeted him with a terse “Capitaine.” He supposed the lad didn’t like having a woman aboard any more than did Émile, but both had accepted their captain’s orders and were treating her like a guest.
Jean scanned the table. The lad had laid a fine repast of brioche, smoked fish, fruit and cheese. His mouth watered and he inhaled deeply the aroma of hot coffee wafting through the air. His first cup of the day was always most welcome.
Sunlight streamed in through the stern windows touching all in his cabin, including the vixen sitting at his table. He shut the cabin door and accepted the coffee from Gabe.
The cabin boy begged leave to go to the galley to see to his own breakfast. Jean nodded and waved him on his way.
He sipped his coffee watching his guest. She sat straight in her chair as if she had just paid a morning call on Lady Danvers and they were sharing tea in her London parlor. Her attire, however, one of his shirts and a pair of Gabe’s breeches, spoke of an entirely different setting. After she had awakened from the fever, she had insisted on changing her own bandages, depriving him of a glimpse of her glorious body, but he had not forgotten what lay beneath her male attire.
“Won’t you join me?” she asked.
He pulled out a chair and sat. “You do better as each day passes.”
“I do, don’t I?”
Franklin sidled to the table and disappeared under it. Jean inclined his head to see the cat rubbing against her leg. “My cat has become quite attached to you.”
The cat purred and she reached down to scratch his ears.
“Ben and I have become friends; he likes to sleep next to me.”
“Ben?”
Her cognac eyes glistened with her smile. “I think the shorter name suits him, don’t you? In any event, he doesn’t seem to mind.”
“Hmm…” Jean set down his coffee and picked up a piece of brioche. The vixen continued to stroke the cat’s fur. He wouldn’t mind what she called him either if he could sleep next to her and she petted him the way she was petting the cat.
Since his wife died, he had indulged in only a few liaisons with women, finding them unsatisfying. Yet he still had desires and the stirrings her presence caused brought to mind feelings long forgotten, emotions he thought never to have again. Fear licked at the wounds he had hidden for years.
Lady Joanna lavished honey on her brioche and then licked it off. Watching her pink tongue reach out to taste the sweet nectar made his loins harden.
He remembered spreading honey on her belly but, at the time, licking it from her skin had not occurred to him so focused had he been on saving her life. But now, he wanted to kiss those honeyed lips, to take her full breasts in his hands and lick her all over before sending his hard body pounding into her softness. Clamping down on his rising desire, he broke off another piece of brioche and brought it to his mouth.
“’Tis a bit like painting the lily to add honey to the sweet bread, don’t you think?”
She grinned. “Since I am forced to be your guest, Monsieur Donet, I should think I might eat the brioche any way I like. Besides, your cabin boy offered me the honey and ’tis quite good.”
“It comes from Guernsey.” He lifted his coffee to his mouth and swallowed the dark liquid, ordering his body to calm. “A place I think you would like very much. I have a warehouse there full of tea, brandy and… other things. That is where the silk was stored.”
“I remember the silk,” she said with a sigh. “Brocade such as I have never seen.”
“I chose the vermilion because I knew it would go well with your hair.”
Her eyes flashed a look of surprise before focusing on her coffee. “I do recall you telling me you have known from the beginning I was a smuggler. ’Tis embarrassing to think my disguise so transparent.”
“Only to me. My quartermaster, M’sieur Bequel, with whom you spoke, never suspected. Nor did any of my crew.”
She smiled at him over her brioche and swept her tongue over her honey-sweetened lips. The sunlight had rendered her long auburn curls a waterfall of burnished copper. The innocence in her eyes told him she was unaware of her seductive effect.
Her eyes seemed to scrutinize him as she bit her bottom lip. “So, you keep secrets?”
“Many,” he said.
“A man who keeps secrets is unusual. And one who knows ladies’ fashion is most rare. You, Captain Donet, are a rare and unusual man.”
He laughed. “I am French, Mademoiselle. I once had a wife and still have a daughter, and I have been to Versailles, which may explain my familiarity with silk and ladies’ fashions. As for the other, you must know that pirates and spies, both of which I have been, must frequently keep secrets.”
“I knew you had been a pirate, but a spy?”
“In the war, oui. Ostensibly for America’s Mr. Franklin, but our Foreign Minister, Charles Gravier, comte de Vergennes, was his partner in all.”
She merely shrugged at his past pursuits, then blithely licked honey from another piece of brioche. Many women would be horrified. Not this one.
He liked looking at her across his table and would regret the day he must return her to her brother. But until then, he would enjoy her company. “Once we are anchored in Lorient, I will take you to my home. It overlooks the harbor. You will be more comfortable there. I will, of course, provide you with a maid.” He didn’t expect to find a lady’s maid at the château in Saintonge since both his brother and father had been widowers at the time of their deaths.
“How long will we be in Lorient?”
“Only a few days.” He did not tell her they would be going on from there to Saintonge. She would know soon enough. “If M’sieur Bouchet assures me you are on your way to a full recovery, I will take you to a modiste I know who can make up some gowns. At my expense, of course.”
“’Tis very generous, Monsieur, but it hardly seems fitting for you to buy clothes for a lady who is not your wife, your sister or your daughter.”
“If it bothers you, I can seek recompense from Torrington, but I would prefer the gowns and other garments you will require be my gift for your trouble. I can hardly send you back to England in breeches.”
Her cheeks flushed scarlet. At that moment, sitting there with her auburn hair falling down her back and honey glistening on her lips, he had no desire to return her to England or, indeed, to send her anywhere he did not plan to go.
Stifling an urge to tumble her to his bed, he set his napkin on the table and stood. “I must see my ship safely into Lorient. When that is accomplished, I will come for you.”

Joanna drank the last of her coffee, which was quite good, though she found it ironic Donet did not offer her tea when he must have plenty of it stashed in his hold. Or, maybe he no longer did, having unloaded his goods at Bognor. All but the silk, she reminded herself. That was still aboard. He had known she would like the vermilion silk. The man had very good taste.
Slowly, she rose, flinching only a little at the pull of her damaged but healing skin and walked to the stern windows. She felt quite accomplished now that she could cross the cabin while the ship was under way without holding on to the edge of the table.
Gazing out at the sun dancing on the waters roiling in the ship’s wake, she drifted into a contented state and her mind turned to the mysterious Captain Donet.
She had no trouble picturing him as a spy. There had always been an air of danger and mystery about him. The way he had shouted orders to his crew as the revenue cutter sailed straight toward them proved he was calm in the face of danger.
He had said she would be staying at his home in Lorient. ’Twould be scandalous if it were known she had been alone with him in his home, but the prospect appealed all the same. He had been a gentleman for all she had feared him a rogue. And she believed he would keep his word and return her to England. Truth be told, she enjoyed being with him, perhaps too much for her own good.
Behind her, she heard the cabin door open and turned to see Gabe returning. “Good morning.”
“Bonjour, my lady.” He set about clearing the table and straightening the cabin.
Joanna turned back to gaze out the large windows. The coastline of Brittany lay off one side of the ship. As the ship turned eastward, land came into view off the stern she had not noticed before. “Is that an island?”
Without looking out the window, the cabin boy said, “Île de Groix, the island Groix. It marks the place where the ship turns into the channel leading to the harbor of Lorient.”
The small island seemed to float above the blue waters. Above its sea-battered cliffs, white clouds drifted in an azure sky. She would have liked to see the island from the main deck, but Donet had not allowed her out of his cabin. At first, the pain from her wound would not permit her to climb the ladder or to walk so far. Now, she believed his order to stay below had more to do with his men. They must know he kept a woman in his cabin, but did they believe she was an injured English smuggler who had masqueraded as a man? Or did they think he had made her his mistress?
She toyed with the wicked thought for a moment, allowing her imagination to sweep her into his arms. He was the first man to ever make her think of such things. But perhaps he did not find her attractive, particularly in her men’s clothing. After all, he had been more polite than anything. He did not even flirt with her like other men did.
When he came for her, ready to disembark, she might be able to discern from the faces of his crew what they believed about her. M’sieur Bequel, the quartermaster, gave no hint of his feelings when he had joined her and Donet for dinner. A gruff man, he had nevertheless been gracious in his manners, recalling to mind his attendance at the christening. Even then, she had thought there was something familiar about Bequel.
Gabe came up beside her. “The capitaine asked me to give you one of his cloaks to wear. I have placed it just there.” He gestured to a black cloak flung over the back of one of the chairs. “It will be too large, I fear, but at least you can cover yourself. It has a hood.”
“Merci, Gabe. If he insists, I will wear it, but I expect today is too warm for a cloak. From what I can see, it will be a lovely day in Lorient.”
“Oui. Lorient is a very fine place.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “Many privateers and smugglers sail from there.”
She smiled to herself at the boy’s remark. Yes, she was a smuggler. Just like his captain.

Lorient, France
Draped in the ridiculously large cloak, Joanna followed Donet out of his cabin, grateful for his assistance in scaling the ladder to the weather deck. His touch, as ever, made her body come alive. She would have liked to turn in his arms and see if he would kiss her, but he acted only the gentleman.
With the hood drawn over her head, she crossed the deck behind Donet, his crew turning to stare, but not uttering a single jeer or rude comment.
With a few words to M’sieur Bequel, Donet took her elbow and led her down the gangway to the quay, the long cloak trailing behind her.
Once on the quay, she paused to scan the immense harbor, noting the many ships were not crowded together as they were on the Thames.
“So many ships,” she remarked.
“Lorient trades with Africa, India, America and the French colonies, so there are merchantmen as well as Indiamen here. And the Royal Navy of France uses Lorient. The port is always busy.”
Joanna thought it a splendid place. She had always loved the energy surrounding London’s port on the Thames. This port had the same feel.
One of Donet’s crew hailed a carriage and, soon, they were traveling away from the harbor. “The town is a half-mile from the port. ’Tis where M’sieur Bouchet has his practice.”
Joanna turned toward the open window, enjoying the breeze on her face after so many days below decks. The horses’ hooves clattered on the cobblestones as the carriage briskly moved along.
Lorient’s streets were broad and well paved with white stone houses and buildings on either side. Beyond the harbor lay wooded hills with scattered homes visible among the trees. Might he live in one of those?
He gazed out the window, pointing to the distant streets. “The main streets diverge in rays from the city gate. The others cross them at right angles. All is very orderly and clean, as you can see.”
She looked at him askance. Amusement danced in his dark gaze. She would not rise to the bait. All knew London had dirty streets. “And where do you live?”
“In the hills above the town. But first, we must pay a visit to M’sieur Bouchet. I dispatched one of my crew to let him know to expect us.”
They arrived at a small storefront with paned glass windows looking out on the street. Over the carved wooden door hung a gilded sign with the name “M. Bouchet” painted in script and beneath it “Chirurgien”.
The surgeon was nothing like Joanna expected.
A man of small stature with thinning gray hair, his green eyes sparkled behind his spectacles. “My lady, I have been expecting you.”
He wore simple but well-made clothing: a moss green velvet coat over black waistcoat and breeches. His cravat was devoid of lace but well tied. His manner was confidant yet oddly humble for a man so well thought of. So this is the miracle-working surgeon.
After Donet introduced them, Bouchet glanced at her briefly before waving her into the room where he examined his patients.
When Donet tried to follow, Bouchet stopped him with his outstretched hand. “I can see you are anxious, Capitaine, but you must allow me to do my work. Once I am finished with the mademoiselle, you will have my report.”
It occurred to Joanna that no one addressed him as the comte de Saintonge or Monsieur le comte, not on his ship, nor here in Lorient. All seemed to identify him with his ships and the sea, not the lands that went with his title. A nobleman engaged in business would be thought odd in England. Likely, it was the same in France, yet all accepted Donet no matter his role.
She followed the small surgeon into the room. One wall of his office was covered by a large mahogany cabinet filled with bottles and leather-bound books. The bottles were all neatly labeled though she could not read them from where she stood.
She turned to face him, uncertain as to what she should do.
“Show me the wound, if you will, Mademoiselle.”
Even though she knew him to be a surgeon greatly respected by the comte, to her, Bouchet was still a strange man. Nevertheless, she did as he asked and lifted her shirt and opened her breeches to bare her wounded flesh for his examination. She had given up the bandages this day knowing she was to see him.
He touched the large scab stretching across her belly, studying the skin around the healing wound. “You are fortunate ’twas M’sieur Donet who treated the wound, for he has watched me patch up his crew over the years and has obviously been paying close attention.”
He stood and wiped his hands on a cloth. “You will have a scar, but none so grievous as you might have had if another had tended you.”
Joanna believed she lived because of Donet’s efforts. Here was confirmation.
Monsieur Bouchet eyed her over his spectacles. “You may restore your clothes, Mademoiselle, such as they are. I expect the capitaine will replace them with proper attire for a lady.”
She felt her cheeks heat and tucked the captain’s shirt into her breeches. “He has told me he intends to do so.”
“I don’t suppose it would do any good to inquire as to how you came by the wound.”
“Does it matter, sir?” She would rather not admit she and the captain were smugglers, pursued by one of His Majesty’s revenue cutters.
“Perhaps not. Keep the wound clean and give it fresh air.” He handed her a small pot with a cork stuck in it. “Here is some salve. You will need it, for the wound will itch as it heals. Once you have a lady’s clothing, do not bind your stays or lace your gowns as tightly as you might otherwise.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, accepting his salve and his advice.
He paused as if considering what next to say. “I am very fond of the impudent capitaine, Mademoiselle, and since he has brought you to me, concern for you seeping from his every pore, I can only assume he is very fond of you. Know this: He bears wounds only seen with the heart, and the scars that have formed over the years still pain him. Tread carefully.”
The surgeon’s manner was in earnest, his counsel sincere and given for a purpose. She would remember it. “Thank you for telling me.”
He returned her a small smile and, with his words still echoing in her mind, she followed him out of the room. In the entry, Donet paced before the door.
When he looked up, brows raised in question, Bouchet said, “The wound heals nicely. You have done well, Capitaine, though you would have done better to have prevented the lady’s wound in the first place.”
“You are right, of course,” said Donet with uncharacteristic humility. “I will endeavor to assure la Reine Noire is not again exposed to the muskets of England’s Royal Marines.”
Joanna cringed. ’Twas the very information she had hoped to conceal.
The surgeon chuckled. “I recall hearing similar words from you before.”
Donet reached into his pocket and pulled out some coins. Bouchet waved him off. “You have given me enough money over the years to pay for my lodgings for the next decade. I would rather you spent your gold on proper garments for the lady.”
Joanna offered her hand to the surgeon, whom she was coming to like very much. Anyone who stood up to Donet earned her respect. “Thank you, Monsieur.”
“My pleasure,” he replied, bowing over her hand. Then he winked at Donet and went back into his office, closing the door.
They returned to the street and Donet assisted her into the waiting carriage.
“He is a surgeon of great skill?”
“He has saved the life of more than one of my crew. We hold him in the highest regard but, unfortunately, I have not been able to persuade him to sail with me.”
“Your talk of Royal Marines firing on your ship would not convince him to leave France?”
He chuckled. “You are probably correct. He knows well the hazards of the sea, particularly on a privateer’s ship. Even as a merchantman, my decks are not always free of danger. I take it you did not tell him?”
“I said nothing of how I came by the wound.”
“Well, Bouchet has seen enough to recognize yours for what it is. Given his optimistic words of your recovery, if you are willing, I would take you next to the modiste.”
“I cannot follow you about Lorient dressed like this.” She opened the cloak to reveal her male attire. “Yes, by all means, the modiste’s.”
“Parfait.” He leaned out the window and shouted an address to the coachman.
The carriage lurched forward, picking up speed as it rumbled over the cobblestones. Joanna looked out the window, aware the comte’s eyes still rested upon her. She had been keenly aware of his penetrating gaze that first night in Bognor. And now, sitting across from him, her heart beat excitedly. She kept her eyes on the passing shops, unwilling for him to see how he affected her.
The shops they passed were of different sizes but close together and all neatly trimmed out. Many of the doors were painted in bright colors.
A few streets on, the carriage rolled to a stop in front of a shop with a bay window. Over the bright blue door was a sign that read “Mme Provot”.
Donet helped her down. “Noëlle Provot is the finest modiste in Lorient. She learned her trade in Paris and returned home to marry M’sieur Provot, one of my business partners.”
Joanna gave him a sidelong glance, resisting the urge to ask what business that might be. It seemed the pirate had friends at all levels of society, both in London and in France. Unconfined to one class, he could move in all, seamlessly blending in with whatever group he deigned to join. Perhaps he had done so as a spy.
Donet opened the door and gestured her inside.
Joanna stared in wonder. Shelves from counter to ceiling graced the walls of the antechamber, filled with bolts of fabric in a rainbow of colors. Some were shimmering satins and silks, others fine woolens. She had frequented many shops in London with Cornelia searching for silks, satins and velvets. This establishment competed well with those in the selection offered.
“Capitaine Donet!” exclaimed a petite woman, who rushed from behind the counter toward him. “You return!” The modiste had a natural grace that reminded Joanna of Donet’s daughter Claire. Perhaps it came with being French.
He placed a kiss on each of the woman’s cheeks. “Madame, not only have I returned, but I have brought you a new customer.”
The woman’s blue eyes regarded Joanna with interest, the cloak she wore, her boy’s shoes and her long auburn hair falling about her shoulders now that she’d doffed the hood. What a rag-tag she must appear to this elegant French modiste.
The woman, older than Joanna by a decade, had a pleasant demeanor. Her cinnamon silk gown was simply styled with the merest bit of white lace at her cuffs. She wore her dark brown hair swept off her narrow face and twisted into a knot at her nape with a wooden pencil piercing it through. A very functional embellishment.
Without taking her eyes from Joanna, Madame Provot asked Donet, “Can this be the daughter for whom I have sewed so many gowns?”
Joanna stifled a gasp and glanced at Donet.
He covered his mouth with his hand and cleared his throat. “Non, this is not Claire, Madame. Allow me to introduce Lady Joanna West.”
Joanna had yet to speak, which would have told the modiste she was English, not French, but now she did. “I am most grateful to meet you, Madame Provot. As you can see,” she held open the cloak, “I am in dire need of a lady’s clothing.”
“Oui, je vois bien cela!” the modiste exclaimed, her expression conveying her shock at what Joanna wore. “I will see to it immediately.” With a pointed glance at Donet, she chided, “Wherever have you taken the lady that she would need to wear such clothes? They do not even fit her.” When he began to speak, the modiste waved him off. “Non, non, do not tell me. I do not wish to know.”
“The lady will require more than gowns,” said Donet. “In truth, a wardrobe is required and all that goes with it. The lady has some fine bolts of silk, which will be delivered to you later today from my ship, but you and she are free to select whatever fabric appeals. The bill is mine to pay. And if you could manage to find a gown for her to wear now, it would be much appreciated.”
The modiste’s eyes perked up. Joanna was certain Donet’s “appreciation” translated into more coin. “Entendu. It shall be done as you wish, Capitaine.” She looked at Joanna as if measuring her. “There is a gown that is nearly finished. I think it might suit you well. My assistant can alter it quickly.”
“That would be fine.” For once, Joanna was glad to doff breeches for a lady’s gown.
From his expression, Donet seemed pleased with the speed at which the woman was moving. But then, she was probably used to the demanding captain.
The modiste showed Joanna into a large inner room decorated in cream walls, one of which was covered in mirrors. Facing the mirrors on the far side of the room were two Louis XIV chairs upholstered in blue silk brocade. On the floor was an Aubusson carpet that reminded Joanna of Cornelia with its wide peach border. In the center, there was a ring of blue, spread like an open fan and surrounded with flowers. The effect was graceful and feminine like the woman who reigned over the shop.
Madame Provot called for her assistant, a girl she called “Flavie”, at the same time she reached for a silk gown in Verona green hanging on one of several pegs artfully arranged on one wall. The gown’s styling was tasteful, the bodice adorned with minimal lace and only a few bows. She could wear it most anywhere.
A young woman wearing a pink gown decorated with a blue gauze fichu and a mobcap over her blonde hair entered through a partly open door to what must have been a workshop. “Flavie,” said Madame Provot, “this is Lady Joanna, a friend of Capitaine Donet.”
The girl curtsied and, taking note of Joanna’s clothing, blinked twice as if to clear the image from her mind.
“We will be making several gowns for her,” Madame Provot continued, “a pelisse, a cloak and a bed robe. Since there is no time for a new one, the pale green brocade robe we keep for special clients will do. I will be back shortly to measure but, in the meanwhile, find her some undergarments and help her try on this gown. I believe it will fit with minor tailoring. You must finish it promptly as she will wear it today. She will also need a chemise de nuit.”
Flavie dipped a small curtsy. “Oui, Madame.”
The modiste faced Joanna. “If you will excuse me, my lady, I shall return in a moment.”
“Thank you.” Her gaze followed Madame Provot as she hurried out of the room, leaving Joanna with the distinct impression “the capitaine” was about to be pelted with questions.



Chapter 15
Jean watched Noëlle close the door to the inner room and walk toward him in determined fashion. He waited for the questions he knew would come.
“And what have we here, Capitaine? Plunder from one of your raids?”
He smiled. “You know me better than that, Noëlle. Have I ever brought home a woman from any of my trips?”
She pursed her lips and brought one hand to her chin. “Non, but I see the way you look at this one. Am I designing clothes for a new mistress peut-être?” With a smile, she moved her hand to her hip. “One who likes to wear the trousers, eh?”
“Non. Despite her appearance, Lady Joanna is the sister of a prominent English earl.”
Taken aback, she asked, “How did such a woman end up with you unchaperoned in Lorient?”
He let out an exasperated breath, supposing he would have to tell the tale more than once before it was done. “You recall that your husband and I sometimes invest in merchandise intended for English appetites?”
“Oui, but what has this lady to do with that?”
“Let’s just say one of those trips to deliver the merchandise led to an altercation with the revenue authorities while the mademoiselle was on my ship—in disguise, of course. Unfortunately, a musket ball found its way to her flesh.”
Noëlle’s expression became one of alarm. He attempted to assure her. “She has been wounded, oui, but she is healing. Which reminds me, when you fit her for the gowns, do not constrict her overmuch so that it pains her.”
“Am I to know where she is wounded?”
“I suppose you must. She may tell you herself, but the musket ball cut across her belly.”
“Mon Dieu.” She shook her head. “I will not ask how you know that, M’sieur. But do not worry for her. I will take the greatest of care. Skirts are typically full and we will not use a stomacher nor lace her gown overmuch.” She held her hands in front of her. “Now, tell me. Am I designing gowns for Lorient or somewhere else you have yet to go? Paris, as you are aware, requires more formal gowns than here.”
“For now, it will be Lorient and then on to Saintonge, but the lady does not know of the latter destination, so please do not mention it.”
“Ah yes, I had heard our favorite capitaine now has a title. Your father’s, oui?”
He nodded.
“I am sorry for your loss.”
If Jean mourned at all it was for his brother. Their youth spent together had brought them close. “It has been many years since I have seen either of them, Noëlle. The title matters little to me. And to you, I am still ‘Capitaine’.”
“Très bien, Capitaine. I will have the one gown for her before you leave today along with some nightclothes. The rest will follow in two days’ time.”
“That is all the time we have, I’m afraid. If you can have them sewn faster, I will pay for the additional seamstresses.”
“Très bien. It shall be done. The gowns shall be delivered to you the day after tomorrow. Should they require adjustments, there will be time before you depart.”
She turned toward the fitting room and then paused, looking back at him. “Am I wrong in assuming you wish to watch as I fit the lady?”
“Non, you are quite correct.”

Since the girl had to supply Joanna with stays and a petticoat, it took a few minutes before she had donned those over a thin shift. Flavie was just slipping the green gown over Joanna’s head when the door opened and Madame Provot briskly strode inside, her skirts swishing noisily as she cried for pins and a tape to measure with.
Flavie quickly tied Joanna’s laces and then scampered off to find the requested items.
Behind the modiste, Donet walked in and took one of the chairs, crossing his arms and legs as if he meant to stay and watch.
Surely not! Joanna met his intense gaze in the mirror with one of her own. “Monsieur Donet, do you intend to remain while I am fitted?”
He grinned like the pirate he had once been. “I do.”
Joanna did not like his impertinence one bit, but since she was fully clothed, she merely let out a “humph”. In the mirror she could see his dark eyes devouring her.
Even from that distance his presence had a powerful effect. She imagined his hands coming around her to stroke her breasts, his lips kissing her neck. Beneath the gown, her nipples hardened. She flushed scarlet.
Catching another glimpse of him in the mirror, she wondered if it had been his intention to turn her into a mass of quivering flesh.
Be he pirate or nobleman, Donet was a virile man, confident in his appeal. She was no simpering debutante, but she was unschooled and untried in the ways of a man with a woman. And this was no ordinary man she could banter with and then ignore.
Like the mighty sea he sailed, Donet was a force to be reckoned with, and she was inexorably drawn to him.
Madame Provot began pinning in the waist. Flavie, having returned, knelt at Joanna’s feet to pin up the hem.
The bodice fit perfectly, revealing only the edge of her rounded breasts. Joanna held still, not wishing to be stuck with an errant pin.
“There.” The modiste stood back, hands on her hips, assessing the temporary adjustments she had made. “What do you think, Capitaine? Is she not lovely in this gown?”
Joanna looked in the mirror seeing the slow smile spread across the comte’s face. “Lady Joanna is lovely in any gown. Even in breeches, she draws a man’s eye.”
“Just as I thought,” said the modiste, shooting Donet a look that only made his smile broaden.
Joanna felt heat rise in her cheeks. She thought back over their encounters since she had first met him at the reception, those times when he had been most polite. Had he looked at her then the way he did now? She had been so worried for her sister’s virtue, had she failed to see her own was at risk?
Madame Provot began unlacing the gown. “Now for the measurements.”
Joanna held the gown to her. “Monsieur Donet, you cannot stay for this!”
He shrugged and got to his feet. “I could and Noëlle would not object if I did. But since you do, I will wait outside.” As he turned to go, she breathed a sigh of relief. He may have seen her naked when treating her wound, but she had not been conscious then.
“Thank you.”
He gave her a parting look before slipping through the door.
The modiste let the gown fall and Joanna stepped out of it, leaving her in stays, a single petticoat and shift. Madame Provot then began measuring her. “The Capitaine is a most attractive man, n’est-ce pas?”
How could Joanna fail to admit to another woman what none could deny? “He is.”
“Many women in Lorient desire him but, until now, he has held himself apart from all. You are très unique.”
“He didn’t really have a choice except to bring me. I was unconscious and bleeding on his deck.”
“Ah, oui, the wound. He mentioned it. He was most concerned I not impair your healing. You must tell me if any of the garments I give you are too tight.” The modiste slipped the tape around her waist. “You are slender and your waist is small enough without having to cinch you in. The only place you possess true fullness is in the one place men desire to see more flesh.”
“If that was a compliment, Madame, I thank you, though truly I had nothing to do with it. My mother was the same.”
“Your mother no longer lives?”
“She died two years ago and my father five years before that.” Joanna did not mention her older brother who died last year. The four siblings did not often speak of Wills. They all missed him terribly.
“Then you and the capitaine have that in common, Mademoiselle. Both of his parents are dead.”
“Is that how he came into the title?”
“Non.” The modiste took the last measurement and looked up at her. “He had an older brother, Henri. Both he and the capitaine’s father were killed not long ago in a terrible carriage accident.”
“How awful to lose them like that.”
“They were not close, but the capitaine will have to tell you the story.”
The modiste walked to the back room door, opened it and called for another assistant. A woman in a mobcap poked her head in the opening. “I need some silk fabric,” said Madame Provot. “Some of that sapphire and a length of the gold. The emerald brocade and lemon yellow silk with embroidered edges will do nicely as well. Capitaine Donet will be having more silk delivered this afternoon.”
The girl left for the antechamber. Once Flavie returned with the green gown, she and the modiste helped Joanna to dress.
Standing back to view her creation, Madame Provot exclaimed, “C’est parfait!

A man of action, Jean hated to linger anywhere without good cause, but knowing the woman he waited for only increased his anticipation. He wanted to see her dressed as a lady again and looked forward to showing her his home in Lorient.
After what seemed like an hour, which he attributed to the ladies’ chatter as well as the selection of fabric and measuring, Lady Joanna emerged from the fitting room in the lovely green silk gown, now tailored to her enticing curves. It was not unlike the one she had worn the night he’d first met her at the reception in Chichester. However, this was more of a day gown and the color more subdued than the emerald green she had worn that night.
“Do you like the hat?” Lady Joanna asked, tipping the brim of the straw hat to an angle that drew his attention to her eyes. “Madame Provot insisted I wear it.”
Her auburn curls had been drawn away from her face and simply tied with a ribbon. She looked very young and very pretty with it styled that way, reminding him how much older he was than she. Had she lived, his wife, Ariane, would have been a decade older than Lady Joanna.
The English vixen was a bold adventuress. Ariane had been shy, sweet and retiring. His wife had been horrified at the risks his smuggling brought. Had she lived to see his privateering, she would have known great fear. The two women were both ladies but so very different.
“Noëlle has excellent taste,” he said. “The hat becomes you.” To Noëlle, who had followed Lady Joanna into the shop’s antechamber, he said, “You have done well.”
The modiste’s assistant hurried to place a package in her mistress’ arms. Noëlle passed it to him. “She will need this before she has the rest of the gowns.”
“I owe you my thanks, Madame.” With that, he tipped his tricorne to the modiste and offered his arm to Lady Joanna. As they left, he had the oddest feeling his world was about to change. ’Twas the same feeling he got whenever a squall threatened his ship.

The carriage wound its way into the hills above the harbor. Joanna gripped the strap to avoid falling into the comte as the vehicle careened around the curves. The carriage seat was narrow, bringing his body close to hers. When his thigh touched her gown, she forced herself to look out the window and not at him.
Many ships were anchored in the harbor’s cerulean blue waters. Several appeared to be merchantmen, but there were also men-of-war and smaller boats.
In the distance, fishing boats were returning with the afternoon tide.
On one side of the harbor was a huge round tower that looked to be a hundred feet high. Made of white stone, it had a railed gallery at the top.
“Can that tower be a lighthouse?” she asked Donet.
“Non, though it does look a bit like a very tall one. In recent years, lightning has damaged it, so pieces are missing. ’Tis the signal tower, built as a watchtower to monitor the approach of the ships belonging to the Company of the Indies. And to discourage smuggling.”
“Oh.”
“Do not worry, my lady. The king’s grandfather, Louis XV, bought the buildings and properties for the Royal Navy when the Company went bankrupt some years ago. Smuggling ships destined for England now operate quite unimpeded to the benefit of France.”
“Is that why you live here?” she asked, turning to face him.
“In part. When Claire was born, Lorient became our refuge. Neither my father nor Ariane’s approved of our marriage. We were cast out without a sou. It was here a friend put me in touch with the smugglers. And it was here I first went to sea as a smuggler myself to feed my family. It took years, but eventually I gained my own ship.”
Ariane. His wife’s name. Joanna had so many conflicting emotions running through her just then. She felt sad for the plight of the young family and a nobleman’s son forced to turn to smuggling to buy bread, but his hard life had made him the man he had become. Not the soft French nobleman he might have been, but a man of the sea, a man of great inner strength whose crew snapped to follow his commands. Perhaps, there was little difference between what he had done and what the villagers of Chichester did to keep from starving.
“It must have been a hard time.”
His look turned wistful. “In many ways, it was the very best of times.”
She attributed the look in his eyes to his love for his wife. Perhaps he still loved her. Joanna sighed. One could vie with another woman for a man’s affection, but how did one compete with a ghost given the status of a saint?
Looking out the window again, she searched for another subject, a happier one. “Can you see your ship from here?”
He reached across her to point to a black-hulled ship. “Just there.” His body pressed into hers and she leaned into his heat, melting like wax put to a flame. She recalled another time his touch had affected her so. The night they had danced in London.
“Lorient trades with both India and China,” he said, sitting back on the seat. “’Tis a profitable business. Privateers, too, sailed from here, especially during the American War.”
“How many ships do you have?” she asked, curious.
“Three now, but I often held more during the war. They were English ships I seized for M’sieur Franklin, their crews exchanged for American sailors imprisoned in England. One of the three ships I own now is currently in the West Indies. Only my sloop and la Reine Noire are here in Lorient.”
Climbing a small rise, the carriage stopped in front of a well-kept white stone house of two stories nestled among the trees. Behind the house in the distance, she glimpsed the harbor. A profusion of pink and lavender flowers grew in neat rows against the front of the house.
Sunlight filtered through the branches to fall upon the front door. Painted black, like the shutters, it had a large doorknocker of polished brass. A glistening shell sat on top of the rounded knocker and wave-like embellishments curved all around.
She counted eight windows across the front of the house, four on each story. Delicate lace curtains hung in the windows. It was not the home she would have pictured for a widowed sea captain much less a pirate.
“Voilà, we have arrived.” He stepped down from the carriage and turned to assist her with one hand while he held the package the modiste had given him in the other.
The front door opened, and a man and woman stepped out. The plump woman waited by the door, but the slender man came to Donet’s side.
“Bienvenue, Monsieur. Your crew sent word from Guernsey that you would be along, but we were unsure when to expect you.”
“I wasn’t certain myself, Vernier.” Donet turned to Joanna. “Allow me to introduce my valet, Vernier.
To Joanna, the man appeared a dour but efficient sort, the kind she’d encountered in many homes of the English aristocracy. Her brother’s valet had the same air about him. “Bonjour, Vernier.”
“This is Lady Joanna West, Vernier. She will be my guest while I am in Lorient.”
The valet bowed. “At your service, Mademoiselle.”
Donet leaned in to share with her a salient fact. “Like Bouchet, Vernier chooses not to go to sea and Gabe is happy to take his place.”
“’Tis the mal de mer,” the valet muttered in explanation.
Donet handed the package he carried to the valet. “For Mademoiselle’s bedchamber.” Then he pressed his hand into the small of her back and urged her forward. “The harbor views are best seen from the rear of the house.” His warm hand touching her back had its effect, making her sensitive to his touch as he guided her toward the door.
The woman who waited smiled at the approach of her master.
He took the woman’s large upper arms in his hands and gave her a resounding kiss on each cheek.
The woman blushed and covered her mouth. “Oh, Monsieur.” Then shyly she looked up at him. “’Tis good to have you back.”
“Rose, meet my guest, Lady Joanna West.”
The woman curtsied, holding her skirts. “Mademoiselle.”
“Rose is my housekeeper in Lorient,” said Donet. “Her cooking is something to anticipate.”
Again, the woman blushed, clearly enthralled with her master.
Joanna returned the housekeeper a smile and, guided by Donet, passed through the open door. The servants followed.
Once inside, Donet unbelted his sword and doffed his tricorne, handing both to his valet.
“Would you and the lady be wanting some refreshment?” Rose asked.
Donet glanced at Joanna. “Some tea, peut-être?”
She nodded. On one side of the entry, she glimpsed a large parlor and on the other side a dining table. Directly ahead, a staircase led to the second story.
“I’ll see you are served in the parlor,” said the housekeeper, before ducking behind the stairway. Joanna assumed it must be a passage to the kitchen.
Donet offered her his arm. “Allow me to show you to your chamber.”
She lifted her skirts and placed her hand on his arm. They climbed the stairs.
“The house is not large, but it meets my needs when I am here, and there are rooms for guests.”
When they reached the top of the stairs, he directed her to the left. Midway down the corridor, they stopped at a door on the right. He turned the handle and gestured her inside.
Immediately before her was a row of windows looking out on the harbor in the distance. “What a lovely view!” she exclaimed going to them.
He spoke from behind her. “The view is what convinced me to purchase this house.”
She turned to see his eyes on her. Her heart fluttered in her chest like a skittish colt. Donet was simply too handsome, too virile to trust herself alone with him, particularly in a bedchamber. Tearing her gaze from his, she glanced about the room.
On her right, she saw a dressing table, mirror and side table. To her left stood a magnificent four-poster, its cover, headboard and curtains all done up in azure blue velvet. Next to it was a fireplace with a white marble mantel.
She walked to the bed and ran her fingers over the soft blue velvet.
“The bed linens you see are the same color as the waters off Guernsey. I like the colors of the sky and the sea in my home.”
“I can see why. Guernsey must be a beautiful place.”
“I said you would like it. I do not think I am wrong.”
She turned to face him. “I doubt you are ever wrong, are you?”
“Not often. Not about you.”
That he should have such confidence in knowing her rankled, but then he had been the only one to see through her disguise. She had to give him that. Turning toward the door, she said, “Perhaps it is time for tea?”
He chuckled as if he had read her mind and gestured her out of the room.
While they waited for tea, Joanna looked around the parlor. Like her bedchamber, it was decorated in shades of blue. The curtains framing the lace-covered windows were a deep shade of Prussian blue. The two sofas that faced each other in front of the fireplace were a blue toile with white figures of a girl and a boy.
The housekeeper brought tea on an oval tray and set it on the small table between the sofas. Joanna poured, feeling Donet’s eyes on her as she did.
She sat on one sofa and he on the other. Behind him, she spotted a large ball hanging from the ceiling in one corner of the room. “Is that a globe?”
“It is.”
She set down her teacup and walked to the globe, turning it slowly. “I have never seen one hanging from the ceiling.”
“I thought it unique when I first saw it, like the planetarium clock I bought in London.”
She turned from the globe to see his wry smile. “I will grant you that both are truly unusual.” She was certain neither of them wanted to do battle again over a clock.
After they finished their tea, Joanna begged leave to rest. Though her wound no longer pained her, all the twisting and changing at Madame Provot’s left her in need of a rest before supper.
“I must see to some matters of business and my quartermaster will be by this afternoon, so I would not be good company in any event. By all means, do have a rest.”
Joanna returned to her bedchamber. A fire had been laid. Perhaps the housekeeper had a lad to help with such tasks. The air in the room was cool. She imagined the night might present a chill. A fire would be welcome.
On the bed was the package Madame Provot had given Donet. She took off her hat and managed to unlace her gown and slide it from her shoulders. She laid it across the chair sitting next to the fireplace. Until she had others, she would need to treat this gown with care.
She didn’t bother to remove her stays and petticoat. Inside the package, she found a shift-like garment decorated with delicate lace and pale green ribbon. She recalled the modiste had spoken of a chemise de nuit. Folded underneath was a lovely robe in green brocade silk. She set aside the chemise and donned the loose robe. Pulling back the velvet cover, she slipped between the soft sheets.
A moment later, she drifted to sleep with visions of a dark pirate standing on the deck of his ship gazing toward a dark shore.

“Rose, I need a maid for Lady Joanna, one who is free to travel with us to Saintonge. Do you know of a girl in Lorient who might be qualified for such a position?”
“Oui, Capitaine. My niece is training to be a lady’s maid and would leap at the opportunity. She is good with hair and even speaks a bit of English.”
“Excellent. Have her come around tomorrow morning so Lady Joanna can meet her to see if they suit.”
“Oui, Monsieur.” The housekeeper bowed and left as Vernier entered the study.
“Monsieur Bequel is here,” his valet announced.
“Show him in.” Jean set aside the ledgers he had been working on and greeted his quartermaster. “All goes well on the ship?”
Émile grinned. “Tout va bien, Capitaine.”
“Did you replace the one sailor?”
“Oui. The rest have no problem with a woman sailing with us. And they are happy to have a few days at home. Has yer time spent with the English lady been agreeable?”
“It has and thanks to Madame Provot, the earl’s sister has returned to a lady’s attire. Lady Joanna is resting or I would ask her to join us.” Jean reached for the decanter of brandy sitting on a small table. “Would you share a brandy?”
“I will and gladly.”
Jean poured them each a glass and handed one to his quartermaster, inviting him to sit in one of the chairs flanking the fireplace. His study at the rear of the house, on the other side of the parlor, was his favorite room of the house. Like the breakfast room, it had a view of the harbor.
“Have ye told her yet of yer plans to sail to Saintonge?”
“Non, I will leave that news till tomorrow. I suspect she will not be pleased, but I am already late to see to my obligations there. I fear my niece will think she’s been abandoned.”
“The ship will be ready to sail with the tide, Capitaine. I have brought ye the charts ye wanted and some messages that awaited yer return from England. The men are loading fresh water and provisions as we speak.”
“Excellent.” He handed his quartermaster an envelope. “See that M’sieur Ricard gets this to the crew on the sloop in Lorient. ’Tis instructions for some alterations.” Émile nodded and stuffed the envelope into his coat pocket. “Will you stay for the evening meal?” Jean asked.
“Non, merci. I have a lady to see and a meal to eat at my favorite restaurant. But I will be on la Reine Noire when ye arrive with the English lady.” With a gleam in his eye, Émile asked, “Are we to be sharing a cabin again?”
“Much as I regret to say, I will be enduring your snoring for the foreseeable future.” What he had told Émile was true, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be thinking of the vixen who slept in his bed.
With his cat.



Chapter 16
Joanna woke to a knock on the door. Roused from a deep sleep, she opened her eyes, disoriented. It took her a moment to realize she was in Donet’s home in Lorient.
She sat up and slid her legs over the side of the bed. “Come in,” she said, rubbing her eyes.
Donet’s housekeeper peered around the door. “The capitaine sent me. He expressed concern and asked me to see how you were doing.”
He worried for her? The wound had healed but the scabs that had formed itched. She was thankful for Bouchet’s salve. “I must have needed that nap, but I am fine.”
“Supper will soon be ready. Have you an appetite?”
“Oh, yes.” She ran her fingers through her long hair, trying to sort out the tangles. “I look forward to tasting your cooking that Monsieur Donet praises so.”
Rose smiled and beckoned Joanna to the dressing table. “Come sit here. I am not a lady’s maid but, if you like, I will see what I can do with your hair.”
“I am sure you are too busy to tend my hair, Rose. I will leave it simply styled, but you can help me with the gown.” She slipped off the robe. “The laces are easier to undo than to tighten.”
The housekeeper picked up the gown and slid it over Joanna’s head, tying the laces.
“That reminds me,” said Rose, “the capitaine has asked me to suggest a lady’s maid for you. Tomorrow, my niece Gabrielle will come and you can see how you like her.”
“How thoughtful of him.” He had promised her a maid and it cheered her he had not forgotten.
“There is no better man than the capitaine, my lady.”
“Did you know his wife?” Joanna had an abiding curiosity about the woman he had given up all to wed.
“For the last years of her life, oui. A gentle soul, that one. He loved her deeply.”
Since the housekeeper did not seem inclined to say more, Joanna did not ask. Once she was dressed, she dismissed Rose to her more important duties and went to sit at the dressing table. The image that met her in the mirror presented a woman who’d left the frippery of London far behind.
A brush had been laid on the linen cloth covering the surface. She wondered to whom it had belonged as it looked to be new. She brushed out her curls, her imagination spinning tales, each more fanciful than the next, of Donet’s having entertained ladies of the night in his home, providing each a new brush.
Tonight, she would dine with him, perhaps alone. The prospect was exciting, yet along with the excitement she felt a twinge of fear. She was more vulnerable to this man than any before him. And one did not cajole a pirate.
Descending the stairs, she looked first in the dining room. The table was set with fine china and crystal but seeing no one there, she turned away and went to the parlor.
Donet stood with one hand braced upon the mantel and the other holding a glass of what looked to be brandy as he stared into the flames. Once again, he appeared the nobleman in black velvet and ivory.
He was so deep in thought he did not notice her standing in the doorway.
“Bonsoir, Monsieur Donet.”
He turned, his eyes fixing her with an assessing gaze.
“Did I disrupt your thoughts?”
“Lady Joanna, I believe it is your destiny to disrupt my thoughts, though I cannot say I regret the inevitability. Would you care for a glass of sherry?”
She wondered at his meaning. “Yes, that would be lovely.”
Once he had poured the golden liquid, she accepted the small glass from his hand. His fingers slid against hers leaving a trail of shivers moving up her arm. Needing fortification for the evening ahead, she downed the sherry in three gulps.
“How are you feeling?” Genuine concern was etched on his olive skin, a dark gold in the light of the fire.
“Almost like new after my nap. I did not mean to sleep so long. Being on land once again I am a bit unstable on my feet and seem to tire more easily. At times, I feel like I am still on the ship.”
He gave her a sympathetic look. “It may take you a while to get used to firm ground. Even I have to cope with legs that still think they’re at sea when I am first off the ship. ’Tis the mal de débarquement.”
She raised her brows.
“Land sickness.”
“Ah, and I suppose I will recover only to board your ship again.”
“Yes,” he said, but his gaze flitted away as if he would say more and did not.
“I am boarding your ship again, aren’t I? You told Madame Provot as much.”
“Oh, yes, I did, and you are.”
Rose appeared in the doorway. “Supper is served, Capitaine. It’s your favorite chicken dish, a fricassée cooked in a broth of white wine and grapes and served with fried veal balls and fresh vegetables.”
“That sounds perfect.” He offered Joanna his arm. “Rose maintains a small garden on one side of the house that rewards her tender care with fine vegetables.”
The dining table could seat eight, but as there were only the two of them, he suggested they dine at one end.
This room did not face the harbor. Through the windows, she glimpsed trees, dark silhouettes against the indigo sky.
Once the claret wine was poured and the dishes served, Donet dismissed the housekeeper, leaving them alone. Candles flickered from silver stands set in a row in the center of the table. It struck her as a too intimate setting for an English spinster, even one who had gained that status by choice, yet she had no desire to leave him.
The aroma of the chicken wafted in the air, making her mouth water. She took a bite, tasting a rich blend of herbs and butter. “The chicken has an unusual flavor, ’tis the best I’ve ever tasted.”
He watched her closely. “’Tis the spices. Rose comes from Provence and her sister, who is still there, sends her herbs to use in her cooking.”
In the candlelight, his olive skin glowed, his black brows and hair striking. On his forehead was the beginning of a frown.
She sipped her wine. “Something worries you?”
He met her gaze. “You are most perceptive, my lady. I do worry, but not for my ship. The repairs are under way.” Cutting into his chicken, he said, “Some messages I received today tell me conditions in my country are worsening. I will not know how bad the situation is until I get to Paris.” He looked up. “I fear the revolution in America has laid the foundation for another in France.”
“But France is not a colony suffering under unfair laws and heavy taxes,” she observed.
“Non, but we have the Crown and the clergy, both of which benefit from the peasant class bearing the burden of taxes and tithes. It cannot go on, but convincing the king that change is needed may not be easy. Or even possible.”
Joanna finished her chicken and he poured her another glass of wine. She had just lifted her wine to her lips when he asked, “Would you take your wine with me in the parlor? The fire is better situated there to warm us both.”
Sated with good food, she readily agreed. “Of course.”
He stood and offered his hand. They carried their glasses to the parlor and went to stand in front of the crackling fire. He set his glass on the mantel and, using a poker, stirred the fire to greater life. “The nights can be cool.”
They finished their wine in amiable silence. “If you are willing,” he offered, “I would show you the harbor and the stars above it.”
“I would like that.”
He took her hand and led her through a door that connected to a study at the back of the house. His warm hand held hers, anchoring her unstable legs to the floor. It occurred to her that being unused to walking on land, her drinking might not have been wise.
As they passed through the study, she noticed a painting of a black-hulled ship hanging over the fireplace. “Is it your ship?”
He paused to admire the painting, letting go of her hand to touch the gilded frame. “Oui, I had it commissioned the year I bought la Reine Noire.”
“The name in English means ‘the Black Queen’. Did you have a particular one in mind?”
“Queen Marie Antoinette. Beautiful and charming, but indifferent to the needs of her people, as is the king. They were raised to believe they rule by Divine Right, so they are blind to the storm that may soon be upon them.”
Casting her gaze around the room, she spotted a chess set in one corner. “You play chess?”
“I do. And you?”
“Yes, but not very often. My oldest brother Wills and I used to play.” She dismissed the pang of regret at the memory and turned back to Donet.
Taking her hand, he said, “Come, the stars above the harbor await us.”
He led her through a door to a patio running alongside the rear of the home. The light was too faint to see clearly, but the heady smell of roses told her the flowers surrounded them.
Lights from the quayside taverns and lanterns on the ships dotted the harbor, competing with the glorious array of stars above them. She walked to the edge of the patio and gazed into the distance. “I have never seen anything so beautiful. The lights in the harbor are like jewels in a dark setting. The stars above are a wondrous complement.” Feeling the chill of the night air, she wrapped her arms around her midriff.
“You are cold,” he said, stepping close behind her and encircling her in his arms. “Let me warm you.”
At first, his bold touch alarmed her. But she found his rich French-accented voice intoxicating, lulling her to contentment within the circle of his arms. He knew precisely how to warm a woman.
If it had been any other man, she would have pulled away, but this was Jean Donet for whom she had developed a strong attraction. And the more she knew of him, the more her respect for him had grown. Many men had pursued her, but here was the first man who had ever made her want to escape not from him but to him.
Leaning into the warmth of his chest, she turned her face to the side where his lips met her temple, his breath warm on her skin. She deeply inhaled his rich, masculine scent that spoke of the sea. It was not the wine she had consumed that made her feel lightheaded; it was he.
“If you would allow it, I would kiss you, my lady,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her temple.
She turned in his arms to meet his midnight gaze. “It seems to me, Monsieur, you already have.”
His mouth curved in a slow sensuous grin, his brilliant smile visible in the faint light. “That was hardly a kiss. I assure you I can do better.” Bending his head, he brought his lips to hers.
She closed her eyes and opened to his kiss, enveloped in his arms and the heat of his body. Instinctively, she raised her hands to his nape, entwining her fingers in his silky hair.
He slanted his mouth over hers and joined their tongues in a slow dance as his hands stroked her back. She had never kissed a man in such a way. It seemed unduly intimate but, because it was him she was kissing, her body responded to his mouth and his hands. Soon, her breasts became sensitive and an ache grew in her woman’s center. Perhaps he sensed her innocence in such matters, for he did not hurry.
As the kiss went on, Joanna became his willing partner, learning from him how to move her tongue against his.
He responded by kissing her more fervently. All she could feel, all she could think about was him. In her mind, she whispered his name, “Jean”, over and over.
She would have kissed him long into the night but, suddenly, he pulled his lips from hers. She kept her eyes closed, savoring his kiss. She didn’t want it to end.
Breathing heavily, he kissed her again, this time more forcefully. She knew a moment of fear at the power of his urgent demanding kiss with his hands on her hips, pressing her belly into his hardened flesh. But, as her desire grew, her fear diminished.
Ripping his mouth away, he pressed his forehead to hers, breathing harder than before. “If we do not part now, my lady, I fear the morning light will find us lying together in twisted sheets.”
She had no idea what to say. He was right, of course. In one brief span of time, everything had changed. To wake next to him in those tangled sheets seemed a very real possibility.
She blurted out the first thing that entered her mind. “Why do you have to be French?”
His laughter was a rich melodious sound as he stepped back. “Ah, my lady, don’t you see? It is precisely because I am French that I could reach beneath the thin veneer of your aristocratic English upbringing and kiss the smuggler lurking there.”
And quite suddenly, Joanna was envious of his dead wife, the young woman who had shared his kisses, his bed and made a child with him.
He took her trembling hand and led her back inside. “I will see you to your chamber where you have my word I will leave you there to sleep alone this night.”
Only the growing darkness prevented him from seeing her frown.

Jean had known it was only a matter of time before he kissed Lady Joanna. Not since Ariane had he desired a woman like he did her. But he had not expected his hunger for her to be so great.
The sleepless night that followed the kiss came as no surprise, his mind conjuring thoughts of what might have happened had he succumbed to the temptation she presented.
He would have to be careful in the future not to allow the passion between them to have its predictable end or he would make an English earl’s sister his mistress. Marriage between them was out of the question.
He had loved Ariane with a fervor that had not died in the years they were together. Her death had rent his soul. For years, he was no more than an empty shell. He could not again risk such a loss. He still bore a weight of guilt for the times he had left his young wife.
At first, he had taken to the sea to meet their needs, but it soon became a love affair of a different sort. The sea became his mistress, stealing time from the family he loved. The risks he took excited him, but Ariane only feared she might lose him in a storm at sea or a battle in the Channel. Ironically, in the end, he had been the one to lose her. He was not even in Lorient when she died, a fact he deeply regretted for she must have felt afraid and very alone. And after, he had not given up the sea even though it meant sending Claire to the Sisters of Saint-Denis for her education when he could have educated her at home.
When light finally crept into his bedchamber, he rose and dressed, not bothering to summon his valet. Wearing only his breeches and shirt, he silently padded down the stairs.
Musing on the past always put him in a morose mood. He wandered into the parlor, knowing he would find there the one thing that would soothe his soul.
The rising sun filled the room with light, exposing to his seeking eye the object he had left sitting on the cabinet. He went to the familiar case and lifted the lid. The fine wood instrument called to him. He lifted it to his shoulder, drawing the bow across the strings.

Joanna woke to the mournful sound of a solitary violin. Lying in bed, she listened, wondering who could be making such ethereal music. It sounded to her like the sorrowful cry of a tormented heart and yet so beautiful as to fill her with awe.
Being as yet without a maid, she donned the pale green gown, tying the laces as best she could, determined to find the source of the music.
At the dressing table, she ran the brush through her hair and tied it back with a ribbon. A brief glance at herself in the mirror told her she had changed.
The woman who looked back at her had knowing eyes and cheeks flushed with remembered passion. Donet had awakened in her a new desire, a new longing. She wanted to see him, to be with him. Was it mere infatuation? Or could it be more?
She hurried from the bedchamber.
At the bottom of the stairs, she met the housekeeper. “Oh, Mademoiselle, I did not know you were up. Did the master’s violin wake you?”
“Monsieur Donet is the one playing?”
“Oui, in the parlor.” She gestured to her right.
Joanna whispered, “Can you tie my laces?”
The housekeeper hastily complied. Joanna thanked her and stepped into the parlor.
Donet’s back was to her as he stood before the windows playing to the trees outside. He wore one of his fancy shirts with lace falling over his wrists and snug black breeches that emphasized his lean muscular thighs. She had never seen him barefoot before and it brought to mind the image of a pirate climbing the rigging.
Quietly, she sat on one of the sofas to listen, enraptured with the music. Her mind drifted to the Handel concert in London. No wonder he had loved the violins. She recognized the piece as another of the great composer. She thought it might be from the opera Xerxes.
After a while, he played a lighter piece she had never heard before.
He must have become aware of her, because he stopped playing and turned, his midnight eyes intense as they confronted her.
“Don’t stop on my account. I am enjoying your music.”
He shrugged. “I don’t play often, not anymore.” He returned the violin to its case.
“What was that last piece?” she asked. “It is new to me.”
“’Tis the music of Viotti, an Italian court musician at Versailles. I heard him two years ago when I was there.”
She went to join him. “I had no idea you could play, but I should have known your fondness for the violins at the Handel concert had its roots in a knowledge of the instrument. You play very well.”
“Do you play an instrument, Lady Joanna?”
She lowered her eyes. Compared to his talent, she had none. “The cello, but not well.”
He smiled as he stepped closer. “I should like to hear you play sometime.”
Neither of them acknowledged the tension flowing between them, but it was there in his eyes and she supposed it was in hers. She could not stop looking at his lips. The kiss had taken them from grudging friends to something more. Something neither wanted to discuss.
“Perhaps that can be arranged,” she said. “I need only a cello.” Behind him, she glimpsed again the globe hanging from the ceiling and walked toward it. “This continues to fascinate me.”
Joining her in front of the globe, he twirled it around. “I like to know where I am going. Charts, maps, even this globe, provide certainty as to where one is headed.”
Her gaze fixed on his sensual lips and the black hair peeking out from his white shirt, open at the neck. “I find it difficult to know where life will take me, no matter the plans I make or the maps I consult. See where it has taken me now?”
“That may not be life directing your steps, Mademoiselle, as much as it is you setting your own course.”
“Yes, I suppose,” she reluctantly agreed. It had been her choice to engage in the smuggling that had led her here.
He offered his hand. “I think this conversation is better carried out over a leisurely déjeuner. You will join me, oui? I am certain, by now, Rose has set the table in the breakfast room.”
Without hesitation, she placed her hand in his. It was like coming home.

He escorted Lady Joanna to the small room at the back of the house off the main dining room where the table had been laid with the foods he liked to eat in the morning: fresh eggs, salty sweet Gruyère cheese, some petit pains and a dish of butter. In the center of the table was a bowl of strawberries. And for the lady, chocolat.
Next to his place, Rose had set a small pitcher of sweet cream for his café au lait. The aroma of the rich dark brew drew him. After his sleepless night, he needed the coffee.
He pulled out a chair for her facing the view of the harbor. “I see Rose has thoughtfully included tea and chocolate for you, my lady. Do you mind my dining as I am, without even a waistcoat?”
“Not at all,” she said, taking her seat. “You look as I imagine a pirate might when eating his breakfast.”
He laughed. “A pirate would not wear so much lace, I assure you. Is the food to your liking? Perhaps I should ask for some honey?” He had not forgotten her pink tongue licking the golden nectar from her luscious lips.
“With all this, I do not need honey. Your housekeeper is a wonder.”
They ate in amiable silence for some minutes, Jean enjoying the quiet. He liked that she was not given to constant chatter, as were some females. He peered at her over his coffee. This morning, wearing the simple morning gown, her lovely hair tied back with a ribbon, she appeared a beguiling creature as she bit into a strawberry. But young, he reminded himself.
He should not have kissed her, because now he very much wanted to do it again. Clearing his mind of such thoughts, Jean picked up the Journal de Paris Rose had placed on the table and read a bit of the article by Benjamin Franklin. He sat back and laughed.
“What is it?” Lady Joanna asked, setting down her chocolate.
“If Benjamin Franklin were a sailor, he would have made this discovery long ago.” Seeing he had piqued her interest, he went on. “It seems Franklin’s servant forgot to close his master’s drapes. Awakened at six o’clock by a noise, Franklin was surprised to find his bedchamber filled with sunlight. The statesman had no idea the sun came up so early in June.”
“Hardly a revelation.”
Jean could not resist a smile. “You must remember, this is Franklin the scientist. His discovery got him to thinking how many candles the city of Paris could save if the French would merely arise and retire at an earlier hour.”
Lady Joanna screwed up her face in an enchanting manner and shook her head. “How could he be so smart, such a clever inventor, and yet not have realized that before?”
“Well, the article indicates it is his habit to retire several hours after midnight and then sleep until noon so he never sees the sun rise and, seeing it, his brilliant mind began to consider the possibilities.” Jean looked again to the article, his finger following one of the lines. “Among other things, he proposes that every morning, as soon as the sun rises, all the bells in every church should be rung. And if that is not sufficient, cannons should be fired in every street to wake the sluggards.”
Lady Joanna shook her head and licked the berry juice from her now red lips. “I cannot see that becoming a popular idea.”
“He has one thing correct,” Jean said, trying to focus on the article and not her enticing lips. “He claims the heavy taxes imposed upon the people by the necessities of state provide abundant reasons to be economical.”
“Somehow, I think the poor do not have to try and rise or retire early. Their work requires it.”
“’Tis true. I remember my life in Saintonge as a youth. The workers were in the vineyards early.”
“You were raised in Saintonge?”
“Oui. Except for excursions to Paris, I lived there until I was twenty. Which reminds me, we sail tomorrow, but not for England. I must first go to Saintonge.”
“What? But I thought—”
“Yes, I know, but Saintonge is closer, and I have not been there since I learned of the deaths of my father and brother. It is imperative I go now.”
The vixen brooded for a moment.
He smiled, trying to coax her to consenting. “Would you not like to see the vineyards that produce all that brandy you and your fellow smugglers sell in London? What matters it if you do not return till summer’s end? If by being with me, you are ruined, a delay of some weeks will not alter the fact.” He gave her a wry smile, hoping the rebel in her would rise to the occasion. “I will give you quill and paper to write a letter to your brother. You can tell him the pirate holds you captive but is treating you well.”
He was certain the smile that crossed her face just then was a reluctant one. “I suppose it would do no good to protest.”
“None at all, Mademoiselle.”
Rose entered with more coffee, which he gladly poured.
“My niece has arrived, Capitaine, if the lady would like to meet her.”
Jean glanced at his guest whose face bore a scowl. Better she should meet her prospective maid than argue with him over something she could not change.
He picked up his coffee and rose to leave. To his housekeeper, he said, “Bring her in.”

Conflicting emotions warred within Joanna. She was angry with Donet for having misled her into thinking she would be going home from Lorient. But she did not want to leave him just yet and, in truth, she did have a desire to see more of the land of his youth. Besides, if she were to travel as a lady, she would need a maid.
“You are Gabrielle?” Donet asked the dark-haired girl. Nearly a foot taller than Nora, Gabrielle had thick dark hair, confined to a knot at her nape, and expressive blue eyes.
“Oui, Monsieur,” she said curtsying before him.
“Lady Joanna, I will leave you two for a bit so you can get acquainted. If she meets your needs, she has indicated to her aunt she is willing to serve you and travel with us to Saintonge. There will be room in my cabin for the two of you.”
So, he had known from the beginning she would be sailing to Saintonge. Very well, she would go along with his arrangements. “You do think of everything, Monsieur.”
One side of his mouth hitched up in a bit of a grin. “I try.”
After he left, Joanna turned to the girl. “Please have a seat. Do you speak English, Gabrielle?”
The girl sat in the chair vacated by Donet. “Oui, Mademoiselle, some.”
“And I speak French, though not as well as Monsieur Donet. Between us, perhaps we will be able to communicate nicely. Tell me what you know of being a lady’s maid.”
With some particularity, the girl described her training and her talents. She was not an accomplished maid like Nora, but she could style hair and knew enough about a lady’s dress to satisfy. Importantly for Joanna, the girl was French which, given Joanna’s immediate future, would be a great help to her. And the pretty girl had a pleasant manner.
She poured Gabrielle a cup of chocolate. While they drank, they exchanged stories about their families. The maid was the youngest of three children with two older brothers. Joanna talked of her two surviving brothers and her younger sister. Of an age with Tillie, but more mature, Joanna thought Gabrielle would serve admirably.
“If you would like the position, Gabrielle, it is yours for as long as I am in France.”
“Oh yes, Mademoiselle. I would like it very much.” The girl was already making an effort to speak more English, which impressed Joanna. They would do well together.
The housekeeper returned. “The capitaine is asking for you, Mademoiselle. Madame Provot has arrived with her assistant and many boxes.”
“Come, Gabrielle,” said Joanna. “You can begin now helping with my new gowns.”
Many hours later, Joanna had a new wardrobe. The lovely French gowns were as elegant as those she had at The Harrows, perhaps more so. Madame Provot’s flair for lace, ribbon and bows reminded her why the English modeled their fashions after the French.
That night, after dining with Donet, Joanna wrote Freddie a letter to explain her injury and recovery. She told him her return would be delayed, but not to worry, that Monsieur Donet was being the perfect gentleman and had retained a maid for her.
Donet promised to see the letter delivered. She did not doubt he had ways to see it done.



Chapter 17
La Rochelle, France
It had taken them two days sailing southeast in the Bay of Biscay to reach La Rochelle, a port near Saintonge. Jean stood in the stern, his mind filled with memories, both pleasant and bitter. Two decades had passed since he’d left Saintonge under a cloud. More than a decade since he’d lost Ariane. Soon, he would see again his family’s estate and confront the ghosts dwelling there.
They sailed into the harbor just as the sun was setting behind the tall buildings lining the quay. The golden cloud-filled sky gave the water the same glorious hue making it appear like a great river descended from Heaven.
Lady Joanna, her auburn hair tinged with the same golden light, stood amidships gripping the rail as she watched the activity in the harbor, her gaze fixed on the small boats and large ships.
Looking over her shoulder, she tossed Jean a smile, her enthusiasm for what lay ahead clearly outweighing her annoyance at his failing to return her to London.
On the deck beside her sat the ship’s cat licking his paw, unconcerned. “Ben”, as she called him, had become her constant companion, causing much speculation among his superstitious crew. While they worried for having a woman aboard—even more so one who had red hair—the constant presence of the black cat, a sign of good luck, had managed to neutralize their misgivings.
One day, he must return her home, but it would not be easy, for he had grown attached to the vixen. Dining together and sharing quips about the aristocracy and his life at sea had brought them together. Neither spoke of the kiss they had shared but, sometimes, when their gazes met over the table, she would lick her bottom lip and then it would take all of his self-control not to drag her to his bed.
Now that she had the gowns from Noëlle and Gabrielle to style her hair, she not only spoke like an aristocrat but looked very much like the earl’s sister she was. In the afternoons, she would venture on deck, drawing the eyes of his crew. Believing she was the capitaine’s woman, they did not openly leer, but their surreptitious glances told him much. Neither he nor Émile had let it be known she slept in his cabin alone with her maid.
Émile came up beside him. “Am I to join ye onshore, Capitaine?”
“Unless you would rather stay in La Rochelle with the ship, I would have you with me.”
“Then I shall come. Who knows what ye will face in Saintonge?” His quartermaster frowned. “Like as not, ’twill be a bunch of glowering servants who thought ye dead. ’Sides, I still have yet to see those vineyards ye boast of.”
Jean smiled as much to himself as to his friend. “Even I have not seen them for a very long time, mon ami.”
“Do we disembark tonight?”
“Non.” Jean had no desire to travel the roads by night. Though safer than some of England’s highways, he was not about to expose Lady Joanna to robbers lurking behind trees. “I think ’twould be best for the lady if we spent the night aboard ship and depart for Saintonge on the morrow.”
Émile nodded. “As soon as we dock, I’ll have one of the crew arrange for a carriage.”
Jean gave the orders that moored the ship at the quay where la Reine Noire joined a long line of merchantmen.

The province of Saintonge, France
The carriage bumped along on the dirt roads, which narrowed as they ventured deeper into the countryside. The rough jarring made Joanna glad she was nearly healed. Next to her, Gabrielle slept, leaning against the side of the carriage.
Out the window, Joanna glimpsed rows and rows of grapevines covering rolling hills as far as the eye could see. On the top of the vines, the sun turned the green leaves gold. The stalks bore long bunches of green grapes. Never having seen such a place, she was enchanted. So this is the land that produced the amber liquor all of England craves. The same land that produced Jean Donet.
Seeing the sun on the gnarled vines gave her a new appreciation for the brandy she and the villagers of Chichester smuggled into England. And a new appreciation for the man sitting across from her.
She sneaked a glance at Donet as he stared out at the vineyard, a melancholy expression on his handsome face. Was he remembering the past? For him, this was coming back to a home that had once rejected him. “Has it been very long since you were here?”
He turned to face her and, seeing the longing in his eyes, her heart reached out to him. “Oui, Mademoiselle, a very long time.”
“Has it changed much from what you remember?” She grabbed the strap and he braced his boot against the base of her seat as they swung around a curve. Gabrielle stirred and then went back to sleep.
“Non, not at all,” he said with thoughtful inflection. “The odd thing is that I had expected it to.”
“Perhaps that is because ’tis you who has changed in all the years that have passed.”
He laughed. “Well, that is certainly true.”
The nonchalant manner in which his body easily adapted to every curve in the road told her he did as well in a swaying carriage as he did on the deck of his ship.
“You did not expect to return,” she said. With all she knew of him, she believed it to be true.
“Very perceptive, Mademoiselle. I did not.” He returned his gaze to the vines.
Even if the world stood still, Donet never would. Forced to give up one dream, he had pursued another. She admired that about him. And she trusted him, even with her life. The life he saved, she reminded herself.
What would it be like to be married to such a man? She thought of his past, his privateering for America and his daring escapades. It would be like marrying adventure itself. He would never be dull like so many men in the ton. And while he was very attractive to women, he was no Jack among the maids. He had been faithful to his wife. Perhaps he was even now.
Joanna no longer believed he found her unattractive. What she had seen in his eyes, what she had felt in his kiss told her otherwise. He wanted her, that much was clear, but as what? He, more than she, held himself away. Why? Did he worry for her virtue? Or was it the love he still harbored for his dead wife?
The carriage slowed and she peered out the window to see a grand château set back from the road. As they neared, it seemed to grow larger, rising before them, a stone palace with a slate mansard roof pierced by eight dormer windows.
More than twenty large windows graced the front of the edifice. On either side of the main building stood a wing with a high pavilion. “Why, ’tis enormous,” she said, her voice reflecting the awe she felt.
“As a child, I imagined it went on forever,” said Donet. “On rainy days, my brother and I played games in the great hall.”
Gabrielle woke and looked out the window, her eyes growing wide.
The carriage stopped and Donet’s quartermaster, who’d been riding on top with the coachman, opened the door. “Ye failed to mention a few details about yer ancestral home, Capitaine.”
The comte stepped down and helped her and Gabrielle to alight. “Should I have said it is quite large?” He paused to examine the château as if seeing it for the first time. “Even so, it is larger than when I last saw it. Why my father felt a need to add to the monstrosity, I do not know. Come, let us see who is here.”
Before the four of them reached the front door, it flew open and a young girl in a white gown with a wide blue sash ran out, her dark hair flying behind her. “Papa, Papa!” she cried, hurling herself at the comte and hugging his waist. “Oh, Papa,” she cried, shutting her eyes.
Joanna shifted her gaze to Donet. As far as she knew he had only one daughter, and that one was grown and living in London.
Donet gently placed his hand on the girl’s head. “You must be Zoé.”
The girl pulled back, her brow furrowed. “You are not Papa, are you?” Her young face conveyed her terrible disappointment. For a moment, she stared up at Donet. “I hoped he had returned.”
A woman hurried out of the same door the child had come through. “Zoé!” she shouted, a look of despair on her face. The girl turned to look at the woman but held on to Donet as if afraid he might disappear. The short woman wore a ruffled mobcap on top of gray curls. Her careworn face bore an anxious look. Wiping her hands on her apron, she frowned at the girl. “Mademoiselle Zoé,” she said in a kindly tone. “Ce n’est pas votre papa.”
The girl had thought Donet was her father? But why?
As if to answer Joanna’s question, the girl raised her eyes to Donet. “But he looks so like Papa, I wanted it to be true.”
The woman in the mobcap lifted her gaze to Donet and gasped.
“Marguerite,” said the comte. “It is you, is it not?” To Joanna, Donet muttered, “My older brother Henri and I always looked much alike. Marguerite knew me as a younger man.”
“Master?” The woman’s wrinkled face stared up at the comte in wonder. “You have come!”
Donet leaned forward and kissed her on both cheeks. “I have and I must beg your forgiveness for my delay in doing so. I had intended to be here earlier, but my presence was required in London.” Crouching down in front of the girl, he said, “Zoé, I am ton oncle Jean.”
The girl touched his face as if to assure herself he was real. “Mon oncle? You have come to stay?”
He stood and patted the girl’s head. “We will see.” To Joanna, he said, “Allow me to introduce you to our housekeeper Madame Travere and to my niece, Mademoiselle Zoé Donet.”
The woman curtsied and Joanna returned her a smile.
His niece greeted Joanna. “Bonjour.”
To the woman he had called Marguerite, he explained, “My guest is Lady Joanna West. She brings her maid, Gabrielle, who is also the niece of my housekeeper in Lorient.”
Gabrielle dipped a small curtsy to the older woman.
“And lastly, here is my quartermaster and good friend Émile Bequel.”
M’sieur Bequel bowed before the housekeeper. “At yer service, Madame.”
The housekeeper smiled at the gruff man, not put off in the least by his harsh countenance and rough appearance. “Come inside,” she said to them. “You must be tired from your journey, and we have much to discuss.”
Taking Donet’s hand, Zoé walked beside them as they headed toward the door.
Inside, a young dark-haired maid hurried toward the housekeeper. “Some refreshments for Monsieur le comte, Sophie.”
The maid gave Donet a startled glance and curtsied before rushing through a door on the other side of the entry.
The entry hall was large, its floor black and white marble tiles that reminded Joanna of a checkerboard. Because of the many windows, no candles would be required during the day, but a huge crystal chandelier hung above them with candles ready to be lit.
In front of her, a wide curving staircase led to the next level.
“Where is the butler?” Donet asked, looking around. “And the footmen?”
“The butler, Lefèvre, retained by your brother, is around somewhere. A most unusual man, that one, but efficient. And there are still a few footmen, maids and, of course, the groom and stable boys. But after the funeral, some of the servants left. Alas, the child’s governess has gone as well.”
“I did not like that one,” said Zoé, still holding Donet’s hand. “She was very strict.”
As if in explanation, the housekeeper said, “Like you, Monsieur, the child has a mind of her own.”
Donet smiled with approval at the child. Joanna had no doubt that Donet, as a child, possessed a strong will for he did to this day. Perhaps this niece of his would be the same. Someone should warn the men of France in years to come.
Marguerite continued. “You will remember the old maître du château.” Donet nodded. “Monsieur Giroud is just now inspecting the vines with one of the workers.”
“Well,” Donet said to M’sieur Bequel, “it appears we have much to do.”
To their right, a parlor beckoned and Donet led them to it. “We might as well make ourselves at home. You will see about rooms for my guests, Marguerite?”
She dipped her head. “Oui, Monsieur.”
The parlor was not unlike those in fine London homes but reflected more of antiquity. The walls were high and much of them covered with large tapestries, bucolic scenes of people enjoying themselves beneath trees in the countryside. Over the fireplace’s mantel of white marble hung a tall mirror between crystal sconces.
Scattered around the room, she counted six chairs and two sofas. On one end of the room sat a pedestal table holding a bouquet of pink and white roses in a large vase.
The floor was inlaid parquet, small squares of oak set at angles to each other, making a beautiful pattern around the edges of the cream and rose carpet.
Observing her interest in the polished floor, Donet said, “There is much of it at Versailles. The parquet is easier to maintain than tile.”
A man appeared at the doorway dressed in a suit of bright orange brocade, his stockings white silk above his silver-buckled black shoes. His hair was the color of walnuts and his face looked ancient, his leathery skin wrinkled like a prune. Joanna could not tell if he was a guest or part of the household.
When he saw Donet, he stared as if in shock. Then, in a flourish, he bowed. “Monsieur le comte, I am your butler, Lefèvre. The maid told me you had arrived, but I must say I am astounded. You look so like your brother, it is as if he were here with us again. Welcome to your home.”
“Lefèvre,” Donet said, returning the butler a small smile, “it is good to meet you. I have brought guests. My quartermaster M’sieur Bequel and Lady Joanna West. Her maid, Gabrielle, accompanies her.”
The butler dipped his head to the quartermaster and bowed before Joanna.
“Do you require anything, Monsieur?” he asked Donet.
“Nothing now, but later I would like to go over the accounts with you.”
“As you wish, Monsieur. I am at your service.” Lefèvre bowed again and disappeared through the doorway.
Jean escorted Joanna to a chair as Sophie returned with a tray of wine, bread, cheese and fruit. After they were served, Madame Travere asked the maid to show Gabrielle to the room for Joanna and to make ready the rooms for the other guests. “Sophie can show you the servants’ quarters as well,” she said to Gabrielle.
With a nod from Joanna, Gabrielle followed Sophie out of the room.
Donet, M’sieur Bequel and Joanna sat in chairs facing the housekeeper. Little Zoé chose to stand next to Donet, a gesture Joanna found endearing. Obviously, the girl had loved her papa very much and now that his equal was here, she was not letting him out of her sight.
Zoé could have passed for Donet’s child, a pretty little thing with hair almost as dark as the comte’s, but she had lighter eyes.

Jean looked into the face of the housekeeper he had known as a youth, thankful for her presence at this difficult time. Though older and her face lined from the years, she remained the stalwart soul she had always been, a safe harbor in a storm. Even when his father had cast him out, she had been sympathetic. “Marguerite, what can you tell me about the death of my father and brother?”
The housekeeper glanced first at his niece, but Jean could see no reason to hide the facts from her.
“Where the accident occurred is not far from the château,” she said. “The day was warm, the sun strong. Since the sky was clear, the comte had asked the carriage top be left down. He and the driver had exchanged words that morning over one of the horses, but ’twas not unusual for them to do so.”
Marguerite looked again at the girl, but Donet said, “Go on.”
“When the accident was discovered, Monsieur Giroud had the carriage brought back to the château. It is the one your father kept for his trips through the vineyards. From what Giroud said, the carriage upset going around that curve where the road dips. It ended up in the ditch. Your father was thrown out and killed, but your brother lingered awhile.”
“I thought Papa was sick,” Zoé put in, her eyes brimming with tears. “But he didn’t get well. I know he is gone, but sometimes I pretend he did not die.”
Jean put his arm around his niece and drew her close. “You are not alone any longer, ma petite.”
Sitting beside him, Lady Joanna gave Zoé a look of empathy. Understanding came to him as he recalled Cornelia telling him that years after Torrington lost his father, he lost his mother and then his older brother. Lady Joanna knew what it was to lose close family.
“What became of the driver?” Jean asked, curious.
The housekeeper shook her head. “We don’t know. He must have leapt to safety and, seeing the comte was dead, ran away for fear of what might happen to him. We have not heard from him since.”
“And the funeral?”
“The funeral was attended by a few friends, some neighboring landowners, the servants and the priest, of course. It was a solemn affair. Since then, we have tried to keep the estate running.”
“Is there a lack of funds?”
“Non, Monsieur. The lawyer has made funds available, but the workers who tend the vines do so halfheartedly. Your brother was well liked by them. And others are angry at their circumstances, which concerns Monsieur Giroud.”
“I will have a talk with him and see what can be done.” Jean looked to his quartermaster, glad he had decided to come. Above Émile’s deep-set dark eyes, his heavy brows drew together. Before they left Saintonge, they must set the estate to rights.
When they had finished the small repast, Jean got to his feet. “Zoé, would you show my friend Lady Joanna to her room? I will join you both for dinner.”
Though he knew she was reluctant to leave him, his niece nodded and took the lady’s hand. “I will show you upstairs, Mademoiselle.”
Lady Joanna smiled at Jean. “It seems I have a guide.” The two of them left the room hand in hand. When they were gone, he said to Émile, “Let us have a look at that carriage.”
“Before you go, Monsieur,” said Marguerite, “I have something for you.” She walked to the side table and pulled out a drawer. Reaching inside, she drew out a small box and removed something from it. Grasping it in her hand, she came back to him. “This is yours by right, now.” Into his open palm, she placed his father’s heavy silver ring with the Saintonge crest, three fleurs-de-lis and a bishop’s hat for Saint Eutrope, first Bishop of Saintes.
He slid the ring on his finger, wondering if he would leave it there. So much went with it he did not want. “Thank you, Marguerite.”
“I never thought to see it on your hand, Monsieur, but now that it is there, I see God’s hand in it all along. The younger son, scorned by his father, has returned to command all.” She crossed herself. “By His hand, ’twas meant to be.”
Jean waited until the housekeeper had gone and, with a heavy sigh, looked to Émile and jerked his head toward the door.

The room to which Zoé brought Joanna was in the east wing of the château. Greater in size than her bedchamber at The Harrows, it contained not only a four-poster and dressing table, but a wash stand and a sitting area with a settee and a small table and two chairs set in front of the gilded fireplace. The walls were painted a robin’s egg blue, the raised panels gilded like the fireplace.
On the parquet floors lay a carpet in the same blue but with elaborate gold scrollwork throughout. In one corner of the room, near a window, sat a small gilded writing desk, inlaid with white enamel painted with flowers.
The bed cover and bed curtains were a lovely shade of blue, paler than the walls.
She turned in a circle, astounded at the opulence of it all. A lady’s room. Perhaps it had once been the bedchamber of Donet’s mother, the comtesse de Saintonge. Funny, she had never thought of him as having a mother but, of course, he had. What must she have been like?
Joanna took off her hat and gloves and set them on the bed.
“After ma mère died,” said Zoé, “Grand-père reserved this chamber for special guests. It is my favorite of all the bedchambers.”
“And why is that?” Joanna asked with a smile, for the girl was enchanting.
Zoé ran to the large paned windows and placed her palms on the glass, looking out. “From here, you can see le jardin—’tis the most marvelous garden!”
Joanna walked to the windows and gazed below at the pink and white roses, lavender just starting to bloom and boxed topiary, all circled by well-trimmed boxwood hedges. Beyond the sculpted gardens was a small field of wildflowers and beyond that, hedges and trees. Someone had tended it all with great care. “I see why you love it so. Is the gardener still here, then?”
“Oui, Old François would never leave. He thinks the plants are his children. He even talks to them!”
“We have one like that at my home in England. I dearly love him.” Casting her gaze to the left of the gardens, Joanna glimpsed Donet and his quartermaster rounding a building. Throwing open the wide wooden doors, the two men went inside. “Whatever are they doing?” she muttered.
Zoé narrowed her eyes as she looked out the window. “Oh, that is where they took the broken carriage. I don’t like to go there.”
Joanna laid her arm across Zoé’s shoulder. “I would feel the same if I had lost my father that way. Mine died on the battlefield.”
With a worried glance, the girl looked up at Joanna. “Will my uncle take care of me now?”
Joanna smiled down at the pretty child. “I am certain he will. Monsieur Donet treats his daughter very well. Did you know you have a cousin named Claire?”
“Oui, my father once told me of her, but we have never met. Does she look like me?”
“She is very beautiful, just as you will be when you grow up. Like you, she has very dark hair, but her eyes are blue where yours are a lovely gray.”
Zoé smiled broadly, making Joanna think this young girl had missed the encouragement of a mother. At least Joanna’s mother had been alive as she was growing into womanhood. But Zoé’s mother had not been there and the governess had not seen fit to fill the role.
“You would like Claire,” she told the girl. “Her husband is a ship’s captain like your uncle.” Well, maybe not exactly like Donet, Joanna thought. As far as she knew, Simon Powell had never been a smuggler or a pirate.



Chapter 18
Jean walked around the remains of the carriage, studying the damage. The conveyance lay on its side. “It must have rolled as it left the road.” The top was crushed on one side, a door was torn off and a wheel had come loose.
“Does look like it was pulled from a ditch,” observed Émile, who stood to one side, his arms crossed over his chest.
“It bears enough mud to suggest that,” Jean replied, examining the axle.
“What are ye looking for, Capitaine?”
“Something out of the ordinary, something that should not be here. I only thought to examine the carriage more closely when Marguerite mentioned the driver had argued with my father and has not been seen since the accident.”
He stood and faced Émile. “You had to know him, mon ami, to understand. The late comte de Saintonge was a difficult man. Smart and clever, certainement, but, at times, he could be cruel. Coupled with the Donet temper, he was formidable. I don’t doubt he treated the driver harshly. How Henri endured him all those years, I have no idea.”
Crouching again beside the axle, Jean ran his fingers over the wood.
“Sounds like ye were well off to have been dismissed as ye were.”
“I have thought the same thing many times.” Jean reached out to touch the break in the wooden axle. “The driver could have been angry and taking the road too fast. Accidents sometimes happen that way.” He paused, encountering something he had not expected. The splintered wood would be common in an axle break but not the sharp cut his finger touched just before the break. “Or, this could be the result not of an accident, but of something more foul.”
“What? Show me.” Émile bent his head to look.
“See here.” Jean pointed to the cut. “The wood has been partially sawed through, weakening the axle and allowing it to break more easily.” Rising from his crouch, he faced a somber Émile. “This was no accident, mon ami, but murder.”
“Sacrebleu! What beast would do such a thing?”
“I do not know, but I intend to find out. If there are those who wanted the former comte dead, when they discover there is a new one, they may want me dead as well.” He thought about what he should do in light of that possibility. “While I seek the answers, Émile, I do not wish to advertise my presence.”
His quartermaster’s forehead creased in a harsh frown. “Ye’ll need to be watchful.”
“My father would have kept a town carriage in addition to this one he used when inspecting the vineyard. But that one will have the family crest. For the time being, I would rather ride in an unmarked one when not on horseback. See if our driver is willing to serve me for a while longer. I will pay him well.”
“It shall be as ye wish, Capitaine.”

Because the air was quite warm in the château, Joanna dressed for supper in a white chemise à la reine. Madame Provot had told her the style of gown was a favorite of the queen and very popular at the French Court. It was made very simply, the fabric the lightest of muslin. It felt like something she would wear under a gown. Its only decoration was a wide pink sash at the waist and a bit of lace at the cuffs.
The brim of the straw hat, circled by a pink ribbon, made her think of Tillie. How her sister would have teased her to see Joanna wearing the color Tillie had claimed as her own.
As Gabrielle dressed her hair, Joanna thought of her siblings in England. She didn’t worry for Tillie, enjoying her first Season, or Richard, consumed with the business of the Lords, but she did worry about Freddie, alone at The Harrows with only Zack and servants for company.
Had he yet received her letter telling him she was safe with the French comte? And what would he make of that? Since Freddie was master of The Harrows for the summer, he would have much to occupy his time. Perhaps he would not worry about her. She could only hope he and Zack did not pursue another smuggling run. With Commander Ellis angry for losing one smuggler’s ship, he would be eager to seize another. The smugglers on the beach would also be in danger.
She thought of Polly Ackerman and her children and worried for their situation. But at those times, she reminded herself Zack and Freddie could be trusted to watch over them.
“You look lovely, Mademoiselle,” said Gabrielle, “and so French.”
“All due to your talent. I do hope you are enjoying your position as my maid.”
“Oh yes, Mademoiselle, beaucoup.”
Pleased, Joanna smiled at the girl and picked up her straw hat, carrying it with her as she left her chamber. She reached the bottom of the stairs and saw the butler standing to one side of the entry.
“Mademoiselle,” Lefèvre said, inclining his head. With a sweep of his arm, he gestured her toward a large dining room. “Monsieur le comte is waiting for you.”
She nodded and entered a room as grand as the parlor. Its large crystal chandelier hung above a long and highly polished walnut table. A sideboard of the same wood held a silver tea set. On the table were several branched candlesticks, their flames flickering.
Donet rose from where he was sitting adjacent to his niece. “Lady Joanna, won’t you join us?”
“Thank you, I would love to.” She set her hat on one of the side chairs and took the seat he held out for her.
Zoé appeared in a good mood, her face brighter than when Joanna had last seen it. “I hope you are hungry, my lady.”
The quartermaster came into the room then, shared a meaningful glance with Donet, and took a seat next to the girl.
The meal of veal, turkey, artichokes and a salad was welcome after the long day of travel. Donet’s quartermaster, who ate much, kept them entertained with tales. Zoé seemed delighted and encouraged M’sieur Bequel to tell her more.
Joanna stole glances at Donet, who appeared preoccupied as he sliced his turkey. He ate little, brooding over his meal, and said even less.
“Did you really sail an English ship to Dover and hide in the fog?” asked Zoé, her gray eyes huge in her young face.
“Oui.” The quartermaster puffed out his large chest and waved his fork in the air. “And them Jack-tars were none the wiser till we slid over the side of their ship.”
Joanna cleared her throat.
The quartermaster, apparently remembering she was English, gave her a sheepish look. “Pardonnez-moi.”
She smiled, shaking her head. “I suppose I should be flattered you have forgotten I am not French, Monsieur.”
After dinner, Joanna savored one of the fresh plums served for dessert, a bit of the cheese and a fine Bordeaux wine Donet told her had come from vineyards south of Saintonge.
Once she had finished the plum, he leaned in. “Mademoiselle, forgive me. I have been a terrible host. Would you like to take your tea in the garden? We might as well take advantage of the long June day.”
Remembering the garden she had glimpsed from her room and hoping she might learn what troubled him, she gladly accepted. “I would.”
“And you, Zoé?” he asked his niece.
“I want to hear more of M’sieur Bequel’s stories. But I will come after that.” Then looking up at Donet, she added, “If it’s all right with you, Oncle Jean.”
Donet shook his head, smiling at his niece and his quartermaster. “You two are like old salts sharing tales, half of which bear no resemblance to the truth, but since you are enjoying yourself, bien sûr, you may stay, Zoé.” He then asked Sophie, who stood in one corner, to serve tea in the garden terrace.
“Oui, Monsieur.” She dipped her head and left the room. To Joanna, the girl appeared to be enamored of her master. Perhaps it was his likeness to the older brother. But surely the maid would notice a difference. The air of confidence he had gained in a score of years at sea would set him apart from most aristocrats, even one who looked very much like him.
Joanna took her straw hat from the side chair where she had left it and set it on her head. “I am ready.”
Donet held out his arm and she took it. It seemed so natural to be with him, to follow him to the gardens. There was so much she loved about this man, no matter he was a French Catholic and a former pirate. He exuded a strength that made her feel safe. He was charming and he could make her laugh.
They did not sit to take tea when it was served. At Donet’s suggestion, they picked up their cups and followed the line of rose bushes. Every now and then, they would pause to take a sip from their cups, admiring some flower.
Seeing a large pink rose, Joanna bent to smell the heady fragrance.
“Dressed as you are, Mademoiselle, you grace the roses.”
She turned to see him smiling. “I grant you, Monsieur, breeches are more comfortable, but I have had enough of those for a while.”
He laughed. “I shall always remember you as you were when I first saw you. It took but a moment of careful perusal to realize you were no lad.”
“I suppose I should take that as a compliment.” She did not tell him she had thought him the devil himself the first night she’d seen him.
They walked along companionably for a time, sipping their tea and meandering among the roses.
Seeing no one about, she asked, “Something has been weighing on you, Monsieur. Might you confide in me?”
His expression turned serious. “I expect you will know soon enough. The accident that took the lives of my father and brother was no accident. Someone tampered with the axle.”
For a moment, she just stared, shocked. “But who would have done such a horrible thing—and why?”
“’Tis hard to say. Even when I was living here, my father was not popular with the people of Saintonge, especially his own workers. Add to that the unhappy state of the French people and you can see how it might have happened. So far as I know, there have been no riots in Saintonge, but there is always the possibility.”
“What will you do?”
“While I am here, I will investigate, ask questions. Someone is bound to talk.” He took her empty teacup from her hand and set it next to his own on a nearby bench. “Come, the sky is still blue and ’tis unusually warm. Let us speak of more pleasant things and enjoy the evening.”

Jean did not wish to speak of death, not with the beautiful vixen walking beside him. A soft and feminine woman with an inner strength he admired. With her, he wanted only to embrace life. Since that night in Lorient when he’d given in to temptation and kissed her, he had desperately wanted to do it again.
Not since Ariane had a woman reached inside him and taken hold of his heart like this one. Lady Joanna made him want things he thought never to have again. She made him want to love again. But what if he did, only to lose her? France was becoming more dangerous. With the attack on his family, perhaps England might be the best place for her.
He had only to look at her and his body responded with an overwhelming desire. But would she want him without marriage? Would such a woman, a lady of noble birth, give herself to him? That he even considered the possibility troubled him, for what would he do with her if she did? She hardly fit into his life, which, he reminded himself, grew more complicated by the day. Still, the thought tempted him as never before.
She walked ahead of him, the path narrowing between the tall hedges. The pink sash tied in a bow at the back of her small waist drew him like a banner. Her auburn hair fell in curls to her shoulders beneath her straw hat. He pictured it splayed out on his pillow.
“You should be leading me,” she said. “I am likely to get us lost.”
“I am only too happy to oblige,” he said. “If I remember correctly, there is a stone bench not far on.” Drawing up behind her, he inhaled her lovely floral scent and turned sideways to pass. She turned as well, toward him, bringing them face-to-face on the path.
She tilted her chin up and he gazed into her cognac-colored eyes. He had only to dip his head to bring their lips close. No longer fighting the desire welling up inside him, he brushed his lips across hers. “As you are destined ever to tempt me, Mademoiselle, I am destined always to succumb.”
She did not protest, but closed her eyes as their lips met. He reached his hands to her waist and she slid her palms up his arms.
Her lips soft and welcoming, she tasted of the plum she had eaten and the honey she had added to her tea. Intoxicated with her scent and her taste, he held her tightly, then kissed her deeply.
Drawn by the slender neck he had observed so often but had never dared touch, he left her lips to kiss the warm column. With a small moan, she tilted her head to expose the span of ivory skin to his lips.
When he slid his tongue over her ear, she melted into his body.
He did not release her until his mouth returned to hers and she had been thoroughly kissed. Finally, he raised his head.
Slowly, she opened her eyes.
He smiled. “’Tis a prelude to more if you want it, my lady.”
“I do,” she said in a husky whisper.
Taking a leap into an uncertain future, as he had done so many times in his life, he said, “I give you leave to change your mind. I do not forget you are a lady. But if you still feel the same when night falls and the household is asleep, come to my bedchamber. ’Tis the one next to yours. You do not need to knock. I will be waiting.”
Staring into his eyes, she slowly nodded.
“Oncle Jean!” came Zoé’s voice from somewhere close. “Where are you?”
He let go of Lady Joanna and moved beyond her. “Over here!” Then reaching for Lady Joanna’s hand, he pulled her along to the bench he had remembered. He invited her to sit while he stood. It seemed a more appropriate scene for his niece to come upon. He was glad his coat hid his body’s reaction to the exchange of kisses.
“There you are!” Zoé said. “I’d forgotten about this old bench. It’s quiet here.” His niece turned in a circle in the small space. “I should come here to read. I like to listen to the birds.” Then pointing to the white flowers, she said, “Oh, see? Old François has been tending the wood sorrel.”
“We have wood sorrel in Sussex,” offered Lady Joanna.
Her mention of the flower that grew near her home reminded Jean of her expectation to return. If he made her his, would she still want to leave? Could he let her go?

Joanna sat on the edge of the bed, brushing her hair and listening for the sounds of footsteps in the corridor. The candle on the small bedside table flickered in the breeze coming through the lace curtains that hung over her open window. Outside, the stars glistened in the midnight sky.
In the bedchamber next door, he waited.
Since their kiss in the garden, her ardor had calmed enough for her to carefully consider the choice he had offered her. There would be no turning back if she went to him.
If she declined his offer, she could return to England, untouched. One day, she might marry an Englishman, even a peer. But she had never believed that would be her fate. And there was the matter of her reputation, which might, even now, be in tatters.
Still, she was not running from that life as much as embracing another. Jean Donet had shown her there was another choice, another path.
She did not believe his invitation was due solely to a moment’s passion. A man who had loved only one woman and taken no mistress since her death would not casually invite a woman to his bed. She had glimpsed the desire, the amusement and the admiration in his eyes so many times, she knew his offer was based on something more.
To be with a man as free as the wind that filled the sails of his ship, as wild as the raging sea he had conquered and, at times, as fierce as a storm, that would be her fate if she accepted his invitation.
He was not like any other man she had known. He was a man she could love. Might already love. That he had not spoken to her of love or marriage did not surprise her. Given the torch he carried for his dead wife, he might never do so. But even if he never said the words, never asked for her hand, to be with him would be enough.
She had never known a man the way she would know him. To give herself to him was to risk her heart. A man of his experience would know that. But he had asked it of her, which told her he would not cast her aside once they were lovers. He would be faithful. That meant more to her than a loveless marriage that might await her in England.
Would she stay in France as his mistress if there were no marriage? She might, especially if she were to conceive a child. She remembered the way he had looked at the babe Jean Nicholas. One day, it could be her child he smiled at.
Her mind made up, dressed only in her chemise de nuit and green silk robe, she laid aside her brush and padded to the door. As she opened it, the light from her bedchamber flooded the corridor showing her which door was his. She listened for sounds and heard none.
Silently, she crept from her chamber, closing the door behind her, and walked to his door. With shaking hand, she opened it. The light from a single candle cast shadows on the massive four-poster hung with burgundy velvet curtains tied back at the posts.
The bed cover was rolled back and, in the center of the bed, Donet indolently reclined on white pillows, his tanned, muscled chest bare and a sheet pulled up to his waist. His black hair, threaded with silver, hung long to his shoulders.
His black eyes fixed on her. On his lips was a faint smile. Had he expected her not to come?
He spoke not a word, but his eyes followed her as she took tentative steps across the thick carpet. She knew instinctively he would not help her, would not reach for her.
This was a chasm she alone had to cross. He had extended the invitation; she must be the one to accept it.
Arriving at the edge of his bed, she let her robe slip to the carpet. Then, gathering her courage and keeping her eyes on him, she reached for the sheet.
He smiled and raised his hand to her face, cupping her cheek. His touch on her face was warm and calmed her fears a bit. Perhaps he knew she needed that. His expression told her he was pleased.
“Come,” he said at last, drawing her onto the bed.

She was glorious in her brave display, her dark red hair a waterfall over her skin, glowing like alabaster in the candlelight.
The vixen had come this far. He would do the rest. Soon, by her own choice, she would be his.
He pulled her into his arms. Only her thin chemise lay between them. Her beautiful breasts he remembered so well pressed into his chest, stirring his loins. He slid his palm over her rounded buttocks, firm beneath the silk, and stroked her back to calm her rapidly beating heart.
Burying his head in her neck, he inhaled deeply her floral scent.
She would be frightened of what lay ahead, but Lady Joanna had a brave heart. She had chosen this course and would not shrink from it. And he would show her he could be tender.
Holding her tightly to him, tying together their heated limbs, he kissed her with all the passion he felt, emotion and desire he had suppressed for so long.
She was everything he had thought she would be and more. Though as yet untutored in the ways of love, she showed her willingness to learn, reaching her hands to his nape and holding him to her.
“Let’s get rid of this,” he said, pulling up her chemise. “It’s not as if I haven’t seen you before. And I so want to see all of you again.”
She raised her arms and he lifted the thin chemise over her head.
Taking one rounded breast into his hand, he gently cupped the ripe mound, coaxing a moan from her throat. “You are just as I thought you would be, my lady, soft to the touch, sweet to the taste.”
“Joanna,” she whispered, grasping his shoulders.
“Joanna,” he returned, loving the sound of it on his lips, “you will be mine this night.”
“Yes…” she whispered.
“Trust me with this.”
She splayed her hand on his chest and ran her fingers through the black curls. “’Tis soft.”
He heard the nervous tenor in her voice, her touch that of a virgin’s first acquaintance with a man’s body. Yet she seemed to delight in learning it. “Beneath your skin I feel hard muscle.”
She had no idea.
Pulling back, she moved her fingers over his ribs and down his side. “There is a scar, more than one. Wounds from a sword, Sir Pirate?”
“And other pursuits,” he said with a chuckle. He placed her hand on his rigid flesh. “Your touch affects me, my lady.”
“Joanna,” she murmured and, with tentative strokes, moved her fingers gently over his hard length. Her delicate touch inflamed his desire for her.
“If you keep touching me like that ’twill soon be over. You have much to learn. Let me initiate you in the ways of lovemaking.”
Propping himself up on one elbow, he slid his hand down her belly, touching gingerly the scarred flesh. Then he pulled her to him and tenderly kissed and licked her breasts. The musky scent of her skin mixed with the floral smell was a heady mixture, making his blood pound in his veins.
She made small noises that told him her body was responding. He had been ready for her since she walked through his door. But he would be patient this night, allowing her fear to be consumed by her rising passion.
He held her close, keeping her warm as he slid his hand past the scarred flesh to the nest of red curls he had glimpsed when she lay wounded on his bed. He felt her shiver at his touch. “Open your legs for me.”
When she complied, he dipped his finger into her center, wet with honey he would taste before the night was through. Slowly, he circled the place that would bring her to her peak if he allowed it, but he had other plans. For her first time, he wanted to be inside her when the moment of ecstasy came.
She panted out her breaths, matching his own, and moved her hips against his hand. Her nails sank into his back, her body telling him she was ready. On her own, she let her knees fall to the side, making way for him.
He kissed her as he centered himself above her. With a single thrust, he was past the barrier and deep into her core.
She shuddered and tensed. He stilled, their tongues entwined as their bodies.
She was so close to her peak her muscles were already beginning to clench around him. He retreated, then advanced, coaxing her passion to its crest.
Their bodies grew slick against each other.
“Ah…” she moaned, raising her hips to meet him as he drove deep, her core pulsing around him.
The storm came upon him, violent in its power. He rode the crest of the wave until, with a groan, he gave into its depths.
Locked in her arms, he allowed himself to drift, feeling a fierce possessiveness for this woman. He did not sleep nor did he roll from her, but stayed inside her, kissing the damp, salty skin of her neck, prolonging their union as long as he could.
He was still hungry for her.

The sun had not yet risen when Joanna stirred in his arms, slowly coming awake. The candle had burned to a nub and the room was cast in shades of gray. She turned her face on the pillow to see him, feeling his warm breath on her face. Still asleep, his face was partly covered by his long black hair. She brushed an errant strand from his forehead and thought of their long night of love when her fingers had been tangled in those same locks.
A pang of guilt rose up to accuse her for what she had done. She was now one of the fallen. Yet she would not have missed Jean Donet for anything. What would he think of her now? He had known her as a smuggler, then a lady, but what was she to him now? Merely a conquest?
She had loved his body, his touch and their joining, surprised at how little pain there had been. She had no one to compare him to, of course, but she couldn’t imagine a more considerate lover. He had been tender, even romantic. She had felt… loved.
He had made her a woman, giving her a night she would never forget. In turn, she had given him her body and, she was quite sure, her heart. In the hours he had taught her about the physical side of love, she sensed his feelings, though unspoken, were there in his touch. Surely he felt more than mere lust. It was all very well to be desired, but even a mistress would want a man’s love.
She kissed his warm forehead and, carefully disentangling herself from his arms and legs, silently crawled from the bed. Quickly, she donned her chemise and robe. She did not want the servants to find them in “twisted sheets”, as he had once said.
No one was in the corridor as she slipped into her bedchamber and brushed the tangles from her hair.
When Gabrielle entered, along with the morning sun, Joanna called for a bath.
Soaking in the hot water, she wondered where this new path would take her and whether she would have any regrets.



Chapter 19
Jean left his chamber, slightly annoyed the vixen had deserted his bed without waking him for a last kiss or more. Images of her willowy body and beautiful breasts flitted through his mind. He had made her his, and he was almost certain she had reciprocated by claiming him.
At the foot of the stairs, Lefèvre waited wearing another shockingly bright suit. Before it had been bright orange; this one was the color of immature grapes. Jean tried not to cringe. Only his softhearted brother Henri could have retained such a one.
“Bonjour,” he said to the butler and strode into the small dining room where his family had always eaten their morning meal.
He thanked Sophie for the coffee she handed him and took his seat at the head of the table, adding the cream that made the drink café au lait.
Feeling sated from the night before, but bleary-eyed for lack of sleep, he drank half the cup before turning to the only other person at the table.
His niece sat watching his every move as she quietly ate her eggs and brioche and sipped her chocolate. “I always waited for Papa to drink his coffee before I spoke.”
“Wise child,” he muttered, turning his attention to his brioche and berries.
A tear rolled down her cheek. To speak of her papa must be painful. Reaching across the corner of the table, he took her hand. “I know you miss your papa, Zoé. I miss him, too.” In truth, Jean had missed Henri for a very long time.
She nodded and wiped away the tear. “’Tis not so bad since you came, mon oncle. ’Tis almost like having him here again. He was in Paris much of the time before the accident. I was so happy to have him back.” She looked down at her plate. “I kept pretending he was away again on one of his trips, even though I knew he was gone and not coming back.”
Jean squeezed her hand. “Perhaps one day I will take you to England. Would you like that?”
“Oh, yes! When I grow up I want to travel on a ship like you!”
He laughed. “Well, maybe not exactly like me.” He popped some of the ripe strawberries into his mouth, thinking they tasted like Joanna.
He rather enjoyed his niece’s company. She reminded him of Claire at that age. He would gladly act as Zoé’s guardian. Holding his grandson Jean Nicholas and his lovemaking with Joanna raised the possibility of fathering another child. Until now, he had not considered it. What would he do if their lovemaking produced a child?
“What did you want to be when you were my age, Oncle Jean?”
Roused from his musings, he thought for a moment, remembering the long days of summer when he and Henri walked together among the vines, planning their lives. “I wanted to grow the best grapes in Saintonge and to make the finest cognac in all of France.” Winking at his niece, he added, “For a short time, I even entertained the possibility of becoming a violin virtuoso.”
She gave him a look of pity. “You didn’t get to do those things, did you?”
“Non. But sometimes, Zoé, when one dream dies, another is born. My new dream was to become a ship’s captain and master the sea. Eventually, I discovered I love the sea more than I do the land.”
“I cannot wait to sail on your ship!” she exclaimed.
He patted her hand. “You will and soon.” He downed the rest of his coffee and finished his meal, then rose from the table. “I don’t suppose you know where I can find M’sieur Bequel.”
“When I came in, he was speaking with Monsieur Giroud, who wants to take you into the vineyard today to show you something.”
Amazed at all the girl gleaned from keeping her ears open, Jean made to leave.
Zoé said, “If you agree, Oncle Jean, I was hoping Lady Joanna and I could go to Saint Jean d’Angély. I want to show her the abbey church and the market.”
“I would like that,” said Lady Joanna from the doorway where she appeared, looking beautifully poised in a sky blue gown. Her cheeks were slightly flushed.
No one would guess she had spent the night in his bed where there had been very little sleeping. He desperately wanted to take her upstairs and make love to her again. Instead, he said, “Good morning, Lady Joanna.” He could not very well call her “Joanna” in front of his niece.
He pulled out a chair for her, catching a whiff of her floral scent. Was he imagining things or did she ease herself into the chair more carefully than usual? Now that he thought of it, she might need a few days to recover from their night together. And then what would he do? They could never go back to the way things had been, but how would they go forward?
“Good morning to you, M’sieur.” She took her seat and smiled at Zoé. “We can take Gabrielle with us.”
“And M’sieur Bequel,” Jean insisted, as he resumed his seat. “I will not have you roaming around the town without a guard. Giroud and I will be taking horses to the vineyard so you can have the carriage.”
“There is the Saintonge carriage,” offered Zoé.
He glanced at Joanna, hoping she saw his concern for their using any vehicle that announced a member of the Saintonge family was within. “For the time being, I’d prefer you take the one I brought from Lorient.”
Zoé didn’t seem to mind what vehicle they took. With eager anticipation, she turned to Joanna. “I have much to show you, my lady.”

The coachman snapped the whip and Joanna and her companions were off, taking the road that led through the vineyards. Zoé had told her the town of Saint Jean d’Angély lay only a few miles away. The sky had clouded over, portending rain, and, while not terribly cold, she and her two traveling companions had worn hooded cloaks.
M’sieur Bequel, who had bowed to his captain’s orders and agreed to escort them, rode on top.
Zoé, sitting next to her, pointed out the sights: a mill, a small church, some new vines and, when they had gone some distance, another nobleman’s château and vineyards.
Sitting across from Joanna, Gabrielle gazed out the window, wide-eyed.
“Have you never been here before, Gabrielle?” Joanna asked.
“Non. I am grateful to you for bringing me.” The young maid was a pleasure to be around. Perhaps the quality Joanna most valued at the moment was the maid’s discretion. She had asked no questions when she had arranged for the bathwater to be brought in that morning. Her gaze had taken in the unrumpled bed before looking away, making Joanna realize her mistake. She had sat upon the bed cover that Gabrielle had pulled down for the night, but it did not look slept in and the pillows lacked even a dent. What must Gabrielle think of her?
Many noblemen had mistresses. Very likely, her maid assumed Joanna was Donet’s chère amie, a label she never thought to bear. But it had been her choice to go to him, even knowing it might lead to this.
As they left the vineyards behind, Joanna glimpsed thatched cottages along each side of the road. Unlike those in Chichester, they were made of mud, not whitewashed. And they had no windows. In front of them, children played in the dirt in threadbare clothing and bare feet. The women standing nearby stared at their coach with hostile eyes.
“Those cottages are nothing but miserable heaps of dirt,” observed Joanna, sitting back, her voice laced with pity. “Whose are they?”
“Peasants,” said Zoé. “Some are vineyard workers, some farmers.”
“Their cottages have earthen chimneys,” remarked Joanna, “but few have windows. ’Tis worse than the homes of the poor families where I come from in England.”
Zoé’s face remained placid. “It has always been that way, my lady. Papa wanted to help them but Grand-père said not to. They fought over it.”
“When I was still in England,” said Joanna, “I was told the French people are unhappy. Now I see it for myself. If they pay taxes to live in such hovels, I can understand their discontent.”
The carriage moved on, but the somber scene she had witnessed remained with her. She would speak to Donet about what could be done. Perhaps for his own workers, he could at least provide new cottages.
Before they reached the town, Joanna heard a loud bell and turned to Zoé for an explanation.
“That’s the bell in the clock tower. ’Tis very old.”
The carriage slowed as it entered the small town. The narrow, cobblestone streets reminded Joanna of Chichester, except this town had more of a medieval feel with its gray stone buildings. And, instead of a great cathedral, it possessed the tall clock tower Zoé had spoken of and an old abbey church with two very impressive towers.
Zoé gazed out the window as they passed the huge edifice. “The abbey is not finished. The monks have been building it for a very long time.”
“Where are we going?” asked Joanna.
“Oncle Jean asked the driver to stop near the market. It’s in the center of town.”
“Your uncle thinks of everything.”
With her eyes reflecting her sorrow, Zoé said, “Just like Papa.”
Joanna put her arm around the girl’s shoulder. “I know what it is to lose both parents. It will get easier over time and you have your uncle who will be like a father to you.” She only hoped it would be true.
Once they alighted from the carriage, Zoé’s spirits picked up as she headed down one of the streets with Joanna and Gabrielle in tow and M’sieur Bequel following closely behind with sword and pistol at the ready. Joanna assumed the weapons were per Donet’s instructions, such precautions due to the carriage accident that hadn’t been an accident at all. He might be worried about his niece. But what kind of a monster would want to harm a child?
The people of the town were a mixture of the very poor and those who were more richly dressed and had money to spend or business to transact. Soot-faced children ran through the streets. An occasional beggar sat against a building, sheltered under an eave. Every place had its desperately poor and Joanna always noticed them.
Zoé led them to a cluster of stands and stalls where farmers and merchants sold a variety of things from bread and cheese to oysters and fish. Summer fruits were available in abundance.
Cloth, too, was displayed, mostly the plain muslin and wool worn by the working class. Occasionally, she glimpsed a seller of lace.
Mingled among the people standing around and shopping were small groups of soldiers, their cream-colored uniforms trimmed in dark green so different from those worn by British soldiers.
Zoé noticed her watching them. “The soldiers you are looking at are from the Régiment de Saintonge that has returned from the American War. My papa told me they served under the comte de Rochambeau who helped the Americans win a battle at a place called Yorktown.”
“Yorktown was a great victory for the Americans and a great loss for the British,” Joanna said.
“Do you mind so much?” asked Zoé.
“I am glad ’tis over, but it cost me my father.” In truth, Joanna had mixed feelings about the war, unpopular as it was in England. France had helped America win her independence, but the war had taken the lives of many of her countrymen. Her father had been killed early in the war at the Battle of Saratoga. Polly Ackerman lost her husband much later but in the same war.
“I am sorry,” said Zoé.
“Let’s just hope there will not be another.”
“Ye have spoken well,” said M’sieur Bequel, standing nearby. “I lost my brother in the war. I wish for no more, but I fear my hope may be baseless.”
“I am sorry,” she told the quartermaster who, for a moment, looked very sad. “I, too, lost a brother who was a soldier.” Lord Hugh’s words came back to her. Would there be another war between England and France? And, if there were, would she be caught between her family in England and Donet in France? She thought of his exchange of fire with Commander Ellis off the coast of Bognor and shuddered. She couldn’t bear to think of Donet fighting against England.

Until he had taken to the sea, Jean had loved walking through the vines with his father. He and Henri would go with him, checking on each stage of the ripening grapes. As Jean walked among the vines with his estate manager, he thought of those earlier days. He had loved the familiar smell of the grapes, harvested in the winter, being pressed and then made into white wine, acidic and undrinkable, but perfect for distillation. Afterward, the distilled spirits, or eau de vie, would be aged in oak casks until the brandy became fine cognac.
That had been a lifetime ago. Today the sun was hidden behind gray clouds, the unripened green grapes long on the vines. In the time he’d been gone, his knowledge had not faded. He found it easy to fall back into the role of the master’s son asking questions of Giroud about the soil and condition of the vines. Only now he was the master.
As Jean thought of it, he preferred the merchant’s role to that of the grower and brandy maker. Transporting the casks from the estate and sailing them to England and other parts of Europe was more to his liking. For that, he wouldn’t have to live in Saintonge. He could retain Giroud and others to handle this end of things. It would be enough if he came several times a year, allowing him to live in Lorient. He would still keep his warehouse on Guernsey and, perhaps, his townhouse in Paris.
“The grapes are doing well,” he remarked.
Giroud, his wiry gray hair hanging in waves to his nape and his scant, short beard adorning his chin, stood next to Jean surveying the vines. “Oui, Monsieur, the grapes they are fine. For the time being, we have enough peasants to tend them. But I must speak to you of another matter, something that has concerned me in the last few years.”
Jean looked into the man’s ageless gray eyes. “What would that be?”
“I can show you as easily as I can explain it.”
Jean swept his arm away from the vines. “Lead on.”
Remounting their horses, they rode to the large warehouse next to the distillery where the brandy was stored and allowed to age. By now, this year’s eau de vie would be in the casks and the three prior years’ yield would be there as well, nearing the time they would sell it.
As they entered the warehouse, Jean looked around seeing the dusty oak casks. He blinked, unsure of what he was seeing. In the dim light from the windows, there appeared to be twice as many casks as he expected. “Why so many?” he asked Giroud. “Did mon père somehow increase production?”
“Non, Monsieur. While you have been gone, the taxes charged on Cognac’s brandy have trebled. Two years ago, they were raised again so that the growers pay double the amount levied on the vineyards near La Rochelle. Your father stopped shipping in protest even though the demand from Ireland and Holland had grown.”
“Et alors, he was a stubborn man. We will sell the extra stock. Aged longer, it will be more valuable. You have buyers, I assume?”
“Oui, many. Edinburgh, London and Ireland among them. The estate’s cognac is a fine one.”
“Très bien. Join me at dinner and we can discuss it. My initial thought is to change the shipping port from La Rochelle to Tonnay-Charente. ’Tis closer and, since it’s within Saintonge, we’ll pay fewer duties. You can use the existing shippers for now, but eventually I will keep at least one of my ships at the ready.”
Giroud grinned and dipped his head. “It will be done as you say, Monsieur le comte.”
He gave the maître du château a kindly look. “I have been Jean Donet for a very long time, old friend. M’sieur Donet will do. Oh, and tonight you can meet my guest from England, Lady Joanna West.”
Giroud nodded. Jean thought the man would walk away, but he hesitated as if not knowing how to broach whatever was on his mind. “There is something else I must tell you.”
Jean lifted his gaze expectantly. “Oui?”
His expression grave, Giroud said, “Shortly after the carriage accident, I found the body of the driver behind the warehouse. His throat had been slit. I buried him, but I have told no one. I can show you the grave if you would like.”
Jean let out a breath. “It is enough to know he was murdered. I do not need to see the grave. You should be aware, he is not the only one deliberately killed. In examining the carriage involved in the accident, I discovered it had been tampered with.”
The estate manager furrowed his brow. “Mon Dieu. Do you mean—”
“Exactement. Do you know anyone who would want to kill my father?”
Giroud shook his head. “Non. He was ever at odds with the other vineyard owners, of course, but then you would know that. The peasants are not happy, but that is due to more than your father. ’Tis possible someone meant the comte ill for his noble status, but I know of nothing specific.”
Jean thanked him and turned toward his horse. “Take care, Giroud. I will see you at supper.”
“’Twill be an honor, M’sieur.”
Jean rode back to the château thinking of the carriage driver. Why had he been killed? The most obvious answer, of course, was that he had been complicit in the crime and his partners, worried he might talk, did away with him.
Jean thought of Joanna and Zoé, wondering about their day. If someone had meant to kill the comte, would they next seek to kill his granddaughter? She could not inherit, of course, but vengeance would not consider that. And if Zoé was in danger, then Joanna might be as well.
And suddenly he had to know she was safe.

Joanna’s feet hurt and she stopped to rest on a stone bench in the gardens in front of the abbey. Overhead, the clouds had darkened to the same color as the stone towers of the church.
Several feet away, Zoé spoke in animated fashion to M’sieur Bequel about the monks and their slow work on the church. The quartermaster patiently listened, seemingly entertained.
Gabrielle joined Joanna on the bench.
“A remarkable little town,” observed Joanna.
“’Tis very different from Lorient,” said her maid.
“Are you missing your home, Gabrielle?”
“I think of it, Mademoiselle, but miss it? Non, I don’t think so. I am enjoying myself too much. What about you, mistress? Do you miss England?”
“Sometimes, but like you, I am glad to see more of France. I never thought I would have the chance.”
M’sieur Bequel came toward them, Zoé at his side. “I think we should go,” he said. “The capitaine will be wanting to know what I’ve done with ye.”
Joanna grinned. “Or what we have done with his quartermaster.”
Zoé did not protest, but docilely went with Bequel as he turned to go. The two made an odd pair, but she could tell they liked each other’s company.
Joanna got to her feet and, together with Gabrielle, followed Jean’s niece and his quartermaster as they retraced their steps back to the carriage.
Soon, they were on the same road they had taken from the château.
About halfway there, the road narrowed as they entered a dense stand of oak. Joanna was thinking of Donet and their night together when, all of a sudden, two men on horseback, their faces masked in black, rode out of the forest, brandishing pistols.
Gabrielle screamed. Zoé’s face was frozen in terror.
Joanna’s heart was in her throat as she ordered Zoé and the maid to the floor of the carriage. “Stay down!”
There must have been a third man for Joanna heard a voice in front of the carriage commanding the driver to halt. At the same time, one of the two she could see shouted to his companion, “No shots into the carriage! He wants the girl.”
Suddenly, the air erupted in pistol shots. For a moment, smoke blocked her view. When it cleared, the two riders lay on the ground, blood seeping from their chests.
The sound of clashing steel sliced through the air. Bequel swore and hoof beats sounded as a rider galloped away.
Silence reigned until the quartermaster shouted, “Allons-y!” Presumably the coachman was still alive because she heard the lash of the whip and they took off, speeding down the road.
Gabrielle and Zoé resumed their seats, shaken but unharmed.
As the carriage raced ahead, the three of them were jostled about so badly they had to grab the strap and grip the windowsills to keep from being thrown together.
Heart pounding, Joanna peered out the window, wondering where the third brigand had gone.
Before they reached the château, the driver brought the carriage to a sudden stop. The horses snorted, restless in their traces. Joanna braced for another attack.
Unexpectedly, Donet appeared at the window astride a horse. He jumped down, yanked open the door and pulled Joanna into his arms, crushing her to his chest.
He pulled back, his forehead creased in an expression of concern. “You are all right?”
“Yes, all of us,” she said.
In the carriage window, Zoé nodded. “Bien. I must help Émile and the driver. They are wounded.”
Zoé leaned out of the window, watching anxiously as Joanna followed Donet. At the front of the carriage, he climbed on top. A ball had pierced the coachman’s calf and blood coated his stockings.
Joanna was sickened by the sight. Donet acted as if it were an everyday occurrence. Perhaps, for him, it was.
M’sieur Bequel was slumped over, blood oozing from his shoulder.
“I am fine, Capitaine,” he said. “Just a prick to my shoulder.”
“I’ll be making my own assessment, mon ami.” Donet took off his cravat and tied it around the driver’s wound. Then he helped the quartermaster down.
“You will ride with the ladies,” said Donet, helping Bequel into the passenger compartment.
The quartermaster bristled. “Really, Capitaine, this is unnecessary.”
Donet ignored him and, once the quartermaster had taken a seat, handed Joanna into the carriage. As he closed the door, through the open window, he offered her a pistol. “Do you know how to use one of these?”
“I do,” she said, taking it from him. “My brother Wills taught me when he was on leave from the Coldstream Guards.”
“Keep it ready should you need it on the way back.”
He led his horse toward the back of the carriage. As he returned to the front, he passed by her window.
She heard the whip crack and the carriage lurched forward.
Inside, Gabrielle tended M’sieur Bequel as best she could, pressing her handkerchief and the one Joanna offered into the wound to try and stop the bleeding.
Joanna kept the pistol close, unsure of what to expect.
Zoé looked on anxiously, but she did not cry. A brave little girl, thought Joanna.
Wondering what had prompted Donet to set out to find them, she looked at the quartermaster, who gritted his teeth with every movement of the carriage. “How did he know?”
“I could tell ye stories, Mademoiselle. ’Twould make yer hair stand on end. The capitaine has instincts that often baffle the crew. When the war raged on the Channel, more times than I can remember, with not a sail in sight, he would suddenly order Lucien to change course. Only later would we learn an English frigate had been heading for our ship.”
“You think he sensed there would be trouble?”
“Oui. I expect so. He gets a feeling something’s not right. At such times, I have learned not to question him.”
Joanna heard the pride in his voice and the affection for the man to whom Bequel gave his loyalty, the one he called “Capitaine”.
“You and Donet have been friends for a long time, no?”
The quartermaster’s breathing was labored. The ball in his shoulder had to be causing him great pain. Still, he managed to say, “Many years. And I hope for many more.”
A man who could engender such loyalty and unfettered obedience from a crew of cutthroats was not a man to be ignored. “I, too, hope you and he will have many years together, Monsieur. And I am glad his instincts told him to come after us. I feel safer for knowing he is with us.”
Bequel smiled and shut his eyes.
Gabrielle said, “I believe the bleeding is slowing.”
“We should be to the château soon,” Zoé encouraged.

The carriage was just rolling to a stop when Jean jumped down, shouting for the butler and a footman. Together with Lefèvre, Jean got the protesting quartermaster into the château. The footman helped the driver into one of the available chambers, while Donet returned M’sieur Bequel to the bedchamber he had been occupying.
Joanna and Gabrielle had followed the three men, while Zoé went in search of Marguerite.
Émile grumbled as Jean helped his quartermaster onto the bed. Out of the corner of his eye, Jean saw Joanna standing in the doorway.
“Find Giroud and bring him to me,” Jean ordered the butler.
Lefèvre skittered out of the room. “Oui, Monsieur.”
At Joanna’s urging, Gabrielle removed the quartermaster’s shirt, just as Marguerite came hurrying into the room, the maid Sophie following on her heels.
She rushed to Émile’s bedside, her lined face expressing her anxiety. “What has happened now?”
“A scratch, no more,” said the quartermaster.
Donet and the housekeeper shared a glance and Marguerite went to work.
“The driver has been shot as well,” Jean informed the housekeeper.
At the open door, Zoé joined Joanna. “Will he be all right?” asked Jean’s niece.
Joanna put her arm over the girl’s shoulder. “He will be, you’ll see.”
The housekeeper set about cleaning the wound, fussing over Bequel and shouting instructions to Sophie to bring hot water, bandages and brandy. “When you are done with that,” she told the maid, “see if you can help the coachman.”
Sophie nodded and scurried to find what was needed. Gabrielle went with her, offering to help.
Donet pulled up a chair in front of the bed. “What happened?”
“The trip to town went well,” said M’sieur Bequel. “We were on the way back when three brigands on horseback attacked us with pistols and swords. I got two before the third came at me with his blade. Ye know the sword’s not my weapon, Capitaine, and both my pistols had fired.” With a sheepish grin, he said, “That third one got away. In the future, I’m thinking we need to give the driver a pistol.”
Donet patted Bequel’s leg. “You did fine, mon ami, and I will see to arming the driver. I should have thought of that before. Now, get some rest.”
“He’ll not be getting any rest till I’m finished with him,” said Marguerite.
Donet shifted his gaze to the door. “No more trips to town,” he fired at Joanna.
She nodded. “What’s going on?”
“I do not know, but I intend to find out.”
Joanna took Zoé’s hand. “Let’s go have some tea, shall we?”
The two disappeared and Giroud took their place at the door. “M’sieur?”
“The carriage was attacked returning from Saint Jean d’Angély. Send some men to retrieve the two bodies left by M’sieur Bequel.”
“Immediately, M’sieur.” The estate manager quickly departed.
Jean stayed with Émile until the ball was out to offer his support and to keep his quartermaster supplied with brandy. Several times, a dig to hunt for the ball had the quartermaster cursing loudly.
When Jean opened his mouth to apologize, Marguerite said, “No need, Monsieur. I have heard men curse before. ’Tis expected in such circumstances.”
Émile took a large swallow of the brandy Jean handed him and smiled at the housekeeper. “S’il vous plaît, pardonnez-moi.”
With Émile’s apology, Jean left the bedchamber. “I’ll look in on you later. I must check on the driver.”
Jean was descending the stairs when Giroud stepped into the entry hall.
Worrying his hat in his hand, the estate manager looked up at him. “The bodies are gone, M’sieur, their horses, too.”
Jean frowned and stepped down to the tile floor. “I half-expected it. Whoever they were working for would not want to leave bodies behind that might reveal his identity.”
Joanna walked in from the parlor, a worried look on her face. He wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her, but the presence of the others stayed his hand.
“Lady Joanna,” he said, “I don’t believe you have met my estate manager, M’sieur Giroud.”
Joanna acknowledged Giroud with a smile and he dipped his head.
“We are discussing the men who attacked the carriage, my lady.” He couldn’t bring himself to think of it as an attack on her or Zoé. “Did you happen to see them?”
“I did, but only the two M’sieur Bequel shot. The other one must have been in the front. They were rough men. On their faces, they wore black masks. Their hair was long and unkempt. Were they hired ruffians, do you think?”
“Possibly. But who would have hired them? Did they say anything?”
“Yes, one shouted a demand for the driver to stop, but I could not see him. One of the two close to me ordered his comrade not to fire into the carriage, that ‘he’ wanted ‘la fille’.”
“Zoé?”
“I thought so at the time. Wouldn’t he have said “la femme” if he meant me or Gabrielle?”
He was tempted to tell her with her hair worn long and tied back, she could pass for a girl, but he didn’t want to scare her. “Probably, but the more intriguing question is to whom was the man referring when he said ‘he’?”
Neither Giroud nor Joanna had any idea. Why would someone want to capture his niece? She was not the heir after all, could never be. And a ten-year-old girl could have no enemies. Was it to hold her for ransom for something they wanted from Jean? Money? An exchange of her life for his? If the vengeance against the Saintonges ran deep, the perpetrators might want to kill the new heir. They couldn’t know there was still another, his grandson, the babe Jean Nicholas.
Zoé came into the entry hall from the kitchens. “How is Monsieur Bequel?” she asked.
“Marguerite is stitching his wound and then she will give him something to make him sleep.”
Flashing her cognac-colored eyes, Joanna said, “I hear laudanum works well.”
At least the vixen still had her sense of humor. He remembered her rising from a laudanum-induced sleep to fire questions at him, as spirited as ever. What a wild one she must have been as a child.
Jean suggested they go in to dinner and led his small party into the dining room. They took their seats at the long table, sitting clustered together at one end. The meal that followed was a somber affair, which Jean regretted, but he and Giroud accomplished what they needed to regarding the large number of stored casks of cognac.
As the supper drew to a close, he turned to Joanna. “I want you and Zoé to stay close to the château for the time we are here.”
She nodded. “Of course, I understand.”
“Are we going somewhere, Oncle Jean?”
“Eventually, oui. I cannot leave you in Saintonge, Zoé. ’Tis not safe for anyone named Donet at the moment.” Casting a glance at Joanna, he added, “Or anyone close to us. Besides,” he said looking at his maître du château, “M’sieur Giroud is well able to handle the estate in my absence.”
Giroud appeared pleased for the trust placed in him, which made Jean wonder at the relationship the man must have had with the former comte. It could not have been a good one.



Chapter 20
The summons from the king came the next morning. Jean was not sorry for it. Given recent events, he was only too glad to leave Saintonge. Had he not been concerned for Joanna and his niece, he might have wanted to stay and solve the mystery of the attack on the carriage and the deaths of his father and brother, but that could wait.
As one new to his title, he would be expected to make an appearance before Louis. With Jean’s sojourn in England, his sovereign must have grown impatient. Then, too, he still had Vergennes to see. Oui, it was past time for him to return to Paris.
He found Marguerite in the kitchens. “Can our patients be moved?”
She nodded. “But I would not ask Monsieur Bequel to lift anything heavy for a while. And the coachman will not be much use till his wound is healed.”
“I will assure Bequel lifts nothing save a pistol. Meanwhile, we will be leaving tomorrow. The king requires my presence in Paris, so I will need another driver. Might one of the servants be fit for the job?”
“One of the footmen has driven carriages before.”
“Parfait. We will take the Saintonge carriage so the wounded driver will have his to return to La Rochelle when he is recovered. Will you be all right in my absence?”
“Of course.” Wiping errant gray hairs off her forehead with the back of her hand, she cast him an anxious glance. “Will you take your niece, Monsieur?”
“With her having the last name Donet, I would not leave her here with the current threat.” The housekeeper appeared to relax. “She has never been to Paris?”
Marguerite put one hand on her hip. “Monsieur, she has never been far from Saintonge.”
“Well then, she will enjoy seeing Paris.”
“There can be no doubt of it. And, given all she has lost, she would not want you to leave her behind. You have taken the place of her papa.”
As he climbed the stairs to check on Émile and the coachman, he thought of his ward. Should he place her in the care of the Ursuline Sisters of Saint-Denis? They had been good to Claire. Many daughters of the aristocracy were sent there for their education prior to marriage. Zoé was the right age. But she was all he had of his brother. And she had no father.
Putting that decision aside for the moment, he considered his options for getting to Paris. The roads in France had improved substantially since he’d lived in Saintonge, making the carriage trip to Paris bearable, but he preferred to travel by ship. With all the stops the carriage would make, it would take no longer sailing from La Rochelle to Le Havre and then a day’s ride to Paris. He would have to make a brief stop in Lorient to change ships to his sloop.
If, notwithstanding the night in his bed, Joanna insisted on being returned to England, he would need that ship. The modifications he’d made would serve well if she were to remain with him. He did not want her to go. But could she be persuaded to stay?
Émile had just finished his breakfast when Jean walked through the open bedchamber door. Sophie picked up the tray and, bobbing a curtsy, carried it from the room.
“You are well?” he asked. “No fever?”
“I am fine and tired of lying abed. Marguerite objects, of course, but I am getting up. Unlike ye, Capitaine, I do not carry books about. Staring at the walls and worrying about the ship are driving me mad.”
Jean laughed. “You will be pleased to learn we depart tomorrow.”
“We do?” His quartermaster’s face brightened. “And where are we going? To return the English lady to her home?”
“Only if she insists. My preference is not to return to England just now. The king has summoned me to Paris.”
“Why?”
“Louis rarely gives reasons, mon ami, but I assume ’tis the customary appearance for one newly titled. He will want to be assured of the comte de Saintonge’s continued loyalty.”
“Ah.” Émile let out a breath and ran his hand through his thick russet hair loose on his shoulders. “Then I must again dress as a gentleman, non?”
“Oui, but consider this, my townhouse in Paris has fine beds and a good cook.”
“And the nearest tavern has pretty wenches. Oui, I recall it well.” His quartermaster sat up and slid his legs off the edge of the bed, wincing as he put weight on his arm. “Très bien, we go. Do ye expect to persuade Lady Joanna to accompanying ye to Paris?”
“I hope for that result.” His quartermaster did not need to know Joanna was now his lover.
Émile gave him a smug smile. “Ah…’tis as I expected. Ye’re caught as sure as a cod in a net.”
Jean shrugged, not wishing to admit the truth growing inside him. What he felt for Joanna scared him to death. “Since you are rejoining the living, mon ami, ask my garishly attired butler, Lefèvre, to send a messenger to La Rochelle. Have M’sieur Ricard recall the crew and ready the sloop.” He pulled an envelope from his pocket, a letter he had prepared for the modiste. “And see that Madame Provot gets this. Lady Joanna will need additional gowns if she’s to accompany me to Paris.”
“Oui, Capitaine.” Émile slid his feet to the floor. “It will be done as ye say.”
Jean squared his shoulders. “While you are doing that, I will see if I can convince the redhead to come with me.”

Joanna enjoyed walking in the estate’s gardens. This morning she and Zoé decided to pick wildflowers for the breakfast room. As they passed through the manicured gardens to the field of flowers beyond, Joanna shared stories of her childhood in West Sussex.
When she spoke of her sister and brothers, she could see the envy in Zoé’s eyes. Joanna wanted to tell the girl that she would be pleased to act the part of an older sister. Having been that for Tillie, it would be easy to adopt the same role for this motherless child, but how could she say that when she had no idea of her permanence in Donet’s life?
Zoé ran ahead and Joanna followed with the basket as they wandered away from the château. A gentle breeze stirred the tall grass as they walked along, Zoé bringing her flowers to contribute to the basket slung over Joanna’s arm.
Joanna paused to gaze back at the château. Smaller turrets decorating the roof pointed to the sky, making the whole affair appear more like a castle than she had thought when she had seen only the front. She had difficulty imagining the pirate captain as lord of this grand estate. He seemed more at home on the deck of his ship. Raised the son of a comte, educated in the manner of French nobility, he could well do both. Donet was no ordinary smuggler, but then, neither was she.
“Lady Joanna, won’t you marry soon?”
The question seemed to come out of nowhere, but then children often asked questions Joanna found startling. “Why do you ask?”
“You should have a husband and mon oncle needs a wife. We could be a family.”
She smiled down at the girl. “I am honored you would consider me, Zoé, but your uncle may not want another wife. From what I hear, he loved his first wife very much.”
“’Tis true,” she said with downcast eyes. “I once heard Papa and Grand-père arguing about her.”
“None of that matters now, Zoé. You have no need to fear being alone. Your uncle loves you and will take care of you.” She hoped he would keep the child with him, but his life didn’t seem to have room for Zoé, any more than it did for her. And then she remembered that Donet’s daughter had been educated in a convent near Paris. Did he mean to do the same with his niece?
They walked on through the long grass. Red, lavender and yellow flowers bobbed in the breeze amid the green blades. Zoé bent her head to pick more flowers.
Joanna drank up the summer sun, tilting her hat back to feel the warmth on her face. It was late June and the thought came to her that time was slipping away. She ignored it. If she had spent the summer at The Harrows, she would have missed the only man she might ever love.
“Look!” Zoé pointed toward the château. “It’s Oncle Jean.”
Joanna lifted her eyes to see Donet striding toward them with an easy grace, as smoothly as he crossed the deck of his ship. He wore no coat. In his black waistcoat and breeches, he appeared the smuggler she had first glimpsed in Bognor, except for his white shirt.
“What can he want?” He would not come looking for them unless the matter was of some importance.
Her heart overflowed with love, watching him draw close. She blushed, remembering what he looked like when he wore nothing. She had touched his lean muscled body and knew its scars as well as her own. The words of his surgeon came back to her: He bears wounds only seen with the heart, and the scars that have formed over the years still pain him. Would she ever see those wounds, touch those deeper scars?
As he reached her, an easy smile crossed his face. “Here you are!” he exclaimed. “Lost among the flowers.”
“Did you come to pick flowers with us, mon oncle?” asked Zoé with a hopeful expression.
The look in his dark eyes told Joanna he hadn’t come to pick flowers. His purpose was more serious.
“Non.” He picked up one of his niece’s long curls, the color so like his own. “I must speak to Lady Joanna alone for a moment. Do you think you could carry the flowers back to Marguerite? I promise to join you shortly.”
“All right.” Zoé glanced at the two of them and reluctantly accepted the basket Joanna handed her. “But don’t be long. We are to have tea on the terrace.”
The girl skipped away, swinging her basket, the blue ribbons from her straw hat flying behind her in the breeze.
Donet watched her for a moment, then turned back to Joanna. “She is becoming quite attached to you.”
“I like her, too.” She was afraid to say more, afraid to confide her thought that she would love to be a sister to his niece, even a mother if the girl would allow it. “What is it you wish to discuss with me?”
He took her hand and led her to one side of the field where a copse of oak trees provided shelter from the sun and, she thought, from prying eyes.
“I have been summoned to Paris by the king. We are leaving Saintonge tomorrow.” At her raised brows, he added, “’Tis probably only the usual requirement for one new to a title to pay homage to his sovereign.”
“Oh.” She looked down at the ground, remembering Richard had done the same when he became the Earl of Torrington. She had a sinking feeling her time in France, her time with him, was about to end.
His thumb rubbed the top of her hand, making sensual circles over her skin. She grew warm at his nearness, at the memory of their night together. At the desire that flooded her senses.
“I know you have wanted to return to England,” he began in his French-accented voice, “but I would prefer you go with me to Paris.”
Go with him to Paris? She looked up, losing herself for a moment in his obsidian eyes. “As what, M’sieur?”
He pulled her close, their bodies touching. His lips were so close. Their eyes met and neither looked away. “As my guest, if you like. More, if you would have it. I have made a few changes on my sloop so that you will have your own cabin. In Paris, you would have your own rooms, though I would welcome you in mine.”
His gaze remained intense, his eyes so dark and heated she could fall into their depths. “I would like to see Paris.”
He touched her cheek with his fingers. She shivered at his touch, at the prospect of staying with him.
His hands went to her waist and he bent his head to brush his lips over hers, once, twice. “I want you in my bed, Joanna.” He kissed her, sliding his tongue into her mouth, possessing, plundering. Like a pirate claiming his gold.
She gave in to the wanting of him, raising her hands to his nape, and welcomed the kiss. Her breasts pressed against his hard chest and she felt her body yearning to be joined with his again. She had never realized a woman could feel such hunger for a man.
When he broke the kiss, she opened her eyes, feeling slightly dazed. His kisses always left her witless.
He touched his forehead to hers. “Will you go?”
“You knew I would say ‘yes’, didn’t you?”
“I had hoped. I don’t wish to go without you, and I must take Zoé for her safety. She would want you to go, too.” Joanna did not tell him that if Zoé had her way, they would be wed. Her instincts told her doing so might frighten him away.
He took her hand and they walked back to the château. “I have ordered gowns for you for Paris. You will need them for Versailles.”
“Versailles. I thought never to see it.”
“Now you will,” he said, squeezing her hand.
She glanced at him, unsure how to broach the next subject. “Before you leave Saintonge, I wanted to ask you about your tenants and the workers in the vineyards.”
“Yes?”
“The cottages I saw on our way to Saint Jean d’Angély were miserable heaps of mud, without even windows. Is that where your workers and tenants live?”
“It might be. I’d have to ask Giroud. It has been many years since I lived here, you may recall. At that time, they lived close.”
“Is there nothing you can do for them? The children looked so miserably poor.”
“I see you are still the lady who smuggles French goods into Sussex to feed the English poor. And now you would have me taking on the woes of the French.”
Her forehead creased with concern. “The children were barefoot and in rags. As the women watched our carriage, some looked angry. I couldn’t blame them. You have spoken of the egregious taxes they pay. If the comte de Saintonge is wealthy, might you pay them? Or give them new cottages?”
He took a deep breath and let it out, as if to think. Finally, he said, “I can and because you ask, I will. M’sieur Giroud can be put to the task of reducing the rents they pay. And we can increase their wages. ’Twill be the same result in the end. I do not wish to become one of those aristocrats who expects to be carried on the backs of the poor.”
“Thank you,” she said. “It means much to me that you would do something for them.”
He brought her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her skin. “I do it for you, Joanna.”
Her emotions were mixed as they returned to the château. Already, her awkward position was making her feel uncomfortable. A female “guest” traveling with an unmarried aristocrat would be thought his mistress. And if she returned to his bed that is precisely what she would be. Here on his estate, she did not worry for her reputation, but how would they treat her in Paris?

Early the next morning, the carriage loaded, Jean said his goodbyes to the servants lined up in front of the château. The parting was vastly different from his stormy exit a score of years before when they had stared openmouthed at the shouting match between him and his father.
Tears flowed down Marguerite’s cheeks as she hugged his niece to her bosom. Zoé, too excited to be sad, told her not to worry. The girl’s only thought was for what lay ahead, sailing on his ship and seeing Paris for the first time.
He had spoken with Giroud about doing something to lighten the burden on his tenants. With the money from the stored casks they would sell, the estate would be flush with coin. Jean did not need to dip into his own considerable wealth to help his tenants, though he would have done so if need be to make Joanna happy.
The estate manager seemed relieved to hear of his plans. “Take care, M’sieur. I will send word should I hear of anything.” Jean nodded, knowing he referred to the murders and the carriage attack.
When Marguerite finally let go of Zoé, Émile gave the housekeeper a kiss on both cheeks.
Marguerite blushed.
“I’m in yer debt for sewing up the gash in my shoulder.”
“’Twas nothing, Monsieur.”
When all the goodbyes were said, they climbed into the carriage. The new driver was one of his footmen, pressed into service as his coachman. Inside, Joanna and Zoé took the forward-facing seat while Émile and Gabrielle took the other.
His quartermaster had wanted to ride on top with the driver, now armed, but Jean would not hear of it. With both his pistols poised and ready, he took Émile’s place, climbing on top and ordering the driver to depart.
As the carriage hurtled down the road, Jean scanned the long rows of vines and the ripening grapes, wondering when he might return. It would not be soon. Perhaps in winter when the grapes were harvested.
Since Joanna and Zoé were with him, he had all he wanted from Saintonge.



Chapter 21
Lorient, France
It took Jean and his crew a day to sail from La Rochelle to Lorient. They arrived midday to find his three-masted sloop waiting for him.
The figurehead on the prow, a woman in a flowing gown, had a new coat of paint on her long hair, rendering it the color of a red fox. On the stern, the new name, la Renarde, in gold script spoke of the auburn-haired beauty for whom it was named.
The ship’s rigging had been changed to square sails for the Channel instead of fore and aft for the Atlantic crossing. And some cargo space had been sacrificed to add two more cabins and a temporary bulkhead separating the stern cabins from his crew’s quarters in the forecastle.
He’d had his cat, Franklin, transferred from la Reine Noire to the sloop, but given the way he followed Joanna about, the cat might have managed the transfer on his own.
Jean escorted Joanna, Zoé and Gabrielle up the gangplank to the deck of the sloop where his cabin boy waited. “Gabe can show you to your cabins. Instead of crowding into mine, you will have two, smaller but yours alone. I suggest you take one of them, Lady Joanna, and your maid and my niece the other, but if you prefer a different arrangement, that is fine.”
Joanna met his gaze. She had to know there was a purpose in the new arrangement that was different from that on la Reine Noire. Hoping the vixen would join him, he’d also had a larger shelf bed installed in the captain’s cabin. Since they had left Saintonge, he’d not had a moment alone with her and the thought of their being together brought his body alive.
“How long will it take to get to Le Havre?” asked Zoé, her gray eyes alight with interest as she watched the crew making ready to set sail. His niece had enjoyed their journey north and never once became seasick even though they’d had rough seas for part of the time.
“A day and a half with favorable winds. We will sail tomorrow with the evening tide and should arrive in Le Havre in time for supper the next day. Then on to Paris.”
Then to Joanna, “While there is still time today, you must visit Madame Provot. She has some new gowns for you and my niece.”
Zoé beamed her happiness and followed Joanna and her maid as they went below.
He shouted after them, “M’sieur Bequel will take you to Madame Provot’s and return you to the ship for supper!”

Madame Provot welcomed Joanna and Zoé as they entered her shop, ushering them into the inner room where her assistants bustled around, hanging gowns on the pegs. These gowns were more ornate, more elaborately decorated than the other ones the modiste had made for Joanna.
“Capitaine Donet was most specific in his instructions,” she said as she fidgeted with the gowns. “As if I do not know what is required for Paris. I was trained there!”
Flavie helped Joanna to undress and Madame Provot slipped a gown over her head. Another assistant was helping Zoé who appeared delighted to be receiving the attention paid a young woman.
“I am sorry to be so much trouble,” said Joanna in an effort to soothe the modiste’s temper.
“You are no trouble but the capitaine, impatient as always, insists on haste. How am I to create a masterpiece in haste?”
Joanna smiled encouragingly at the petite woman. “Oh, but you have.”
Madame Provot laced her tight, more from her mood than Joanna’s need. At least her wound no longer pained her. The gown’s ivory silk, embroidered with flowers, was beautiful.
“The gown is lovely,” Joanna remarked.
In a calmer voice than before, the modiste said, “Oui, the capitaine has excellent taste. And with you, Mademoiselle, he is most particular.”
Joanna wasn’t certain how to take that. Was it for his own sake and the reception she might receive at the French Court that he cared so much about her gowns? Or, did his feelings run deeper?
They were with the modiste for some time before she and Zoé dressed and returned to the antechamber where M’sieur Bequel waited, no more patiently than had his captain.
“Ye are done?” he inquired, his heavy brows raised in hope.
The modiste answered for Joanna. “Oui, nous avons terminé. The gowns shall be delivered to the ship tomorrow afternoon.”
“Bien, but do not be late, Madame. Tomorrow, we sail on the evening tide.”

Jean had invited Joanna and Zoé to dine with him and Émile in his cabin. Gabe left with Joanna’s maid to escort her to the galley where they would eat together as they had the night before. When they’d gone, Joanna asked, “Will Gabrielle be all right with your men?”
“No one will bother her in the galley,” he replied. “My crew knows she is your maid and you are my guest.” He gave her a look meant to convey he had communicated to his men she belonged to him. “Definitely out of bounds.”
While his niece conversed with Émile, the two having become fast friends, Jean handed Joanna a glass of sherry and picked up his brandy, beckoning her to join him at the stern windows. From here, they could glimpse the lights on shore from the taverns and hillside homes.
“Did you enjoy your time with Madame Provot?”
“’Tis much easier to be fitted for breeches,” she said, a mischievous grin lighting her face. “And you might want to know that Madame Provot would appreciate having more time for her creations.”
He laughed. “Ah, oui. She has made her feelings known before.”
Some of his men entered, carrying trays with their supper. He and Joanna joined the others at the table.
The meal was simple by a nobleman’s standards but elaborate for seafaring men. For all the time he spent on his ships, Jean insisted on decent food. Perhaps it was the memory of those first years with Ariane when he’d been poor and their food was often a simple fish stew. Ariane never complained and he had loved her all the more for it. Once he had been able to afford better fare and a cook, he made sure his small family ate well.
Jean liked his food French and cooked with skill. The white fish served them tonight, cooked in wine and butter with fennel, was among his favorites.
“In France, it’s called ‘le loup’,” Zoé explained to Joanna, showing her pride at knowing something an English earl’s sister might not.
Joanna screwed up her face. “The wolf?”
“’Tis an aggressive fish,” teased Émile in serious fashion.
They all laughed at Joanna’s reaction, looking at them askance as if she did not believe his quartermaster.
“But it is an aggressive fish,” Jean insisted.
In addition to the fish, they also had fowl wings en hâtelets, cooked on skewers, cauliflower with Parmesan and a salad. He made sure all his ships carried fine Bordeaux wine as well as cognac, which they drank this evening.
He watched Joanna sip the dark red wine, her cheeks flushed and her laughter ringing out at Zoé’s chatter. He loved watching the candlelight flicker across her face and causing the copper strands in her auburn hair to glisten. She was a woman any man would be proud of.
It frightened him to think he could lose her to England, or worse, to illness or some attack by brigands. He was beginning to think it mattered not if she were mistress or wife. The pain of losing her would be just as great. Hadn’t Louis XV mourned the death of his mistress, Madame de Pompadour? Jean had refused to consider marrying again, thinking he could protect his heart from the pain of loss and avoid the plunge into darkness that had followed Ariane’s death. Now, he had to wonder if it were even possible to protect his heart from Joanna.
Paris became the topic of their conversation since neither Joanna nor Zoé had been there. His niece asked Joanna her opinion about the gowns Madame Provot had made for them. Joanna expressed her pleasure at the vermilion silk robe à la française. “I shall save it for something special. And the gown with the green satin underskirt is lovely.”
It should not have surprised him that his niece looked to Joanna for a woman’s advice. Zoé needed more than a father; she needed a mother. He had raised Claire alone with the help of the Ursuline Sisters of Saint-Denis. But even they could not take the place of a mother.
At the end of the meal, they climbed to the weather deck to enjoy the balmy evening. Franklin, who’d likely been hunting for his own dinner, sauntered up to Joanna and rubbed against the foot of her gown, his long black tail raised high. Holding on to the rail, she reached down to scratch his ears. “Funny cat,” she said to the animal.
Jean came up behind her and whispered in her ear, “You have claimed my cat, Mademoiselle.”
She laughed. “So I have. Do you mind terribly?” She looked at him in all innocence.
“Not as long as I have you both,” he teased.
A short distance away, Zoé tagged after Émile as he inspected the deck. Though rough in appearance and voice, his quartermaster showed great patience with the child, just as he had with Claire at that same age. It made Jean wonder why Émile had never married. He had nieces and nephews he cared for—his brother’s children—but none of his own.
“Those are deck prisms, little one,” Émile explained to Zoé when she asked about the glass set into the weather deck. “They bring light into the deck below but without allowing water to leak downward. The glass is flat here, but the prism hangs below the overhead and sends the light sideways. A very clever invention.”
“Most clever,” said Zoé, staring down at the glass under her feet.
“Your niece has an intelligent and curious mind,” said Joanna.
He slowly let out a breath. “She does, and I must decide what to do with her.” He turned to gaze over the rail at the sun, now lower in the sky and reflecting off the blue waters. “Should I send her to the Sisters of Saint-Denis for her education? Or should I keep her with me? My life is not exactly one in which a child, particularly a girl, fits easily.”
Joanna turned to place her palms on the rail’s brightwork. “Given all she has suffered and her great attachment to you, I would keep her with you. She needn’t go on all your voyages, but when you come home, she would be there.”
“True. She could live in Lorient or even Saintonge.”
“Must you sail so much?”
He jerked his head around to catch the serious look on her face. Whatever her thoughts, she cared deeply about his answer. Was she asking for Zoé or for herself? “Non. I have men to manage my affairs and worthy seamen to sail my ships. ’Tis just that I love the sea. But now I have more to be concerned with: the estate in Saintonge, my ships in Lorient, the king’s demands—which will no doubt take me more often to Paris—and you.”
“Me? Do you think to find room for me in all of that?”
He chuckled, lifting one of her curls from her shoulder and rubbing it between his fingers. “I do not worry about you, Joanna, at least not about finding room for you in my life.” He did not think he could live without her.
She pressed her lips together as if holding back words she wanted to speak.
“Come to me tonight,” he whispered in her ear. “I will send Gabe away as soon as I return to my cabin.”
She did not reply but continued to stare out to sea.
Would she come?

Alone in her small cabin, Joanna watched the flame flicker in the lantern, thinking about the last few days and the comte. He had teased her about his cat becoming hers. She had wondered, at the time, if he meant what he said about not minding as long as he could have both the cat and her.
If she returned to England, the cat might mourn her loss, but would he? How did she fit into his life? He had said he did not worry about including her. Did that mean he was confident she would stay with him? Follow him around like the cat followed her? Ironically, just when she’d found a man she wanted, he seemed in no hurry to make their relationship more than it was. Perhaps the lusty comte considered her a mere convenience, a woman to be enjoyed for a time and then cast aside.
She had grown close to his niece, tucking her in each night and hearing her prayers. It would be hard on both of them if Joanna were to return to England.
She wished she had her friend Cornelia to talk to. She had left her home in America to marry a British nobleman and remained by his side even when England declared war with her country. Of all women, surely Cornelia would understand Joanna’s love for a Frenchman. And she would understand Joanna’s choice of Donet, who Cornelia once described as a hero decorated by both America and France. But would she agree with Joanna’s decision to become Donet’s mistress?
Running her brush through her hair, she felt suspended between the inner voice that told her to stay in her cabin and her longing to go to his. Would she go to him tonight? Donet’s arrangement of the cabins provided a way for her to go to his cabin without others knowing. Surely he had planned it just for that reason.
She had gone to him once. How much easier to go to him now when she knew the passion that awaited her? Perhaps, that is how a woman raised to be a lady became a man’s mistress. The first time would be difficult, even a bit frightening. But the remembered passion would make the next time easier. After all, such a woman would already be ruined in the eyes of all. Once compromised, the path ahead would be clear. And if she loved the man, she would willingly go to him.
As if a tether connected them, she felt the pull of his dark beauty, his man’s body, lithe and muscled. She wanted to be with him, had longed for his touch. And she wanted to feel him moving against her, kissing her, making love to her.
They had not come together since that night in Saintonge, but she had glimpsed the desire in his eyes. Perhaps others had seen it, too. She was certain Gabrielle had guessed what lay between them after she had glimpsed Joanna’s bed, turned down but unused.
Having made up her mind, Joanna realized she would have to move as silently as the cat curled up on her bed so as not to draw the attention of one of his crew or her maid.
What did one wear to a tryst aboard a ship? She still had on her gown of cinnamon patterned cotton with a bit of lace around the bodice. Perhaps she should not change into her nighttime attire. He would only remove it anyway. Better to be discovered wearing a gown than a chemise and a robe.
Heart racing, she quietly slipped into the passageway and took the few steps to his cabin. She didn’t knock but slowly opened the cabin door, careful to make no sound as she entered.
He stood with his back to her, staring out the windows at the moonlight dancing on the waters. His midnight hair hung loose over his black velvet robe. When he turned, she saw beneath it he wore a white shirt, open at the neck, and black breeches. He was barefoot.
“You came,” he said in his richly accented voice.
“Did you know I would?” Sometimes she hated that he read her so well.
“One can never be certain with a vixen.” He walked to the pedestal table in the center of the cabin. “Would you like something to drink?”
She shook her head. “La Renarde… the name on the ship?”
He lifted the crystal decanter from the fenced tray and poured himself a brandy. “Oui, ’tis named for you, Joanna. I trust it meets with your approval?”
“’Tis embarrassing,” she scolded, twisting her hands at her waist. “What will people think?”
He took a drink and set the glass down, coming closer. Lifting her hand to his mouth, he placed a warm kiss on her knuckles. Behind him, the light of the lantern cast his face in shadows. “My crew, no doubt, wonders at your continued presence. If they make the connection between the ship’s new name and the red-haired beauty who travels with me, they will only smile at the change in their capitaine. But no one will speak a word of it.”
Raised to be a proper lady, Joanna was feeling uncomfortable in her new role as his mistress. She had thought she could go along with it being as she was in France, away from her family and those who knew her well, but her mind was plagued with second thoughts.
He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Like a brimstone match set to dry timber, she caught fire, opening her mouth to him, drinking deeply of his brandy-tinged kiss.
Her second thoughts flew away.
She raised her arms to his shoulders, threaded her fingers through his long hair and returned his kiss with all the love she possessed. His mouth blazed a trail of heated kisses down the side of her throat to the tender place at the base of her neck. “Jean,” she rasped as an ache grew between her thighs.
He raised his head. “You have never spoken my Christian name before.”
She lifted her eyes to his. “Would you prefer I call you Donet? I often think of you by that name. But it seems rather formal given where we are and what we are doing.”
He chuckled. “I like that you call me Jean when we are alone. No one else does.” He pressed his warm lips to her forehead and captured one breast in his hand, his rough palm sending shivers up her spine and causing her nipple to harden. “Let me undress you. I want to feel your skin next to mine. I want to touch your soft rounded places.”
Swiftly, he rid her of her gown, petticoats and stays and then shed his robe and breeches. He backed her to the bed and they tumbled onto the blue cover.
He gazed into her eyes. “Do you like my new bed?”
“’Tis nearly the size of the one in Saintonge.” She nuzzled his stubbled cheek and inhaled his scent that always reminded her of the sea. “Did you have us in mind?”
“How did you guess?” In a swift movement that spoke his impatience, he lifted her chemise to her waist and then above her head. “I only left this strip of silk for your modesty. I can see ’twas a mistake.”
She slipped her hands free of the chemise and tugged up his shirt. She wanted nothing between them. He pulled the shirt over his head and tossed it to the floor. Then he set about kissing her mouth, her breasts, her belly, all the while moving his hands over her.
Her skin burned with heat under his deft touch.
“You’re like satin, Joanna, softer than a baby’s skin. And so warm. You are not afraid this time, are you?”
“No, not afraid.” She was hungry for him. She opened her thighs to welcome him and he slipped his hands beneath her thighs, lifting them, separating them to rub his hard flesh against her womb, wet from want of him. “Now, Jean, oh now.”
He eased himself into her, filling her. “Joanna,” he murmured against her neck. “You are like silk inside.”
It felt glorious to be one with him again. She gripped his shoulders and raised her hips to meet his slow thrusts, panting out her breath as their bodies grew slick moving together.
With every thrust, his furred chest met her breasts, the sensation lifting her higher and higher.
The first tremor came, causing her to try and hold him inside her. He wouldn’t allow it, becoming fierce as he took her. The tremors increased, becoming a spasm of intense pleasure, sending her into a sublime ecstasy.
As Donet neared the end, he shook with the violence of his passion. His heart pounded so hard, she could feel it against her chest.
Breathing heavy, he sank against her, his mouth against her neck. “Joanna,” he whispered, “making love to you is like riding a storm to a haven I never want to leave.”
What could she say to that? Like a storm, he had taken over her life. So she spoke the words in her heart in the way she knew best, kissing him and holding him as his heart calmed, loving the feel of him still inside her. Loving the man who had taken her.
Beyond all else, she wanted Jean Donet for her own.

Jean came awake to Joanna’s soft breathing against his neck. They lay entwined, one of her legs captured between his and her breasts softly pressing into his chest. He savored the moment, for he knew it would soon end.
Dawn crept into his cabin as the ship’s bell sounded the beginning of the morning watch. Soon there would be many feet scurrying to and from the weather deck. He’d wait till they quieted before scouting the passageway to let her slip back into her cabin. He had time to make love to her one last time.
He pulled his head back on the pillow to look at her. Auburn hair cascaded over her ivory shoulder. Her hand, flat on his chest, was the color of fresh cream on his olive skin.
Unable to resist her, he had taken her innocence. Yet he believed she had more of him than he had intended to give.
In sleep, she appeared very young. Was he too old for her? Perhaps she should have a younger man, someone closer to her own age. And yet the thought of another man having her was unthinkable. When it came to Joanna, his thoughts were all selfish. She would belong to no one but him.
He kissed the top of her head. When she titled her head up, eyes still closed, he pressed a kiss to her lips and drew her into his arms, letting her feel how she affected him.
“You’re awake,” she muttered, drowsy but stirring.
“I am, sleepyhead. And I want you.”
She opened her eyes, mischief in their cognac depths. “Who am I to deny a pirate?”
He chuckled. “Wise woman.”

Exhausted from the night before, Joanna went back to her cabin and promptly fell asleep. By the time she awoke, it was late morning. After she’d washed, Gabrielle helped her to dress in the green day gown.
She enjoyed a late breakfast with Zoé, who had been up for hours. After breakfast, the two of them climbed the companionway to the main deck, bustling with activity. The air was cool and the sky blue and clear, making her glad for her straw hat, but she had no need for a cloak. Donet was huddled with his quartermaster in the prow. Not wishing to disturb him, she went to the rail and Zoé followed.
In the harbor, gulls shrieked, vying for scraps. Men shouted to each other as they loaded ships tied up at the quay.
He had said they would sail tonight for Le Havre. The first time he had kissed her it had been on the terrace of his home here in Lorient. She couldn’t help but wonder if she would ever return. After Paris, would he sail to England to keep his promise to take her home? It was what she had wanted, after all.



Chapter 22
Le Havre
The ship arrived at Le Havre the next afternoon. Joanna and Zoé were on deck to glimpse the harbor bustling with activity.
“Does it remind you of London?” said a familiar voice as Donet came up behind them. Joanna turned to see him in his familiar black coat, white shirt with lace at his throat and black breeches tucked into polished boots. On his head was a fancier tricorne than the one he’d worn that first night in Bognor.
Zoé grinned up at him. “Bonjour, mon oncle.”
He mussed her hair. “Where’s your hat, ma petite?”
“In my cabin,” she said and dashed away to where M’sieur Bequel stood near the helm.
Joanna met Donet’s gaze, her body thrumming with his nearness. She had slept alone in her cabin last night and missed him. He had not asked her to come.
She wanted to lean back against his chest and savor his familiar scent, but to do so would announce to all their intimate relationship. Even a wife might not do so. Instead, she grasped the rail with both hands and faced the harbor, letting the wood anchor her to the deck.
“No, it doesn’t remind me of London,” she said. “There are many ships, of course, but the buildings are much taller than the warehouses on the Thames. Some are five stories high. Many look like homes.”
“Le Havre has become a favored place for the aristocracy to build homes. When Louis XV’s mistress, Madame de Pompadour, wanted to visit the sea, he brought her here.”
“But that must have been long ago. Yet you remember her?”
“All of France remembers her, my lady. She was well educated, smart and gave the king wise advice, even in foreign affairs. She was only three and forty when she died, the year I left Saintonge. I still remember it. Even Voltaire mourned her death.”
Joanna didn’t know how she felt about Donet admiring a king’s mistress, but perhaps that contributed to his being content with her own status. The French would likely think little of a nobleman taking a mistress.
Zoé and M’sieur Bequel came to join them at the rail. The girl motioned to a distant point in the harbor and asked the quartermaster, “What is that round fortress over there with the building on top?”
Joanna remarked to Donet, “You’d never see that on London’s quay. It looks positively medieval.”
“Nearly so.” He stepped to the rail. His arm touched hers, lighting a fire in her breast. “That’s la citadelle du Havre de Grâce. It has guarded the harbor since the sixteenth century.”
“’Tis very old, little one,” M’sieur Bequel explained to Zoé.
“London’s port is on the Thames,” said Joanna, thinking of another difference, “while Le Havre is a seaport, open to the Channel.”
“I can see you are in fine form today,” said Donet. “’Tis true that London’s port has its differences, but Le Havre lies at the mouth of the Seine, the river that runs through Paris.”
“Paris!” piped up Zoé, who was petting the black cat that had slinked up to them. “When will we be there, Oncle Jean?”
“If we leave today, our carriage should get us there by tomorrow evening.”
Zoé beamed her happiness. “Will I get to see Versailles?”
“There aren’t many children at Versailles, ma petite, but you will see Notre Dame and all of Paris. My townhouse is well situated. Perhaps M’sieur Bequel can take you and Lady Joanna for a day’s trip around the city.”
“Oh, yes!” exclaimed Zoé.
“A day in Paris would be a welcome change,” said the quartermaster. “We might even see more of those air balloons floating over the Tuileries.”
“I would like to see them,” said Zoé excitedly, her eyes full of wonder.
One of Donet’s crew stepped forward and thrust a paper into his hand. “Capitaine, this was waiting for you. ’Tis from our contact in London.”
Joanna hoped it might be a letter from Freddie, but he would have sent his letter to Lorient. Sadly, no reply from him waited for her when they had arrived there. At the moment, Freddie would have no idea where she was.
Donet read the message and looked up at her, a smile forming on his face. “What?” she asked. He took her elbow and led her a short distance away, leaving M’sieur Bequel with Zoé and the cat.
On the quay, a fishmonger cried of his fresh catch as gulls circled above him.
“It appears your Prime Minister Pitt has taken action to end smuggling as he said he would. He has slashed the duty on tea and spirits.”
So they had done it. “The night of the concert in the Pantheon,” she told Donet, “I heard my brother and Lord Danvers speak of a bill Pitt had just proposed. But there are other goods. The smuggling will continue.”
“Not for you, Joanna. I won’t let you risk yourself again like that. Besides, ’tis unseemly for an earl’s sister.”
Laughter erupted from her throat. “This from the smuggler himself?”
He frowned. “That is different. You are a woman.”
She gave him an exasperated look.
“What’s more,” he said, rather sternly she thought, “you are not just any woman.” His voice had been low, only a whisper. “I will not have it.”
Joanna was tempted to stomp off in a fit of pique but the look on his face spoke of concern, not a disdain of women.
“Very well,” she said. “I will find some other way to help the poor in Chichester. But if I am to give up free trade, then you, too, must cease smuggling.”
The look on his face was one of incredulity. This time, she did turn and stride off, pleased with herself at the condition she would exact for her compliance.

Paris
As the carriage drove through the arched porte-cochère of his townhouse in Paris, Jean looked up to admire the fawn-colored stone, tall paned glass windows and scrolling wrought iron balconies.
He had acquired the three-story home two years before when he’d thought he would be coming to Paris more often to see his daughter. Her marriage to the English captain made that unnecessary but, now that he had acquired the Saintonge title, Jean supposed it would be convenient to keep a pied-à-terre in the city.
Built in a rectangle with an inner stone courtyard decorated with potted topiary, it was the most elegant of his three homes, though the château in Saintonge was much larger.
Once the carriage passed through the arched entrance, it stopped in the courtyard in front of the glass doors. Jean climbed down and greeted his butler. After serving for years as a crewmember on la Reine Noire, when Jean bought the townhouse, Flèche had asked to move to Paris to help his widowed sister and her children. The majordome excelled at managing the household and his skill with a blade added to the security about the place.
“Welcome back, Capitaine,” said Flèche. Taking Jean’s hat and sword, he passed them to a waiting footman. Determined to look the part of a proper butler, Flèche had insisted on wearing a wig and elaborately embroidered waistcoats, this one of bronze brocade. With the new clothes came a greatly improved speech. Few would recognize the former gunner who once wore gritty seaman’s clothes and spoke with rough speech.
Jean assisted Joanna, her maid and his niece down from the carriage. For the sake of Émile’s pride, Jean allowed his quartermaster to exit the vehicle on his own. They’d arrived in the early afternoon, but he could see the carriage ride had left them weary.
“Glad I am that ride’s over,” muttered Émile, as his feet touched the stone. He handed his hat and sword to the footman. “Bonjour, Flèche,” he said, shaking the butler’s hand.
Jean introduced Flèche to Joanna, Zoé and Gabrielle, and they walked into the townhouse. Flèche asked, “How long might you be in Paris, Capitaine?”
“That is unclear,” Jean replied. “I am here to see the king. You are aware I now have the title?”
“Oui. Bequel sent word from England of the title and your preference not to use it. Allow me to congratulate you, Capitaine, on your new grandson.”
“Thank you. ’Tis yet another reminder I grow older.” Glancing at Joanna, who was speaking in a low voice to his niece, he wondered again if she shouldn’t be with a younger man. He had left her alone that last night in Le Havre, thinking perhaps he should give her a choice.
“I think tea might be in order, Flèche. In the salon, if you will. And see that chambers for my guests are made ready.”
“Of course, Capitaine.” Flèche snapped his fingers and the footman hurried toward the kitchens. “I will personally see the maid about the rooms.”
“Will you also help Lady Joanna’s maid get settled?
“Oui, certainement.”
Jean escorted Joanna and his niece into the salon, the room where he entertained dignitaries as well as friends. Gabrielle went with Flèche.
Unusual for his taste, Jean had retained the existing décor, mostly shades of red, including the ceiling, the curtains and a red Aubusson carpet with ivory flowers. The walls were paneled in bird’s-eye maple inlaid with cream-colored marble. Gilded red velvet chairs and a pale salmon-colored sofa formed the main pieces of furniture clustered around the fireplace. An ebony desk, set against the back of the sofa, had been a favorite acquisition of his and a useful place to write letters.
As tea was served, Jean watched Joanna. She appeared exhausted from the long carriage ride. Even his niece was flagging.
Once she finished her tea, Joanna expressed a desire to retire to her bedchamber. “You don’t mind, do you?”
“Of course not.” He considered escorting her there, but thought better of it. Determined not to take her to his bed again until he had sorted out what to do with her, he would not allow himself to be tempted beyond his ability to resist.
Zoé trailed behind Joanna, following the footman up the stairs.
Émile took the seat across from Jean on the sofa. “Are ye off to Versailles, then?”
“I wasn’t planning to call upon the king until tomorrow.”
Flèche stepped into the salon and handed Jean a sealed missive on a silver tray. “The comte de Vergennes’ man brought this yesterday.”
Jean recognized the familiar seal of the Foreign Minister, Louis XVI’s own choice for the post. Vergennes and Benjamin Franklin had been Jean’s partners in his privateering during the American War.
He tore open the letter. M. le comte, see me before you go to Versailles.
“It seems Vergennes requires my presence. Do you wish to come or would you stay and tend your shoulder?”
Émile gently rolled his wounded shoulder, wincing only slightly, and got to his feet. “I have been sitting long enough. ’Sides, I’d like to hear what the Foreign Minister has to say.”
They set off on horseback toward Passy, just west of Paris, and pulled rein in front of a gray stone château where Vergennes kept apartments when not at Versailles. It was here Jean and Émile had met with the Foreign Minister many times during the war to discuss the ships Jean had seized.
In the antechamber, one of the minions who worked for Vergennes approached. “The minister will see you now.”
Vergennes had not changed. Now in his sixth decade, surprisingly, his face bore few wrinkles. He looked more the country gentleman, retired to hunting and books, save for his blue eyes that sparkled with the energy of one consumed by the intrigues of state. Always bewigged, his temples were graced with silver curls. Ever loyal to the king, Vergennes backed those causes that diminished England’s power and made France more secure.
“Monsieur,” said Jean, “I came as soon as I got your message. As you see, M’sieur Bequel is with me.”
“Come, mes amis,” said Vergennes, gesturing them to two sofas on either side of a small table. The minister sat on one and Jean and Émile on the other. The minion who’d escorted them inside walked to Vergennes, who turned to Jean and Émile. “Something to drink?”
“Brandy, s’il vous plaît,” said Jean.
Émile nodded his agreement.
“Brandy pour trois,” Vergennes instructed the footman.
Once the servant had gone, the minister turned to Jean. “I must convey my sympathy on the deaths of your father and brother. I know the king has summoned you, but I wanted to see you first. There are things you need to know and, right now, I need you in your elevated status.”
“Before you begin,” Jean said, “I assume you know of the carriage incident.”
“Oui. A great tragedy.”
Jean trusted Vergennes to hold the truth close. “I doubt you are aware their deaths were not an accident.”
A furrow developed between Vergennes’ brows.
“When I arrived at Saintonge, I discovered the carriage had been tampered with, the axle partly severed. And later, my estate manager told me he had found the driver’s body behind a building with his throat cut.”
The conversation abruptly ceased as the footman entered and set a decanter of brandy and three glasses on the small table. When he left, the minister said, “I had no idea. Still, I am not altogether surprised.”
Jean looked at Vergennes, perplexed. “Why are you unsurprised? I can think of no one, save his tenants, who might want my father dead and even they might not be so bold as to kill him.”
Vergennes poured the brandy and sat back. He turned his glass in his hand, his steady gaze meeting Jean’s. “As irascible as your father could be, I am quite certain the target was not him, but your brother.”
“Henri? How can that be?” In his mind he saw his brother as he remembered him, young and full of life. “He only made friends.”
“In the past, that might have been true. But for some time, Henri had been making enemies on my behalf. You were not the only one working for me. He, too, offered his services.”
Jean could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Henri?” He recalled Zoé telling him her papa had been away much of the time. “When?”
“It began when you were off capturing English ships. I had enough problems with the Dutch and other matters of foreign affairs, but then the king made me chief of the Council of Finance and domestic matters also became my concern. Your brother helped me expose Jacques Necker, the Director of Finance, for the dangerous man he is. His criticism of the king and spread of false information concerning our credit have weakened the French citizens’ confidence in the monarchy.”
“Exactly what did Henri do for you?” Jean asked, sharing a look with Émile, who sat stone-faced before the minister.
“Henri was my agent, moving among the nobility, secretly gathering information on Necker’s misdeeds, which I then brought to the attention of the king. Eh bien, following this, Necker was removed. Last November, with my support, Charles Alexandre, vicomte de Calonne, became the Controller General of Finances. He is working on a plan to help France out of its dire financial situation.”
“I fear the hour is late for that,” Jean said. He felt the coming storm all too keenly and knew its cause. France’s support of America had cost the country much, leaving it deeply in debt. The peasants distrusted their king, who continued to spend. It was only a matter of time before they rose up in a violent temper. Jean only hoped at the end of it, France would retain what was good while throwing out the bad.
Vergennes nodded. “True, but we must try. Necker did not help us. And among his Swiss friends, there is much bitterness for his being sent from Versailles in disgrace.”
“You believe Necker’s friends wanted to kill my brother?”
The minister sipped his brandy. “I fear it is so. And now they may seek your life believing you are your brother. After all, you and your brother are near twins.” His gaze darted to Jean’s hand. “I see you now wear the Saintonge ring. The first news we had from Saintonge spoke only of your father’s death and Henri’s injuries. Your brother would have been the comte, at least for the short time he lived. It may be that Necker’s friends see your return as Henri’s recovery.”
Jean sat back, looking at the brandy he held in his hand, seeing Joanna’s eyes. “My carriage was attacked near Saintonge. I was not in it, but one of the men spoke of capturing my niece, Henri’s daughter, who is now my ward.”
“Be prudent, mon ami. The wolves circle. They do not realize it is the privateer Jean Donet they hunt.”
“I would have justice.”
Vergennes shrugged. “Oui, and no one will fault you if you get it.”
Reminded of the king’s request, he asked, “Do you know why Louis wants to see me?”
“I told the king you survived Henri, so he knows you are now the comte de Saintonge. When we spoke of you, he recalled with amusement your efforts for his good friend, Monsieur Franklin. I think the young king is rather charmed by your life at sea, as was his grand-père when Monsieur Franklin bragged to him of the many ships you seized. He merely wants to be assured of your loyalty.”
Jean set down his glass and got to his feet. “I thank you for the brandy and the warning, Monsieur.”
Vergennes and Émile stood.
“The king is giving a fete tonight at Versailles,” said Vergennes. “It would be a good time to visit him. Watch carefully the faces in the crowd and you may detect which are your enemies.”



Chapter 23
Versailles
Joanna slipped her arm through Donet’s as they entered the crowd of elegantly attired men and women in the galerie des Glaces, the great hall of mirrors at Versailles. Intimidated by a sight so far removed from her experience, she drew comfort from knowing the man beside her had been invited by the king and could well navigate these waters.
Tall arched windows overlooking the gardens faced a long row of mirrors, equally tall, that reflected the subtle light of a mid-summer’s eve.
It seemed to her a magical place, the courtiers in their silks, satins and brocades with white wigs and powdered hair moving about like sugar sculptures on an iced cake. Even the men had rouged cheeks and lips, a scandalous sight if it were in London.
Donet cut a very different figure here than he did on his ship. Though his black velvet coat, richly embroidered in gold thread, and his gold satin waistcoat spoke of his noble beginnings, his unpowdered ebony hair with its silver streaks hinted of a very different life. He had a masculine aura very unlike the dandies floating about the hall.
Many women turned to admire him, leaving Joanna torn between pride and a rising jealousy.
He placed his hand over hers as his gaze flitted about the room full of mirrors, gilded surfaces and crystal chandeliers. “A bit ostentatious, non?”
“I have never seen anything so grand,” she answered truthfully. “The golden glitter dazzles the eye.”
Beside her, Jean chortled. “I’ll not comment on the pale faces and rouged lips, but that display of gold, light and crystal you call dazzling is what Louis XIV thought necessary to convey the majesty of France.” Donet tilted his head back, gazing up at the barrel-vaulted ceiling. “The paintings above us speak of the Sun King’s victories over the foreign powers that dared to oppose France.” Lowering his head, he gave her a teasing smile. “The hundreds of gilded mirrors tell of his wealth and majesty. He had the building specially positioned to capture the rising and setting of the sun.”
“He compared himself to Apollo?”
“Just so,” Donet said in clipped fashion.
Joanna experienced an overwhelming feeling of awe as her gaze roved about the long mirrored hall. Above and to the side of her were crystal chandeliers with hundreds of candles, their flickering light reflected in the mirrors and the polished parquet floors.
Through the tall arched windows, she glimpsed the sky, which had become a muted canvas of blue, lavender and pink.
Donet led her forward, examining the faces in the crowd as he spoke. “Two hundred years ago when the hall was finished, such a display would have been a rare luxury. Even today, Versailles is extraordinary in its splendor.”
“And the courtiers who gather here are painted with the same elaborate brush,” Joanna remarked. Having worn one of the gowns Madame Provot had made for her in Lorient, Joanna did not feel inappropriately dressed.
Fashioned from cream silk decorated with pale clusters of grapes, yellow flowers and leaves, it was lovely with its underskirt of verdigris green satin. Edged all around in the same green satin with bows at the waist and elbows, the effect was quite flattering against her auburn hair, unpowdered but piled high with curls. As she watched the other ladies, however, she could see no others whose hair was worn in its natural state. “Perhaps I should have powdered my hair?”
“Nonsense. Your hair is one of the things I love about you, Joanna. Even the queen, known for her beauty, could not be more beautiful than you this night, though I am rather fond of you in breeches.”
She gave him a sidelong glance at the reminder of her smuggler’s clothing. “Something tells me I’ll not be wearing breeches anytime soon.”
“Never again in view of others, if I have my way.”
She stiffened at his proprietary remark. “You have become quite domineering, M’sieur.”
“Yes, I daresay I have, particularly when it comes to you.” And then, with a smirk, “Or, perhaps, you are just now seeing the real pirate.”
She bit back a snort as men and women in their finery passed them by, giving them curious looks. None bothered to greet Donet. “Don’t they know you?”
“Why ever should they? They are always here while I have only visited the king a few times and then surreptitiously. Most of these people have never seen me. Saintonge to them would be my father. I do not look like him. Henri and I favored our mother.”
A man came toward them out of the crowd but then veered off at the last moment. His expression was one of shock. “That man must know you from your pirate days,” she said. “He appeared dismayed to see you here.”
“En effet, he did.” Donet glanced over his shoulder, his gaze following the man as he strode away. An obvious aristocrat, the man’s clothing was not unlike that of the others, but his great height and very slender form distinguished him.
“Do you think these people know anything of the peasants’ great unhappiness? I have often wondered the same thing when I have attended elaborate balls in England.”
“From what I have observed, the nobility in Paris remains blithely ignorant of the mounting danger. Instead, they take secret pleasure in attacking the Ancien Régime they consider antiquated and ridiculous, yet at the same time, you see how willingly they enjoy its pleasures.” He glanced ahead as they approached the end of the hall. “Louis is just ahead.”
The king stood surrounded by a crowd of people. Behind him were watchful servants in blue livery decorated with red and white braid.
As she and Donet drew near, the king looked over the shoulders of those speaking to him and smiled. “Ah, the comte de Saintonge finally comes.”
Joanna would have guessed him to be the king even if Donet had not pointed him out. Louis had to be six feet tall. Where Donet was muscled and lithe, the king was slightly plump and his face round, even though he had to be a decade younger. Louis wore a red velvet coat and breeches, the shoulders embroidered in gold. His waistcoat, stretched over his belly, was ivory silk embellished in gold. He wore a white wig but his eyebrows were a light brown, making her think he might have fair hair.
The king had a benevolent look about him that immediately put Joanna at ease. In his eyes, which were a brilliant blue, she glimpsed amusement as he gazed at Donet. The king beckoned Donet to him. The men speaking with the king stepped aside.
Joanna gripped Donet’s arm and walked forward.
He bowed before the king. “Your Majesty, I come to assure you of my continued loyalty.”
The king smiled. “I would expect no less from one who has served me for many years.”
Rising, Donet said, “May I introduce Lady Joanna West, sister of the Earl of Torrington?”
Joanna sank into a deep curtsy. “My Lord.” She could not very well call him her king.
“An Englishwoman?” Louis asked, his brows lifting toward the ceiling.
Joanna blanched. Many French disliked the English. After all, they were ever enemies.
“Oui,” said Donet, helping her to rise. “I met Lady Joanna at a reception for Mr. Pitt, England’s Prime Minister, who spoke well of his time in France and of his meeting you and the queen.”
Joanna recalled Wilberforce’s comment about the king. A clumsy figure in immense boots. He did not appear clumsy tonight but, for a king, his demeanor was certainly unassuming. Not that of a haughty monarch. She had heard he liked to dabble in matters of science, which might explain his great friendship with Benjamin Franklin.
With Donet’s words, the king’s face resumed a placid expression. “You must meet the queen, my lady,” Louis said to her. “I believe she is entertaining her ladies at the Petit Trianon tomorrow. I know she would want you to attend. It seems you and she have something in common.”
“I would be honored,” said Joanna, trying to fathom what she and the French queen might possibly have in common. To meet Marie Antoinette, about whom she had heard much, would be a great treat.
The man standing beside the king suddenly spoke. “I will be in attendance, my lady, and would be pleased to introduce you.”
Donet’s hand tightened over hers in a gesture she took as possessive. Joanna had been so focused on the king she had not noticed the bewigged nobleman until he spoke. Turning her attention to him, she saw he was almost as tall as the king but, unlike Louis, he was slender of form and strikingly handsome. His features were refined and his eyes brown.
“My younger brother, Charles Philippe, comte d’Artois,” said the king. “He is ever beside my queen as her chevalier.”
The comte’s smile, directed at Joanna, made her uncomfortable for it seemed to her almost predatory. Still, she would not be ungracious to the king’s brother. “Thank you, Monsieur. I would be most grateful.”
Joanna turned her attention back to the king. He asked Donet, “Have you met with my Foreign Minister?”
“I have.” Donet and the king exchanged a look that spoke of an understanding between them not voiced. Whatever had transpired between Donet and the Foreign Minister had been something of which the king was also aware. A matter of importance that concerned them both.
“Will you be here for a while, Lady Joanna?” asked d’Artois.
“My stay in France is of uncertain duration.”
“Eh bien, I shall look for you tomorrow, say about noon?”
Joanna glanced at Donet. He nodded, reluctantly she thought. With Donet’s approval, she turned to the comte d’Artois. “That would be fine.”
“Come,” said the king, walking away, “there is a magnificent repast to be enjoyed.”
She and Donet followed the king but trailed behind him and the others.
“Beware the comte d’Artois, Joanna. He may be the queen’s loyal champion, but his liaisons amoureuses outside his marriage are many. He enjoys beautiful women.”
“Such men are not unfamiliar to me, M’sieur. There are many among England’s aristocracy. ’Tis one reason I have never married.”
“So that is it,” he muttered. “I have wondered.”
“And you? Surely it is not for a woman’s infidelity that you remain unwed.”
“Non, nothing like that.”
He inclined his head, looking at her, but said nothing more. Joanna did not ask. She was quite certain she knew the reason. His dead wife still held his heart.

The next morning, Joanna dressed in her gown of vermilion silk, nervous for the meeting with the queen. On top of her auburn curls, she fixed her straw hat. Circling the hat was a wide silk ribbon. Soaring from it were plumes of white and green. Madame Provot had insisted she wear the feathers if she met with the queen. “All her ladies wear plumes.”
Émile and Zoé had left earlier in a carriage bound for the sights of Paris and the lemonade the quartermaster said they sold on the streets of Paris. She would have gone with them for they were to see Notre Dame, the Louvre and the Tuileries, but how could she turn down an invitation to meet the Queen of France?
Joanna only had time for a brief breakfast of coffee, brioche and fruit with Donet. He seemed preoccupied, saying little of his own destination, only that he’d be riding and would find her later.
She believed his business involved the deaths of his father and brother. Dangerous business, most likely. She desperately wanted to ask, but doubted it would do any good. He seemed disinclined to converse about anything, save the pleasant summer weather.
Being so close to him, as she had been the night before at Versailles and then again this morning, was difficult for her. She wanted to touch him, to kiss him, to make love with him, but she had the distinct impression he was distancing himself from her.
Since their time on his ship in Le Havre, he had left her to sleep alone. Had he suddenly developed a conscience toward her? A disinterest? Or, might it be his preoccupation with his other affairs? She was fretting over the possibilities when his disquieting gaze captured hers across the table. His dark eyes sizzled with desire. The contradiction was driving her mad.
When they were finished, he walked her to the courtyard and the waiting carriage, warning her again of the comte d’Artois. “He is not to be trusted.”
She had listened, glad that he cared enough to be concerned, though she thought his warning overdone. She was not his young niece, after all. What harm could come to her surrounded by the queen and her ladies?
He helped her into the carriage and shut the door. Reaching for her hand through the open window, he pressed a kiss to her gloved knuckles. A slight frown clouded his darkly handsome face. “Come back to me, ma chérie.”
He stepped back and the vehicle rolled through the archway into the street, the horses’ hooves clambering over the cobblestones as they took off across Paris.
Still wondering what he had meant by his parting comment, she gazed out the window, seeing in the daylight what she had missed the night before. In some places, waste ran down the middle of the street as it did in London, the stench rising to her open window. The carriage wheels splattered mud everywhere. She would have to remind Donet their large cities were not so dissimilar.
But she did notice one difference.
In London, everyone walked, but in Paris the carriage seemed to be the preferred means of getting around, at least for those who could afford it. The conveyances, both large and small, were everywhere, crowding the streets as they struggled to pass each other.
Once outside the city, they sped down dirt roads that meandered through dense stands of oaks. The sun filtering through the green leaves made for a beautiful canopy above them. Gratefully, she inhaled deeply of the country air, a delightful change from the smell of the city. The carriages were fewer here, as well.
The two-hour journey gave her much time to reflect on the path she had taken since leaving England. She had chosen to become the mistress of the man she loved, hoping for more, but he had not spoken of a future together. She feared broaching the subject because it would dig up the ghosts of his past and touch his hidden scars.
He had come to Paris to see the king, but she was certain he had other business to attend to. The matter of what happened in Saintonge remained to be solved. And after that, what would he do?
This morning, he had asked her to come back to him as if he thought she might not. What could he mean?
Her position as his mistress was not a comfortable one but, thus far, it had not caused her to be shunned in Polite Society. In England, however, the downfall of an earl’s sister would be on every tongue. There were no secrets in le bon ton. She would not be able to move among the ton as before and Richard would never forgive her. Too, it might ruin Tillie’s chances for a good match.
A sigh escaped her lips as she remembered he had made it her choice. She had let go of the life she once had to embrace another. Now she must wait to see what that new life held for her.

Jean had an idea of the identity of the man who had been horrified by his appearance at Versailles. Among Necker’s friends were a few unsavory characters that might hire brigands to carry out vengeance. A sword and pistol would be their usual methods. Arranging a carriage accident was a subtler weapon, though no less effective than a knife slitting a throat, the body left in a dark alley.
The man he intended to call upon could help him.
He ducked into a narrow street not far from the Seine and knocked on the first door.
A dark head of curls framed the ruddy face of the brawny man that appeared. “Ah ça alors, it is the capitaine!”
“Bonjour, Gaspar. May I come in?”
“Oui, of course. Come, come!” Jean’s former carpenter led the way into his apartments. “My wife is shopping with the children so we have the place to ourselves. I was just about to have some déjeuner. Would you join me?”
“Coffee only.”
Gaspar said a few words to the gaping servant girl who disappeared into the kitchen. He walked to a room facing a small inner courtyard. The bricked yard contained pots of various sizes overflowing with plants. All the pots were set on neat wooden benches and shelves.
Gaspar offered Jean a seat on one of the well-crafted chairs at the polished table.
“I see your woodworking skills are as fine as ever,” noted Jean.
Gaspar gestured to the courtyard. “My wife likes to grow things and I must accommodate her with places to put the pots.”
“Is the new business keeping you in coin?”
Gaspar smiled. “I have not lacked for livres since turning my skills to the Paris trade. But you have not come for a new chair or a cabinet, n’est-ce pas?”
“Non. I come for information. My father and my brother were murdered in Saintonge in an arranged carriage accident.”
“I am sorry for your loss, Capitaine. What bastard did it? What information do you seek so that we might end his days?”
“What I say next must remain between us.”
“Bien entendu,” Gaspar graciously agreed.
The excitement in Gaspar’s eyes bespoke his longing for their days as privateers. But Jean would not ask his friend to partake in the vengeance he had in mind. “I don’t know who did it, but perhaps you can help me find out. I understand my brother Henri had been working for our old friend the comte de Vergennes, gathering evidence against Jacques Necker.”
“Ah. A very powerful enemy, that one. Mon Dieu, until a few years ago, Necker controlled all the wealth of France.”
“He did, but he made enemies of the king and queen with lies about the state of France’s finances he fed to the people. That is why Calonne is now Finance Minister. Vergennes believes Henri was murdered—and my father along with him—for his work against Necker. I need to know who is behind the killings, be he noble or peasant.”
Gaspar nodded. “That can be learned. Such things are never held secret for long.”
“One would have to know something about a carriage axle to have cut the wood in just the right place, but such talent can be bought.” Jean leaned forward. “The arranged accident is not all, mon ami. While I was in Saintonge, brigands attacked the carriage in which my niece, a lady friend and Bequel were riding. Bequel was wounded.”
“Sacrebleu!” Gaspar ran his hand through his head of curls. “Why would they want your niece or a lady of yours?”
“Leverage, I suspect. Vergennes believes Necker’s friends might not know that my brother succumbed to his injuries. They may believe I am Henri recovered. Do you still have your network in Paris we made use of in the past?”
“Certainement. It has not been so long as that. I will do what I can and send word the moment I learn anything. Are you at your townhouse?”
“Oui. Bequel is with me along with my niece and my lady friend. Come by if you’ve a mind to do so. Émile has recovered and would like to see you.”
“It would be good to see my old friend.” Gaspar smiled, a teasing twinkle in his eyes. “And if the capitaine has taken a lady, I would very much like to meet her.”
The servant girl returned with a tray of eggs, ham and brioche. Another servant brought them coffee. The fragrance of the dark brew wafted through the room. Jean watched as the servant poured it into cups.
Gaspar waited until the servants departed. “Now, about that coffee.”

The carriage rolled to a stop. A liveried servant opened the door and helped Joanna to the ground. She noticed immediately he did not wear the king’s livery of the night before. Instead of a dark blue coat with red and white braid, this one wore the reverse in colors: red wool with blue and white braid.
“Welcome to the Petit Trianon, Mademoiselle. The queen is expecting you. For your visit, she and her guests are having a picnic in the Jardin anglais.”
The English garden? “How very thoughtful.”
“This way, s’il vous plaît,” he said, gesturing her forward.
She followed him down a stone path that wound its way through shaded gardens. Birds tweeted in the surrounding trees. Eventually, they came to a large expanse of lawn surrounded by hedges intermingled with irises and rose bushes. At one end sat a group of ladies and a few gentlemen. She could hear their laughter.
One of the gentlemen stood, a tall man, bewigged and dressed in blue and silver, a plumed tricorne hat above his finery. Gazing her way, he smiled broadly, then set off across the lawn toward her.
Arriving in front of her, the comte d’Artois bowed. “Mademoiselle, I am delighted.” He offered his arm and she laid her gloved hand on the sleeve of his elaborately embroidered silk coat.
“You are as beautiful as I remember. Most delectable.”
His hungry gaze had the look of a man eyeing his dinner. “Thank you, Monsieur.”
He guided her to the ladies and, when he reached the one sitting in the center of a semi-circle of chairs, bowed. “Madame, may I introduce to you Lady Joanna West, recently arrived from England.”
Joanna subsided into a deep curtsy. “Votre Majesté.”
“Welcome to Versailles, Lady Joanna,” said the queen in a light, lilting voice. “My husband spoke of meeting you. He told me you are a guest of that handsome devil Jean Donet, now the comte de Saintonge.”
Rising, Joanna thought she might as well own up to it now. “I am.” A glint of interest appeared in Marie Antoinette’s blue eyes and a subtle smile crossed her face. Joanna did not doubt the conclusion the French queen had drawn.
Marie Antoinette was, indeed, a beauty. Her perfect face was appropriately pale, her cheeks and lips slightly rouged and her hair powdered white and piled high with several plumes in her straw hat. In her pale blue silk gown, she reminded Joanna of a confection on an elaborate marchpane dessert.
“Won’t you join us?” invited the queen. “We are having a small repast, and my ladies and gentlemen drink champagne from the vineyards east of Paris.”
The queen beckoned Joanna to sit in the empty chair next to her. The comte d’Artois waved away another man to take the seat next to Joanna.
D’Artois hailed a waiting servant holding a tray of champagne, who hurried toward them. The comte lifted two glasses from the tray and handed one to Joanna. Raising his glass in toast, he said, “Voltaire claims ‘this fresh wine sparkling foam is the living image of us French.’”
The queen laughed. “Charles, you would quote Voltaire?”
“Only when it suits, Madame.”
“Rascal!” the queen said, but Joanna could see by her manner, Marie Antoinette and d’Artois were friends.
Joanna took a sip of her drink. It was very good champagne. “Did you know that Voltaire lived in England for a time?”
“I did,” said the comte, “and he admired many things about your government.”
“True,” she admitted, “but he also returned to Paris.”
“As any good Frenchman would,” said d’Artois. Then leaning in close, he whispered, “Repartee with you, my lady, stirs my blood.”
Joanna’s cheeks heated. She had no desire to stir the blood of the king’s handsome brother. So instead, she exchanged pleasantries with the queen and drank more champagne.
When a footman in red livery passed around a silver tray of canapés, Joanna looked over the small pieces of bread holding tidbits of various foods and took a small onion omelette atop a round bit of toast.
“The tiny omelettes are très bonnes,” quipped d’Artois, taking one from the tray and popping it into his mouth. He downed his champagne and asked for another. It was immediately supplied.
Joanna ate her canapé at a more leisurely pace, watching the queen and her guests. Most of them were ladies who, like their queen, wore elaborate gowns and powdered hair under their plumed hats.
Only one other woman wore her hair unpowdered and Joanna was anxious to meet her.
The queen ate sparingly and drank not at all. To Joanna, she said, “We have been discussing Beaumarchais’ play, Le Mariage de Figaro. The king initially opposed a public appearance in Paris and for good reason.” When Joanna looked at her with raised brows, the queen added, “The play is a comedy that subjects the nobility to ridicule.”
“But it is highly amusing,” put in the comte.
“Yes, and we enjoyed it.” Then to Joanna, the queen said, “After it became very popular at Court, I thought it should be shown in Paris. Louis allowed it to go forward and the first performance at the end of April in the théâtre de l’Odéon was a grand success. But now I wonder if my request was wise.”
D’Artois filled Joanna’s glass from a bottle he had sitting on the grass by his feet and looked toward the queen. “Louis can deny Madame nothing.”
The queen’s only answer was a frown that marred her beautiful face as if still concerned she had wrongly argued for the play to be shown to public audiences.
“A speech in the fifth act particularly troubled the king,” said d’Artois. “I memorized it. Would you like to hear me recite from it, Lady Joanna?”
“Only if Her Majesty is comfortable with that.”
“Oh, do tell her, Charles. By now it is all over Paris.”
The comte began to recite. “Nobility, fortune, rank, position! How proud they make a man feel! What have you done to deserve such advantages? Put yourself to the trouble of being born—nothing more.”
“Oh my,” said Joanna. She looked at the queen. “I do see what you mean.” Joanna felt sympathy for the queen whose age had to be near her own. Marie Antoinette had been very young when she assumed the French throne. How difficult it must have been to be married by proxy at fourteen to a young man she had yet to meet and then summarily packed off to a foreign country, the enemy of her own. What did such a girl know of being Queen of France?
“I admire your lovely hair, Lady Joanna,” said the queen. Joanna thought she was searching for a more pleasant subject. “My husband spoke of it.”
Joanna met the young queen’s brilliant blue gaze. “I must confess, Madame, when I saw you and your ladies today, my first thought was that I should have powdered it.”
Marie Antoinette shook her head. Her powdered hair, fixed in place, did not move. “Oh, no, I am glad you did not. You see, you and I both have red hair.”
Joanna was surprised but then she remembered what the king had said. “I did not know.”
“Mine is a lighter shade,” said the queen. “Few at Court have seen it au naturel.”
D’Artois leaned over Joanna to speak to the queen. “I think your hair is lovely.” Joanna was certain his arm pressing into her breast had been intentional. Relief flooded her when he sat back.
Joanna sipped her champagne thinking she might ask for another canapé to go with it. Above her, birds sang in the trees. A breeze wafted through the air. “The gardens are so lovely.” She spoke her thought aloud.
The queen leaned forward to speak to d’Artois. “Charles, you must introduce Lady Joanna to my ladies and show her around the gardens. The flowers are splendid this time of year.”
“As you wish, Madame.” To Joanna, he said, “Drink up, Mademoiselle. We must not disappoint Her Majesty.”
Joanna smiled at the queen and downed what was left of her champagne. A footman immediately collected her glass.
She rose and curtsied to the queen. “Thank you, Madame. I have so enjoyed meeting you.”



Chapter 24
The comte d’Artois introduced Joanna to the queen’s ladies and the few gentlemen who had been invited to the queen’s picnic. For the most part, the dozen men and women were all young. Only a few looked to be over thirty. Two of those, the duchesse de Polignac and the princesse de Lamballe, the comte introduced as the queen’s closest friends.
All the others were similarly of the nobility save one, who Joanna quite enjoyed. Madame Lebrun was the queen’s portraitist and, except for her unpowdered brown hair and eyes, she could have been the queen’s sister in appearance and age.
Joanna would have liked to get to know her better, but it was not to be.
She was still speaking with the artist when the comte took her arm and pulled her away. “I must show you the gardens of the Petit Trianon.”
Having consumed two glasses of champagne, Joanna was feeling lightheaded and wished she had managed to eat another canapé, but she went with him. She did want to see the gardens.
They took the path that ran by a stream leading them toward a white folly shining in the distance. In the trees, she recognized the pleasant song of the goldfinch.
The folly stood on an island, its domed roof set upon Corinthian columns circling a statue.
“What is that structure?”
“Le temple de l’Amour, so appropriate for what I have in mind.”
“And what is that, Monsieur?”
He answered with a question. “How long have you known Saintonge, my lady?”
“Several months, why?”
“Ah, yes. I recall now he told my brother he met you at a reception for Pitt.” D’Artois took her hand and pressed it to his lips. “I find you not only beautiful, Lady Joanna, but sensual and with a keen wit. Your aristocratic birth gives you the speech of a lady and the graceful carriage of a queen. Above all that, you speak français remarkably well. To the point, a perfect mistress.”
Joanna quickly retrieved her hand as her anger rose. Of course he, like the queen, would assume that she was Donet’s mistress, but should he be so cavalier as to speak of it? “What business is it of yours, Monsieur, if I choose to become a man’s mistress?”
“None at all,” he answered blithely, “unless, of course, I want you to be mine. Which I do.” His manner was easy, even gay, but behind it she sensed a serious intent.
Joanna coughed and pressed her hand to her chest. “Surely you jest! I hardly know you. We only met last night.” She would have been righteously offended for her virtue had she not given herself to Donet but, since she was his mistress in truth, she could only despise the man who would try and take her from him.
“I know all I need to,” d’Artois replied indolently. He steered her into the woods that lay next to the folly and pressed her up against the wide trunk of an oak tree. “You obviously have an affinity for Frenchmen, Mademoiselle. But why would you want to be the mistress of Saintonge, a man with a dubious past, when you could be the mistress of a prince of royal blood?”
Before she could respond, he grabbed her upper arms, pressed his body into hers and kissed her. Not a gentle kiss but a demanding possessive one. She turned her head to the side to avoid his lips and they slid to her throat. “Ah, Lady Joanna, I think I have only to make love to you and you will be mine.” Raising his head, he gazed lustily into her eyes. She burned with anger. “You need not be shy. I can feel your rising passion. I can see it in your eyes.”
She pushed at his chest with both hands, but it did little good. He was stronger and very determined. “That is not passion, sir, that is anger!”
“We will see if you feel the same once I have made love to you. There are rooms in the queen’s house in the Petit Trianon that would avail.” He tried to kiss her again, but even with her mind fogged with champagne, she was very clear about the man she loved.
She fought harder, twisting in his arms. “Let go of me! The only man I want is Jean Donet. I care not for royal blood!”
The sound of a sword sliding from a scabbard caused d’Artois to freeze. A blade touched his chin, the metal reflecting the sunlight filtering through the trees.
“Let the lady go, d’Artois, or I will be forced to speak to the king about your lack of manners for a guest of the queen.”
Donet. D’Artois blocked Joanna’s view but she thrilled at the sound of his voice. He had come!
The comte slowly lifted his chest from her and, with the point of the sword still touching his chin, turned to face a scowling Donet.
“We could duel for her, Saintonge,” said d’Artois. “You might lose. I was trained in the fencing salle of the master, Monsieur Donnatieu.”
Donet lowered his sword from d’Artois’ chin but held it ready. “I, too, was trained by Donnatieu, but since then I’ve had much practice killing men. If I were to fight you, d’Artois, it would be to the death. Alas, as you are the king’s brother, I cannot kill you. Louis might not appreciate me spilling your royal blood.”
Freed from d’Artois, Joanna ran to Donet. He wrapped his free arm around her, drawing her close. She wept into his shoulder. “I don’t think I make a very good mistress.”
“I, for one,” said d’Artois, not in the least subdued, “think you would make me a fine mistress.”
“We are leaving,” said Donet in a voice as hard as the steel in his sword. “I trust you will not again bother my lady, Monsieur.”
She raised her head and glanced at d’Artois.
“Very well.” Artois brushed his coat sleeve as if removing dust. “If that is how you feel. However, the invitation shall remain open, Lady Joanna, should you change your mind.”
She was tempted to spit at the arrogant prince but, reminded he was the king’s brother and a favorite of the queen, she glared. “Never!”
“Ah, the lady’s spirit draws me,” said d’Artois.
Donet clenched his jaw and returned his sword to its sheath, never taking his eyes off d’Artois as he led her away.

Jean held Joanna as the carriage made its way back to Paris. She had fallen asleep, presumably from the champagne, the excitement at fighting off d’Artois’ ravishment and the long ride. If any man, save the king’s brother, had tried to force her, Jean would have happily run him through.
He gazed down at her, nestled against him like a bird with a broken wing. Her wounded spirit called to his better nature. He was certain now that he had one. For many years, he had thought it gone forever.
The years following Ariane’s death had been bleak, lost to the drunken haze in which he had existed. He’d been reckless in his adventuring then, risking his life as a pirate, uncaring if he survived. Hoping he would not. Bouchet had patched him up many times, testing the miracle working power of the good surgeon. What finally brought him back to life was his friend Émile, sent by the crew to see if he could pull their capitaine back from Hell’s door.
Once out of the stupor, Jean had resumed his life as a privateer. He remembered well those exciting days, seizing ships for bounty. Before he gained his letter of marque, he preyed on merchantmen with allegiances other than France. His prizes had gained him much wealth.
With the American War, his fortunes had turned. His battles on the Channel and his spying became legitimate efforts to win America her freedom and weaken the British threat to France. He’d accepted the praise that came after, knowing his men were proud of their service.
But now, because of this English vixen, he wanted more. He could not imagine his world without her. And letting her go or watching her live with a shame she could not accept were not acceptable. She had the right of it. She was not a very good mistress—because she was a lady born.
The remedy was clearly before him. He must make her his wife. He could no longer deny the truth. He loved her. Hadn’t he known it when he’d first invited her to his bed? Like an echo in the wind, love had come to him a second time and he was more than grateful it had. It meant risking again the loss of the woman he loved, but there was no help for it. He could not live without her.
Would she marry a Frenchman? A Catholic? He would not give her a choice. She would simply accept his decision. He would remain in Paris only to see them wed and dispose of the ones who threatened his very existence.

Joanna woke as the carriage entered Paris, rolling over the cobblestone streets. She regretted that she had not been able to say goodbye to the queen, but Donet had insisted, telling her he would send the queen a note saying they would be available should their presence be required again.
“You’re awake. Parfait. I have something to say to you.”
Joanna feared what might come. With his recent indifference and the embarrassing episode with the comte d’Artois, perhaps Donet would be returning her to England when he sailed. She sat up and faced him, ready for the blow that was coming.
“You will become my wife.”
Shocked, Joanna blurted out, “Your wife? Why?”
He shrugged. “I have decided it must be.”
“Am I to take this as a proposal?”
“More like a demand,” he said without humor.
“Because of what happened with d’Artois? I am sorry I was not more careful.” She did feel guilty for not paying proper attention to his warning.
“Non. It is merely something I have come to.”
“But you don’t want to marry! You have never before mentioned it.”
“I have changed my mind.”
Joanna wondered at this sudden change, from indifference to a desire to marry, with no mention of love. “I will think on it,” she said shortly.
“Do not think overlong, Joanna.”
She stared out the window as they crossed Paris. All she had wanted was to be his wife, but his jealousy and abrupt demand for her to become his wife seemed insincere.
“By the way,” she said, “I have seen enough of the streets of Paris to know they compete well with London for mud, filth and sludge.”
“Oui, peut-être.” His manner was curt. She could see he would not give her an inch in which to move. She needed some insight into what had happened to bring about this change. As she thought on it, she knew just the one to ask. His closest friend, the man who was ever at his side.
At the townhouse, Zoé ran to greet them, telling them about her day. “’Twas so exciting, the grand cathedral, the colored windows, the gardens and the paintings. I have never seen so many in one place. Paris is wonderful! And Monsieur Bequel bought us lemonades.”
Donet patted his niece on the head. “I must see M’sieur Bequel. Where is he?”
“Just here, Capitaine,” said the quartermaster in his gruff voice.
“Let us retire to my study,” said Donet. The two men walked off together, leaving Joanna to wonder what Donet might say to his quartermaster about what had happened at Versailles.
Zoé took Joanna’s hand and pulled her toward the glass doors. “Come, I want to show you the doll Monsieur Bequel bought me!”
Joanna and Zoé shared a cup of chocolate in the parlor and Donet’s niece told her of all she saw. Joanna listened, regretting she had not gone with them. When she heard the men leaving the study, she went to the doorway and watched Donet climbing the stairs.
Excusing herself, she went in search of the quartermaster.
He was just coming from the kitchen when she stopped him. “Might I speak with you for a moment, M’sieur?”
“Of course. In the capitaine’s study?”
“That would be fine.” She followed him into the same room he and Donet had left earlier. It was not unlike the study in Lorient with cases of books lining the walls and a desk in one corner, more elaborate than the writing desk in the parlor. The room’s windows looked out on the inner courtyard.
He closed the door and turned to face her. “How may I help ye, Mademoiselle?”
“Did Donet mention that he intends to marry me?”
“Oui. He spoke of it briefly. ’Tis a good thing, no?”
“I cannot help but wonder why he insists upon this after so much time. He gave me no reason. Perhaps it is only because of the comte d’Artois’ actions today. Did he tell you of that?”
“He mentioned it. D’Artois has long had a reputation. I expect the capitaine went to find ye, suspecting the comte might try something like that.”
“But don’t you see, M’sieur? I don’t want him to marry me out of jealousy. I know Donet is still in love with his wife.”
Bequel shook his head. “Not as ye think, my lady. He loves her as ye do the memory of one lost forever. Ye must remember when he married Ariane, he was passionately in love as only a young man can be. She was the woman he needed then. Ye are the woman he needs now.”
“But surely, I am nothing like her!”
“Dieu merci for that,” he said, beckoning her to take one of the chairs flanking the fireplace. He took the other.
“Ariane was fragile and fearful. She begged him not to take up smuggling. Always, she felt guilty for what he gave up to have her. He regretted naught, such was his love for her. Ariane gave him the strength to do what he must to keep her and the little one fed. After she died, he would sometimes drink a bit too much brandy and then he would speak of those early days.”
Joanna listened as he described Donet’s life as a smuggler.
“They were hard times, but he was clever. Smuggling was his daily pursuit and he was good at it. Very good. Brandy, lace and tea passed through his fingers on their way to England’s aristocrats, often them none the wiser.”
“My own family—” She had suspected they had been customers of the Bognor smugglers long before she became involved.
“Aye, I do not doubt it, living so close to the coast. The goods passed right through Sussex. Did ye ever wonder why the brandy came to ye at so reasonable a cost? Or why yer vicar never lacked for tea?”
Joanna felt a pang of guilt. “Nay, I never asked, not until I joined the smugglers.” She could hardly criticize Donet without finding fault in herself.
“He doesn’t like that ye risk yer neck that way.”
“I know. In his demanding way, he has told me it must end.”
“Only because he cares for ye.” The quartermaster leaned his elbow on one arm of the chair, looking toward the window but seeing, she thought, the distant past. “The capitaine served the poor of both England and France, helping them to feed their families as he fed his own. He never asked more than a fair price but, in time, his wealth grew. When Vergennes suggested to Monsieur Franklin, who was then in Paris, that the capitaine could outrun the English frigates plying the Channel, the two met. And the capitaine accepted America’s letter of marque.”
Turning to face her, his dark eyes gleaming in his swarthy face, he said, “He will never tell ye this, but he is respected by King Louis, who personally thanked him.”
“You make Donet out to be an heroic figure.”
“To me and his crew, he is. And I daresay to ye, as well.”
The light in the study was dim, giving her hope Bequel could not see her flush at the truth of his words. “But why was he indifferent to me before this demand we marry? I fear he will regret his hasty decision.”
The quartermaster let out a huff. “Peut-être only I have seen it. The capitaine has been like a wild animal caught in a trap, fighting to be free, thinking he should drive ye away but hoping ye’d not go. He thinks ye young and he fears loving again.”
“He is afraid? But that is absurd.”
“It only seems so to ye, my lady. There is one thing the capitaine fears more than war, more than another man’s sword, even more than a storm threatening his ship: a bond of love that can be severed by death.”
“Because of Ariane.”
The quartermaster folded his arms over his broad chest. “I saw it when the English captain abducted his daughter, Claire. And sometimes, I see it when he looks at ye.”
Joanna let out a sigh. It was so hard to believe Jean Donet feared anything at all.
Bequel continued. “The capitaine loves in a way few men do. When Ariane died, it nearly destroyed him. His recent indifference, as ye call it, is only the death throes of a losing fight.”
She recalled the words of the surgeon in Lorient… the scars that have formed over the years still pain him. “He loves me?”
“Oui. And he knows it. I have been with him a long time, Mademoiselle. I know him well. There have been few women since Ariane and only the kind who satisfy a man’s baser needs. None of them affected him like ye. At two score, he has lived much, but his soul is much older than his years.”
“What must I do?”
“Challenge him with something he cannot accept and ye will see his true heart.”
Joanna pondered what Donet might consider a challenge as applied to her. An idea came to her. If he truly loved her, he would not want her to go on as his mistress, would he?

It was late afternoon when she found Donet in his bedchamber, donning a fresh coat. “I have thought about your demand we marry,” she said, standing very straight as she made her announcement. “I know you do not really wish to marry. You have only spoken of it now because of d’Artois.” She did not look at him as she spoke these next words but kept her eyes on the carpet. “I have decided to remain your mistress.” Pressing her point, she added, “I shall content myself to live in sin.”
She looked up and encountered his piercing look, the same look he must give men who defied him. It would have frightened her to death had she not understood him as well as she did.
He stalked toward her and took her arms in a vise-like grip. “No woman of mine will live in sin, Mademoiselle! Do you understand?”
She might have pointed out that she had been doing precisely that, but realization suddenly dawned. “What makes you think I am your woman?”
“This.” His mouth came down on hers in a crushing kiss as he wrapped one arm around her waist and used the other to hold the back of her head. She did not resist, but reveled in his fierce reaction, for it did not just say she was his, but he was hers.
He lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed. His black eyes flinty with shards of silver, he threw her down on the cover and shrugged out of his jacket. With his gaze fixed on her, he began to unbutton his waistcoat. “Before I am finished,” he snarled, “you will know whose woman you are, Joanna, and whose wife you will be.”
She laid her head on the pillow, her eyes following his every move. Her heart pounded in her chest as he slowly shed the rest of his clothes. When he was naked, he came to the edge of the bed and loomed over her, his beautiful scarred body stark before her.
“It shall be as you wish,” she said as meekly as she could manage with outrageous joy filling her heart.

Now that Jean had made love to Joanna in a way that left her in no doubt that she was his woman, his mind spun with plans. She lay complaisant in his arms, but her fingers playing with the hair on his chest told him she was not asleep.
“You are not fearful of this marriage, are you, my love?” Her words came out in tentative fashion as if the question itself frightened her.
“Terrified,” he frankly admitted. “I might lose you to disease, childbirth or… Mon Dieu, England.”
“Then why—”
“Because I love you, Joanna. It would kill me to lose you, but since I am unwilling to live without you, I must do the honorable thing and make you my wife. Did it never occur to you that I, too, found your role as my mistress unacceptable?”
“No. I thought, ‘Well, he’s French’. It seemed to explain all.”
He laughed. “It explains much but not all.”
“You needn’t laugh,” she said, tugging on the hair on his chest. “I have loved you for a long while, Jean Donet.” She pressed kisses into his shoulder. He inhaled deeply, finding it hard to think with her soft lips on his skin.
“And I have known for a long while. I tried not to love you, Joanna, for fear of losing you, but I had no success in that.”
“None of us knows how many years we have, but however many we are given, I want to spend them with you.” She looked up at him. “And what of you, Sir Pirate? You sail a ship into storms; you battle revenue cutters and the Royal Navy on the Channel; you draw your sword on brigands. What if I lost you?”
“I think you far more resilient than I, chérie. You would survive.” He thought of something that had long bothered him. “Do you think I am too old for you?
She laughed. “I think you may not be old enough!”
“I shall take that as a sign I am still gaining wisdom. So be it. Since it is agreed we will wed, let us speak of plans. I thought we might marry here in Paris before a priest and then again before one of your Anglican clergy, perhaps on Guernsey. What say you?”
Her hand began moving in slow circles on his belly. “Yes, ’tis best. Though I am certain God would not care, in England, we must be wed by an Anglican clergyman for our marriage to be valid. And I would like to see Guernsey.”
“Since I am a Catholic, we must also be wed by a priest. By the bye, should you want to know the name of the man you will marry, I was born Jean-Philippe Donet. But when I went to sea, I dropped all but Jean.”
Her hand paused a few inches short of his groin. “Shall I call you Jean-Philippe?”
“Non. I am used to the name Jean Donet.” He kissed her forehead. “But I would like it if you called me Jean when we are alone.”
“I would like that, too.” Her palm circled just above his groin. “There will be a dowry, you know. Richard will insist.”
“I will not insult him by refusing.” He placed his hand over hers so he could think. What might they do with the dowry? He had no need of money. “Perhaps, if you like Guernsey, we can use your dowry to build a home there.” He lifted his hand and stroked her hair.
“Another home?” she asked, her fingers playing with the thatch of black hair at his groin. “Are three not enough?”
“More than we need, certainly, but it occurs to me that it would be good to have a place on what is considered English soil. If violent times are ahead for France, as I fear they are, you and my niece would be safe there.” He kissed the top of her head, smoothed her auburn hair over her shoulders and caressed one of her breasts. “An excellent place for a honeymoon, mon amour.”
“What about Zoé?” she asked, bringing her palm back to his chest and laying her chin on it to look up at him. “Can she live with us?”
“My niece is so attached to you, I rather think she will insist.”
“I was hoping you would agree. It will make her very happy.” She stroked his belly and his imagination followed the direction of her fingers. “At some point, we must return to England,” she said in a husky voice, “if only to see my family and share the news. Richard will be pleased I have wed, I think.” She laid her cheek on his chest and trailed her fingers to his groin.
His body responded to her increasingly provocative touches. “If my business in Paris can be soon concluded, we can be married and back in Sussex by the end of August. Would that please you, ma chérie?”
Her breathing began to speed and her heart pounded against his chest. “Oh, yes. Richard and Tillie will be home from London by then. Perhaps once we are wed, I might send a letter from Paris so they will not worry overmuch if they return and find me gone. I can tell them you took me from The Harrows, a willing bride.”
Her hand grasped his hardened flesh sending a shudder through him. The blood in his veins boiled. Unable to stand another minute of her ministrations, Jean rolled her beneath him.
She parted her thighs, her soft body welcoming him.
“Oui,” he whispered in her ear, “a most willing bride.”



Chapter 25
After supper, Jean retired to the salon with Joanna, Émile and Zoé. Joanna had just poured tea and he and Émile were sipping their cognac when Flèche appeared at the door.
“Gaspar is here to see you, Capitaine.”
Jean looked up, his eyes meeting Émile’s sitting across from him. “We will see him in the study.” Rising, he kissed Joanna on the cheek.
Once the three of them were ensconced in the study, Jean poured each of them a glass of cognac and, leaning against his desk, watched his quartermaster and former carpenter get reacquainted. “Ye old dog, Gaspar, how many children do ye have now?”
“Three, but a fourth is on the way. What about you, Émile?”
“Too many ladies to satisfy to settle with one.”
“Enough, you two,” said Jean. He met Gaspar’s steady gaze. “You have information for me?”
Gaspar reached into the pocket of his waistcoat and pulled out a piece of paper. “The man who did the dirty work is Joseph Frey, a Swiss mercenary working for one of Necker’s Swiss friends, a Joseph de Vogelsang.”
“Whose address is this?”
“Vogelsang’s. ’Tis near the Seine. I do not have one for Frey, but you might find him at one of the taverns the mercenaries frequent.”
“Is there any reason to believe Necker himself is involved? I’d rather not kill one of the king’s former ministers even if he is now disfavored.”
“Nay, ’tis thought Necker may know nothing of it. The word is he accepted his change in station, but those who benefitted from his high position did not. They sought to send a message to Vergennes by killing his spy.”
“Thank you, Gaspar. You have served me well.” Jean went to his desk and took a bag of coins from the bottom drawer. “You earned this and I am grateful.”
“Merci.” Gaspar bowed and accepted the coins. “For the little ones. Now, can I meet this new lady of yours?”
“But of course,” said Jean. “And, by the way, that lady will soon be my wife.”

The next day, Jean and Émile set off on horseback to find Vogelsang. The streets of Paris were wet with the rain from the night before. A carriage would have had to fight its way across town, while horses could better maneuver and afforded them a quick escape if need be.
The directions Gaspar had provided Jean led them to the fashionable area of faubourg Saint-Germain near the Seine River. This morning, the river was crowded with small boats. Voices rose from the quay where people, engaged in business of one sort or another, shouted to passersby. Adding to the cacophony of sounds were seagulls shrieking above the banks. A duel amid all of this would not suit.
A short distance away, they dismounted in front of the townhouse, modest for the area, but no less well built. Jean lifted the knocker and dropped it a few times while Émile secured the horses to a post. No groom or footman had appeared.
The door opened and a young maid in mobcap and apron gave them a blank look. Clearly she had expected no visitors. “Messieurs?”
“We are here to see Monsieur Vogelsang. You may tell him Monsieur Donet has come to call.”
She invited them into the entry, a rather dim place with a stone floor and scant windows, then disappeared through a corridor.
Jean checked his pistol and put his hand on the hilt of his sword when the maid returned.
“The master will see you. Please follow me.”
The large room they entered appeared to be a combination of parlor and study. Jean recognized the tall thin man who rose from behind the ornate desk though the wig he wore today was a darker gray and his face not the powdered white it had been at Versailles.
Behind the desk stood two burly henchmen like a pair of andirons flanking a cold fireplace.
“So, ’tis true,” said Vogelsang in a high voice that grated on Jean’s nerves, “there are two of you. I can see now you are not Henri Donet. A brother, peut-être? A twin?” Carefully, he appraised Jean. “So very alike, so easy to kill.” His voice echoed his arrogance for what he obviously considered a trivial matter soon dispensed with.
Jean spoke in a voice his men would have taken as a warning. “You will find, Monsieur Vogelsang, I am nothing like my brother. Henri was the more refined of the comte de Saintonge’s sons. The kinder one. I, on the other hand, have a darker side and a much blacker past.”
Émile smirked at Vogelsang. “Have ye never heard of the pirate Jean Donet?”
The Swiss man narrowed his gaze on Jean. From his expression, Vogelsang clearly knew the name and he feared the man behind it. “You are he?” When Jean nodded, Vogelsang shouted to his henchmen, “Seize him!”
The two andirons lunged forward. Jean and Émile drew their pistols, causing the andirons to pause mid-stride.
“Which one of you guard dogs is Joseph Frey?” Jean asked, his voice edged with loathing.
One of the andirons grimaced and Jean returned him a harsh glower. “You arranged for my brother’s accident?”
“What if I did?” he spit out arrogantly.
Jean didn’t hesitate. He fired his pistol and the man dropped to the ground, a ball through the center of his forehead. Facing Vogelsang, Jean said, “So, now there are two. Not so very many.”
Vogelsang began to shake.
“Did you think we came only to talk?” asked Jean.
“The capitaine is short on patience today,” chimed in Émile.
Vogelsang held out his hand, palm facing Jean, as if to hold back his fury. “Non,” he whimpered. Jean hated cowards who hid behind swaggering bullies.
The other guard drew his sword and stalked toward Jean with a stiff stride.
“Watch the master, Émile, while I deal with the servant.”
His quartermaster smiled and pointed his pistol at the tall man. “Avec plaisir, Capitaine.”
Jean had previously assessed the andirons as opponents. They were not well matched, as the ensuing swordfight made clear. This lumbering mercenary had strength on his side and, from his initial parries, some expertise. However, he lacked the finesse d’esprit Jean had been taught long ago as one of Pierre Donnatieu’s most avid pupils.
After a preliminary exchange, the guard lunged.
Jean parried and then backed away only to push in, slicing across the man’s cheek.
“Damn Frog!” the man bellowed, touching his face. His fingers came away covered in blood.
“Does the Swiss cow bellow?” Jean asked mockingly.
The mercenary raged and, with less precision than before, lunged.
Jean parried the thrust using his left hand to block the man’s arm and brought his own blade around his back and turned to sink his sword into the man’s belly. The guard had not expected the move, one Jean’s fencing master had taught him long ago.
The mercenary grabbed his belly, staggered to the wall and slid to the carpet. He would die but not soon. In some small measure, it compensated for what Henri must have suffered.
Jean wiped the sweat from his forehead with his lace cuff and faced the only miscreant left standing.
Vogelsang’s thin face already appeared like a death mask. He sank into his chair behind the desk.
“You directed the so-called accident that killed my father and brother? And the murder of the driver?”
The truth of it spoke loudly from Vogelsang’s guilty expression. He did not even cast blame on another as Jean had expected.
“And you arranged for the attack on my carriage near Saint Jean d’Angély?”
His nose in the air, Vogelsang replied, “I have no knowledge of these trivial country villages.”
“It was not trivial to my niece and my lady, nor to my quartermaster and driver both of whom were wounded in the attack. I can assure you, they will forever remember the name.”
“Let me have this one, Capitaine,” drawled Émile. “I am owed a blood debt and seek vengeance of my own.”
“If you wish, mon ami. I know you enjoy firing that pistol and I can think of no target more worthy.”
“No!” shouted Vogelsang “I have money. I can make you rich!”
“You do not have enough of France’s money to make up for the lives you have taken from me!” Jean threw back.
Vogelsang yanked open his desk drawer and pulled a pistol from its depths.
The shot rang loud in the room as Émile fired first. Vogelsang slumped in his chair and fell to the floor, joining his guard.
The maid came to the doorway, glanced at the bodies and screamed. Covering her mouth, she turned to stare in horror at Jean.
“Do not be concerned, Mademoiselle.” Jean spoke in a gentle voice. “I will send someone to remove the bodies. But lest you think we are brigands of the worst sort, know what has been done here is justice for the murder of my father, a nobleman, and my brother. There will be no inquiries.”
That night, Jean would arrange for the bodies to be dumped in the Seine. In the morning, they would be found along with others. All knew Paris could be a dangerous place.

Joanna heard the horses’ hooves in the courtyard and rushed from the parlor. Flèche opened the glass doors and Donet stepped inside, handing his hat, pistol and sword to the butler.
She went to him, looked into his eyes and wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tightly. The tension in his body told her the task had been difficult, but the relief she had glimpsed in his eyes told her it was finished. She had feared for him, but she had not tried to persuade him to stay. She never would.
Jean Donet had carved a life of danger for himself, winning the respect of his men and his country. More than one man looked up to him. More than one country had depended upon him. If she were to become his wife, she must let him face the danger and trust him to return. If the day ever came he did not, she would count herself lucky to have had the years with him she did.
She let go of him to search for wounds and found none. “You and M’sieur Bequel are well?” she asked, her gaze shifting from Donet to his quartermaster standing just behind him.
“We are fine, chérie. Rest assured, there will be no attacks on my carriage in the future. The deaths of my father and brother have been avenged, sending a message that will deter any others.”
“You killed the bad man who killed my papa?” asked Zoé from behind Joanna. “Tell me you did, mon oncle. I want him to be dead.” The child’s bold manner did not surprise Joanna. Zoé was a lot like her uncle.
Donet leaned down to give his niece a hug. “The bad men are gone, ma petite. Now we must look to the future. Has Lady Joanna told you she is to become my wife?”
“Oui! I am so happy. She says I’m to live with you always.”
Joanna reached down to take Zoé’s hand, and the girl smiled up at her.
Donet gave them each a kiss. “Mes amours.”
M’sieur Bequel stepped close and, in his rough voice, said, “I don’t suppose any of ye are hungry? A good fight always gives me un appétit.”
Zoé laughed. “You are always hungry, Monsieur Bequel!” Then to Joanna she said, “When we went to Paris to see the sights, he stopped often to eat at the cafés. And he drank two lemonades!”
The quartermaster smiled sheepishly and turned his eyes on the floor. A lock of russet hair fell onto his forehead. “’Twas a warm day.”

The wedding took place two days later. The king gave Jean permission for them to marry in the lower chapel of the magnificent Sainte-Chapelle, the place of worship for the king’s household.
He’d had just enough time to secure the ring, a gold band with stars etched all around. Engraved inside in English were the words, “Many are the stars I see, but in my eyes no star like thee.” When he’d seen it in the goldsmith’s shop, he knew it would remind them of the night sky and perhaps also the planetarium clock they had argued about in London, a memory that always brought a smile to his face.
Joanna loved the ring. He promised to buy her a sapphire the color of the sky on the night they met when they arrived on Guernsey where his whole crew and many merchants would attend the Anglican ceremony.
The small ceremony in the Sainte-Chapelle was attended by a few of Jean’s friends, including Vergennes, the American statesman Benjamin Franklin, and Gaspar, Flèche and Gabrielle.
In the front of the chapel, his niece stood with Joanna, each holding a small bouquet of roses, and Émile stood next to Jean.
When the short ceremony was concluded, they all retired to Jean’s townhouse for a wedding breakfast.
He and Joanna had a most delicious night in his bed as man and wife. The next day they left for Le Havre and Guernsey.
Joanna loved the island, as he knew she would. Not being precisely England or France, the independently minded island would make them a fine home when they weren’t in Saintonge, Lorient or Paris.
He would take Joanna to England to visit her family, but he had no desire to live there.



Chapter 26
The Harrows, near Chichester, West Sussex, England
Joanna sat on the terrace that graced the side of the house, enjoying the quiet morning and the peace that had always been a part of The Harrows. Her new husband and Zoé were still upstairs, sleeping after their late night celebrating with Freddie.
Nora, who was up before Joanna, was showing Gabrielle the kitchens.
Joanna’s time to herself did not last long. She heard a carriage arrive and, moments later, Richard stepped onto the terrace. Realizing he might not know she’d been gone, as quickly as she could, she explained she was now a married woman.
“Married! What do you mean you are married? When did this happen?” Richard’s face turned red beneath his neatly queued auburn hair.
“Richard, you knew nothing of my letter?”
“May I remind you, Sister, I have only just arrived. What letter?”
She let out a sigh. “Oh, very well.” Her younger brother strode through the doors to join them. “Here is Freddie.” Looking at her younger brother, she said, “Freddie, do you have the letter I sent?”
“Hello, Richard,” he said. “Welcome home.” Reaching into the pocket of his jacket, Freddie handed Richard the letter she had sent from Paris. “Joanna informs us she has wed the comte de Saintonge, twice as a matter of fact. You remember he is that friend of Lady Danvers. We met him at the reception for Mr. Pitt.”
“I remember,” said Richard, ripping the letter from Freddie’s fingers. “But I recall no request for your hand, Sister.”
“I am of age, Brother,” she reminded him.
“Given all your protestations about the leg-shackled state, I thought you were loath to wed.”
“M’sieur Donet changed my mind. He can be very persuasive.” She winked at Freddie.
“Women!” Richard opened the letter and began to read.
Tillie took that opportunity to slip onto the terrace. She ran to Joanna. “Oh Joanna, it is so good to see you. The Season was amazing. I have much to tell you. I am in love!”
“That would make two of us,” said Joanna, hugging her sister. “You look happy, Tillie. We must have tea, so you can tell me all about the Season and I can tell you something of my summer.” She would never tell Tillie all, but perhaps enough to let her know to be happy for her older sister.
Richard looked up from reading the letter. “Your sister is married, Matilda.”
Tillie turned to Joanna, startled. “You are? To whom?”
“Jean Donet, the comte de Saintonge.”
Much to Joanna’s relief, Tillie didn’t appear at all disappointed that Joanna had managed to snag the man Tillie had adored. “The French comte? But how? When?”
“It’s a very long story, Tillie. He and his young niece, Zoé, who is now our ward, will be down momentarily.”
“The comte is upstairs? In your bedchamber?”
“Well, yes.” Joanna felt rather proud of the fact now that they were wed.
“Enough of that, Matilda,” chided Richard.
Joanna met her sister’s startled gaze. “I also acquired a French maid in France. Gabrielle is a sweet girl of an age with you, Tillie. She is with Nora meeting Cook and the kitchen servants.
“What will happen to Nora?” asked Tillie.
“She will have a choice, to come with me or to stay, as she likes.”
“This is all so sudden,” remarked Tillie.
A dark figure appeared at the door to the terrace, the look on his face telling her he was uncertain if joining them would be wise. Joanna’s heart leapt at seeing him. It reminded her of all those months ago when she had first glimpsed him at the door to their parlor.
“Jean, come greet the family.”
He walked straight to Joanna and kissed her, his midnight eyes glistening with mirth. “Bonjour, ma chérie. Are you surviving the onslaught?”
“Barely, but reinforcements are welcome.” She turned to her brothers and sister. “Dearest siblings, say hello to my husband, M’sieur Donet.”
“Good morning, Brother-in-law,” said Tillie, her eyes sparkling.
Donet dipped his head to Joanna’s sister. Then he reached out his hand to greet her eldest brother.
Reluctantly, Richard took it. “We have much to discuss, Monsieur.”
“Oui, whenever it pleases you. I am at your service.”
Richard gave Donet a stern look. “Now would be good. I will have coffee and some rolls served in the study.”
Joanna caught the flicker of amusement in her husband’s eyes. He despaired of English breakfasts. To Richard, he said, “As you wish, Lord Torrington.”
After the two men left the terrace, Freddie suggested Joanna and Tillie retire with him to the dining room where a breakfast had been laid. “We might as well eat.”
In the dining room, Joanna accepted a cup of chocolate from the servant and took her place at the table. “I want to go into Chichester today. I must look in on Polly Ackerman. How is she doing, Freddie?”
Freddie piled a plate high with food from the sideboard and joined her. “Oh, you don’t have to worry about Polly anymore.”
Tillie brought her eggs and ham to the table. The footman poured her a cup of tea.
“And why is that?” Joanna inquired, concerned. “She is well, isn’t she?” Joanna had visions of her friend having suffered a relapse.
“Very well,” said Freddie, biting into a piece of bacon. “She is happily married.”
“It must be contagious,” said Tillie, lifting a fork full of egg to her mouth.
“Whom did she marry?” asked Joanna. “He must be someone who will care for her and the children. I couldn’t bear it otherwise.”
Freddie’s mouth twitched up in a grin. “I think you will approve. Remember when you asked Zack to watch over her?”
“Yes.”
“Well, he took your charge seriously. Zack is her new husband. She is now Mrs. Barlow.”
Joanna beamed. “Oh, that is good news. Zack will treat her well and she will make him a good wife. ’Tis a splendid result.”
Freddie returned her smile. “Yes, and he loves the boys and little Briney. And they him. Brilliant of you to think of it.”
“That was Providence, Brother, not my matchmaking. But I am pleased. We must visit them.”
Freddie gave Joanna a side glance. “I think Zack will be most interested to hear of your choice for a husband.”
“What would Zack have to do with the French comte?” asked Tillie.
“Oh, nothing,” said Joanna. “But since Zack and I are good friends, he will want to know the man I have married.” She kicked Freddie under the table. He fought a grin.
“Where is Aunt Hetty?” asked Joanna. “I have not sneezed once since I returned.” When she and Donet returned to his sloop in Le Havre, Franklin, the black cat, sauntered up to her and meowed loudly, rubbing his sleek black fur against her gown. She would have to tell Freddie about the marvelous cat.
Tillie said, “She went upstairs immediately upon our return, cat in hand, begging leave to rest. I think my Season quite wore her out.” Between sips of tea, she asked, “How long are you here for?”
“For a few days,” said Joanna. “My husband has three homes and three ships. For a while, I think he means to go between them.”
Freddie raised his brows. “Three?”
“I know it seems like a lot, but each has its purpose. He keeps a townhouse in Paris for his business with the government. Lorient is the home port for his ships. Saintonge is the site of his family estate where the vineyards are.”
“Vineyards?” asked Freddie with raised brows.
“He grows grapes for cognac,” said Joanna with a smirk.
Freddie choked on his bacon and grabbed for his tea. “Oh, that is rich.”
Joanna shot him a speaking glance. “For now, I think we are to make our home in Lorient. But we will come to The Harrows for Christmas, I promise.”
Donet appeared at the door. “I wondered where you’d gotten to, chérie.” He strode to Joanna. “I do not like to let you out of my sight for long.”
Tillie gazed at him admiringly and sighed. “I should like to have a husband like that.”
Donet kissed the top of Joanna’s head and asked the servant for coffee before taking a seat next to her.
“Is it all worked out?” she asked him, anxious to know. “Richard can be difficult.”
“I am never difficult,” said Richard, stepping into the room. “I am pleased you have been wed by an Anglican minister. As for the rest, the comte and I have settled things rather well.”
Donet accepted the cup of coffee and asked Joanna, “What would you like to do today?”
“I would like to walk the streets of Chichester with you, my love. And then I must have tea with Tillie to catch up on her news. Zoé might like to go riding then.”
“Eh bien, we will do as you wish. Our days here are few so you will decide what we do.”
Richard buttered his roll and asked Donet, “Will you stay long enough for me to give you both a reception? Our friends in London would look forward to a few days in the country.”
Joanna met Jean’s eyes and, in them, she saw a reluctance to accept Richard’s invitation. “I think the party may have to wait until Christmas, Brother.”
“Very well, Christmas it is,” said Richard.
Carter, their butler, brought Zoé to the dining room. Donet’s niece cast her gaze about the room. Spotting her uncle and Joanna, she moved to them.
“Zoé,” said Joanna. “You must meet my family.” After introductions were made, Freddie offered to show Donet’s niece around The Harrows.
“Is it much like our château at Saintonge?” she asked Donet.
“Smaller, ma petite.”
Zoé seemed to consider the invitation and smiled coyly at Freddie. “Peut-être after some chocolate.”
“I love chocolate, too,” said Tillie, pouring the girl a cup.
Zoé sipped her chocolate, looking around the table. “Is this my new family?” she asked Joanna.
In uncharacteristic fashion, Richard smiled at Donet’s niece. “It is if you want it to be.”
“I would like that,” said Zoé.
A feeling of joy filled Joanna’s heart as her husband reached for her hand.
“While Frederick is showing my niece around, let us ride into Chichester and take that walk you wanted. I hear they have good brandy in the town and I mean to try some.”
Joanna chuckled and placed her hand in his. “I think you should. And I want you to meet my friend Zack and his wife Polly.”
With a wry smile, he leaned in and whispered, “Oui, it is time I met your accomplice.”
They took their leave amidst the smiles of his niece and her family and headed for the carriage. A feeling of contentment settled within Joanna. She would happily go with him wherever he led and for the rest of her life.



Author’s Note
If you love the dashing Jean Donet, comte de Saintonge, you are not alone. How could you not love a man who gave up all for the woman he loved? With his aristocratic manners, handsome dark looks and bold privateer ways, he might be my favorite of all my heroes. When he first appeared on the deck of la Reine Noire in To Tame the Wind, shouting orders to his men as guns blazed all around him, he quite stole my heart. I knew then he had to have his own story. And I knew it would take an unusual woman for Jean Donet to consider loving again. I believe I found her in Lady Joanna West.
By the end of the eighteenth century, smuggling on the south coast of England had escalated to alarming rates. From the prosecutions at the Old Bailey during the 1780s, most of which did not result in a conviction, it appears many communities were more frequently the smugglers’ willing accomplices than their terrorized victims.
By 1784, the large organized smuggling gangs of the mid-century were a thing of the past. However, smuggling remained a widespread business. Out of a population of eight million, it is estimated that as many as twenty thousand people were full-time smugglers with twenty-one million pounds of tea smuggled into Britain each year.
Smuggling was not confined to the poor. Robert Walpole, the country’s first prime minister, used the Admiralty barge to smuggle in wine, lace and other goods. As mentioned in my story, Lady Holderness, whose husband was Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports from 1765 to 1778, used Walmer Castle as a base for her smuggling more than one hundred French silk gowns and fine French furniture.
Even during periods of war, English smugglers brazenly traded with France. Between 1763 and 1783, the number of customs vessels patrolling the coast increased from twenty-two to forty-two. But when one considers the miles of coastline these forty-two boats had to patrol, it is clear that the odds vastly favored the smugglers. Commander James Ellis, a character in my story, was a real historic figure. Just as I portrayed him, he captained the HMS Orestes hunting smugglers off the Sussex coast.
Women might be involved in smuggling, but it was always from the land side. If they did not sell, transport or hide the smuggled goods, they provided protection, alibis and assistance to those who did. Thus, it is not out of the realm of possibility that Joanna could be “master of the beach” for the smugglers in Bognor (today called Bognor Regis).
While the public condoned smuggling, they did not sanction violence by smugglers. During the period 1780 to 1800, smugglers tried at the Old Bailey were frequently charged with assaulting officers, punishable by imprisonment, rather than assembling or transporting smuggled goods, punishable by death. However, as in the case of John Shelley in my story, it was possible to be executed for beating a revenue officer. (The trial in my story is taken from an actual record of a trial at the Old Bailey.)
In 1784, firing on a customs vessel after it had identified itself became a felony. However, as a French citizen, Jean Donet would not have been subject to being dragged back to England for trial. England was the only country that did not have an agreement with France to trade criminals (what we would call today an extradition treaty). But Jean had cause to worry about Joanna, who was subject to English justice.
Among the most coveted of the smuggled goods was French brandy, cognac even more so. By the 1770s, London, home to the great connoisseurs, had become the largest consumer of the best brandy.
In the Cognac region of France, then located in the Province of Saintonge, grapes were the most valuable crop. The clay soil was too impoverished for any other. As a result, the clergy and the nobility farmed the land themselves and did not lease it to others. In the 1780s, cognac became a profitable and prestigious product in demand throughout France and across Western Europe. Even though this was a good time for the region, the peasants still grumbled about tithes paid to priests and taxes to landlords. Their complaints were not without reason given the humble state of their living conditions.
We often think of the French Revolution as beginning in 1789 with the storming of the Bastille, but the winds of revolution were stirring long before that. Writers like Voltaire raised people’s consciousness. When the food shortages arrived, bread riots occurred in various places. Then, too, the American Revolution made French citizens long for what they did not have. The money to support America’s troops came from France and left that country bankrupt at a time when the French king and queen spent lavishly. The desire for freedom, like that won by America, was not limited to the French. Even in England, the government feared the common people would rise up. (That story is told in Against the Wind, book 2 in the Agents of the Crown series.)
The comments that William Wilberforce and William Pitt made at the reception Joanna’s brother gave for the Prime Minister are accurate. Wilberforce, recording his thoughts of their trip to France, did, indeed, find the young Marie Antoinette charming and the king a bit of an oaf. Louis and Marie Antoinette had come to the throne very young. One might forgive them, save for the result.
Because I know many of you will ask, all the taverns and restaurants referred to by name existed at the time. The Angel Posting House in Surrey, Lidstone’s and the Crown & Anchor on Guernsey and The Devil’s Tavern on the London quay were all real establishments. The Devil’s Tavern did, in fact, have a dubious reputation as a favorite of smugglers and pirates. As I have portrayed it, the tavern had a flagstone floor and the bar was pewter-topped. (The tavern, rebuilt after a later fire, exists today under another name.) And, of course, Twinings Tea Room had opened in 1706 and was in business when Joanna and Cornelia stopped in for tea.
The food, drink and dress of the time are all authentic. Breakfast in France at the time was called “déjeuner”, not “petit-déjeuner”, as we might refer to it today.
The clothing was in transition from the mid-eighteenth century to the Regency era, and Marie Antoinette greatly influenced the fashion of her day. The chemise dress or gown Joanna wore was a style pioneered by the French queen amid much controversy for its rather flimsy appearance. Should you be wondering, Marie Antoinette was a redhead, a strawberry blonde to be precise.
In the late eighteenth century, the men still wore their hair long and queued at their nape, unless shaved for the wearing of a wig. And powdered hair was in vogue.
The ships and the ports of Guernsey, Lorient, La Rochelle and Le Havre are portrayed as accurately as research allows. Guernsey is today part of the Channel Islands, but at the time they were called “the French Isles”. Versailles, of course, had been a lavish place since Louis XIV and the Hall of Mirrors breathtaking.
It is my hope you will feel as if you traveled back in time and experienced late eighteenth century England and France.
One thing not in my story is the French slave trade, which was booming in this period. (The French were the third largest slave traders.) The ports of Lorient and Le Havre were busy with slavers. Le Havre was the major slave-trading port. From there, African captives were delivered to French colonies in the Caribbean. (While William Wilberforce became an Evangelical Christian in the summer of 1784, he did not begin to oppose slavery for several years after my story.) I did not include the slave trade issue because I feared it would swamp the story. Neither Jean nor Joanna would have approved, of course, but to get into that would have added many pages. Who knows? It might pop up in the next book in the trilogy.
I invite you to visit my Pinterest board for Echo in the Wind: There you can view maps and pictures of the ports and significant places, items unique to the era and the characters as I see them. It’s my research in pictures!
I love to hear from readers. Contact me via my website, and I promise to answer. There, you can also sign up for my newsletter. Each quarter, I give away one of my books to a lucky reader who signs up.
If you want to read Claire Donet’s story, it’s in To Tame the Wind. And if you want to read about her eldest son, Jean Donet’s grandson, Jean Nicholas Powell, it’s in Wind Raven.
Coming next in 2017: A Secret Scottish Christmas, book 4 in my Regency series, the Agents of the Crown. This is the story of the Powell twin brothers who vie for the love of Miss Aileen Stephen, sister of William Stephen, the handsome Scottish shipbuilder who is the hero in The Holly & The Thistle.
What was at first to be the Donet Duology is now going to be the Donet Trilogy. In 2018, I’ll be writing Zoé Donet’s story, A Fierce Wind, set in France and England during the time of the French Revolution.
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