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PART ONE



Spellbound

The Scottish Highlands

1806-1807




The night is darkening round me,

The wild winds coldly blow;

But a tyrant spell has bound me

And I cannot, cannot go.

—Emily Brontë




Chapter One

They were enemies of old, Scott and Angela Harrington. That they were married, and to each other, in no way atoned for the past. For four long years their hate and desire had been played out against an opulent backdrop of intrigue, deceit, and passion. Now it was too late.

The brief illusion of tranquility was shattered. Dark forces were at work in the Highlands, forces that would not leave them in peace. The Bratach Sith, the salvation and the curse of Clan Campbell, had been summoned into their eternal battle. And the wild Campbell blood ran hot in both their veins.

“I want to be alone!”

Dark fire rippled beneath Molly’s fingers as she stroked the silver-backed brush soothingly through her mistress’s hair. Humor her, the duke had told her; but Angela, it seemed, did not want to be humored. The incorrigible temper of the duchess was notorious and she didn’t disappoint her maid.

The tiny missile smashed against the wall instantly scenting the overheated air with carnation and spice. With a calm born of long acquaintance, Molly, without comment placed the brush on the dressing table, turned and silently left the bedroom.

The effort of getting to her feet left Angela breathless. Fragile, overburdened and enormous with child, she leaned with both hands on the edge of the dressing table. The baby had dropped days ago and now was almost never still. Consequently she was overtired, irritable, and totally uncomfortable. Nothing pleased her, or would again, until the baby was born.

She stood up abruptly and suffered for it; then flung her hair impatiently over her shoulders and strode heavily to the window. The diamond panes were delicately etched with a translucence of frost and Angela put the palm of her hand against the glass melting away the obstruction to her vision.

A bitter wind had blown in from the Hebrides turning the mountains to ice. Crystalline, they glittered in the early morning sunlight, silent sentinels to all that had happened at Seafield; prophets of all that would come. Impatiently Angela rubbed at another pane, expanding the picture: the herb garden below, hibernating and heaped with snow; the loch, a pure blue, making the village of Dornie look miserable as it huddled at the mountains’ base; the sky, beautiful but with a strange cloudbank looming on the horizon; and Scott, curse him, vital, unconfined, athletic and thoroughly enjoying himself as he trotted along the loch road on a roan stallion determined to have his head.

With an angry expletive Angela flung the windows wide and they caught in the wind slamming against the gray granite. The blast of cold air set the fire roaring, dispelled the fragrance of the broken perfume bottle and sent Angela’s hair streaming like gonfalons at a tournament. It was wonderfully revitalizing and refreshing. The only problem was that Scott caught sight of her leaning out the window and finally gave the horse its head—straight back to the castle.

There would be hell to pay—there always was with him—so Angela stayed defiantly in the frigid blast, fingers clamped on the window sill, savoring her small rebellion. How could he dare scold her when he was so unrestrainedly free and she was a prisoner confined to a stuffy room and had been for months? Scott Campbell Harrington would dare anything.

He had won her hand in marriage with trickery and force. Once her stepson, now her husband, no deed was too devious to accomplish his purpose. Scott had raped her on her wedding night beside her drugged husband; had forced an unwanted child upon her to destroy his father’s disinheritance plot; had ruined the reputation of her best friend to escape arrest for smuggling; had dueled with her lover; had proposed marriage, upon his father’s death, to gain her half of the estate; had abducted her at gunpoint during her wedding to Keith Montgomery. And that was just the beginning of his repertoire.

But now she was spellbound. Caught once again in that dark magic only one man could bind her in. Hate had migrated south in the autumn leaving her oddly vulnerable. Without her usual armor Angela had difficulty dealing with the arrogant, magnetic scoundrel that had seduced her into marriage. Surely there was something diabolical about the way Scott had won her.

He claimed he loved her and wanted her for his wife, yet had used their three-year-old daughter Lorna as a pawn to blackmail her into staying. How could she ever trust a man like that again? How could she ever know what he was actually thinking and what he really felt? How could he bedevil her so; this enigma with a black past that faded into dirty gray when her heart took control? If only the hate would return in the spring after the child had been born. Without it he would be able to trample her emotions into the dust.

She could tell when he came, even though she didn’t turn. It had always been like that between them—a flow of power—and neither was indifferent. He was laughing, when Angela had thought he would be furious, and how he managed to reach around her and get the windows closed against the wind she had no idea.

Turning, she was brought up short, for her flying hair had twined around the buttons of his greatcoat, all twelve of them.

“We seem to be entangled,” he noticed.

“It’s the fact that we are permanently entangled that disturbs me!” Angela commented tartly, not at all amused with the situation, or softened by his charming smile.

“Well, we can do nothing about that. But be patient, sweetheart, and at least this connection will be undone.” Deftly his fingers worked among the silken strands binding them like a botched tangle of crochet. “Ah, one link has been severed. I really think this might take hours.”

“You’re enjoying it!” Angela accused him, cross, tired, and cold.

“Why not? You haven’t been in a temper for weeks; just lying around like a snake that’s swallowed a boulder and found it highly indigestible.”

That really made her angry and she jerked away but Scott caught hold of her shoulders before she tore her hair out by the roots. “Bastard!”

“That is an unfortunate choice of words, Angel,” Scott murmured unperturbed as he made her sit on a chair by the fireplace and knelt beside her concentrating on the unraveling. “More aptly applied to your offspring than to me.”

“You are thoroughly enjoying it,” she said, refusing to be baited further. “You always were partial to dueling.”

“With you, my love, always.”

A smile trembled at the corners of her mouth trying to break through. “You accomplished your purpose, Scott. You did distract me for a while. Oh lord. I’m too tired to even get properly angry anymore.”

“Ten more to go. Be glad you have very long hair.” Angela leaned forward as far as she could and began helping him. “Maybe we should ring for Molly to bring the scissors.”

“Cut your hair?” he said horrified. “Don’t you dare!”

“I meant to cut off your buttons.”

Brown eyes narrowed, Scott contemplated that for a moment and then concurred. “Good idea. But you’ll have to get up.” They both gazed at the bell pull across the length of the room.

“It must be three miles away,” Angela observed, leaning back but with her aquamarine eyes sparkling. “You will have to carry me. But be warned—the boulder weighs at least a ton.”

Scott’s attention and attempts at amusing her had begun to work, even his caustic teasing had enlivened her day and she was loath for him to leave. And he would as soon as they were free and her moroseness asserted itself again. For ever since the nightmare she’d had several months ago Angela Carlyle Harrington, Duchess of Brightling, Countess of Seafield, and only nineteen years old, had been terrified of dying in childbirth.

Scott saw her eyes wander to the cradle and was only too well aware of what she was thinking. It haunted him too but he mustn’t let her dwell on it.

“Ow!”

“Sorry, love.” He did look apologetic, but then nonchalantly threw the strand on the carpet. “You have plenty left. Don’t worry. I’ll be more careful in the future.”

“What about the bell?”

A devilish gleam set the golden-flecked eyes dancing and he smiled wryly. “Hercules, I’m not. I rather fancied being Penelope today.”

Laughing at his wit, and intention of staying, Angela relaxed, again distracted from her dark thoughts. Pausing for a moment Scott pushed the footstool beneath her feet and then quite slowly continued his work with strong, capable sailor’s fingers. After a moment of thought he began quoting bawdy limericks to entertain Angela and soon had her helpless with laughter.

“Scott, stop!” she gasped, with both hands on her stomach and tears streaming down her flushed beautiful face. “The baby is behaving like an acrobat.”

“Something more calming then, although the verse didn’t end at all the way you thought. I can think of at least six words that rhyme with luck.” But the look on his face belied his words and she reached out and brushed the bronze hair out of his eyes.

Catching her hand he brought it to his lips and kissed the soft palm just once. She liked it and that’s why she snatched it back from his dangerous caress. Ever since her abduction he had been drawing her inevitably closer with unexplainable results.

Now it was Scott that had withdrawn imperceptibly from her. “I’m almost done. Then I’ll leave if you wish.”

Regret at her action was instant. “No, don’t leave me. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Her sole companion, barring servants and a child, Scott was her only equal in a lonely, foreign land.

“You’re pregnant,” said Scott, “that is what’s the matter with you. But don’t worry, it can’t last forever.”

Freeing the last tress he drew it through his fingers feeling the silky texture, unable to be parted from her. With sensual slowness he passed it over his chiseled lips and held it against his cheek. As Angela stared mesmerized at his hard, handsome face Scott voiced his true feelings for her.


“Oh, many and many a young girl for me is pining.

Letting her locks of gold to the cold wind free,

For me, the foremost of our gay young fellows;

But I’d leave a hundred, pure love, for thee!

Then put your head, darling, darling, darling,

Your darling black head my heart above;

Oh mouth of honey, with the thyme for fragrance,

Who, with heart in breast, could deny you love?”



The charmed circle his poetry had woven about her had to be broken before she actually believed him. Abruptly Angela said, “I liked the limericks better.”

He understood. She had to fight for her freedom or be lost to him. And Angela never conceded a battle till the bitter end. And the end was not yet.

“There was a tinker from Tipperary—” he began. 

“Please, no,” she interrupted. “More hilarity is apt to bring on the baby immediately.”

“Surely the date is not far off, a slight miscalculation on your part maybe?”

“The child might not be yours!”

“Several months ago,” Scott said with a grin, “you told me positively that it wasn’t mine. Now you are in doubt? Perhaps you needed a weapon to use on me then, perhaps you even wounded me, but I’m still alive and you have been disarmed.

“In any case we will soon know. If the child has blue eyes and blond hair—”

“And if it has blue eyes and black hair?” she said, furiously subdued.

“Ah, Angel, what a dilemma!” His voice was blithely unconcerned. “Then we shall know for a certainty that the baby is yours.”


The first pain struck on a freezing December night. A blizzard raged outside the castle and the snow already covered the ground floor windows. Angela lay very still, suddenly terrified at the imminent event.

“Angel?” Scott’s voice was rough with sleep. The room was too quiet and the very stillness of his wife had awakened him. “Are you all right?”

When she didn’t answer he lit a candle just as another rain rippled through her abdomen. She panted through clenched teeth, pain-clouded eyes staring at the ceiling, and he leaned over her with lines of anxiety creasing his forehead.

“I’m afraid,” she gasped, “the dream—”

“Hush!” Scott smoothed her hair away from her face, trying to hide the worry he felt. “Don’t think about that, beloved. Just concentrate on having our son and how happy we will be when he is born.”

His gaze drifted to the fireplace before which stood the cradle he had discovered in a storeroom. It was very old, made of dark wood with a carved hood and it was empty, waiting for the child that Angela must now labor to bring forth.

“I’ll go for the doctor.” Scott sprang from the bed and began pulling on his clothes.

“No! Don’t leave me!” Distress filled Angela and she struggled to sit up but Scott came to her easing her back down onto the bed.

“Don’t get upset, sweetheart. You must be calm and strong, my brave little wife.”

“I know. But promise you won’t leave me, promise!” Her hands clutched his as another spasm hit her.

“All right, I promise. But let me get Molly and Eilean.”

A quiet bustle of activity filled the room as the two women prepared for the birth of the baby. Scott left Angela’s side only once to find a frozen Angus outside the door.

“I canna see me hand in front of me face outside!” Agitation and cold shook the faithful servant. “I could na even find the stable! Never, lad, in all me born days ha’ I seen a storm the likes of this one. Even if I did reach the doctor, he wouldna’ come. It’s sure death to go oot on a night like this.”

“No doctor,” murmured Scott. “Maybe I could get through.”

“Dinna ye try it, lad! The lassie needs ye alive, wi’ her not oot in a blizzard frozed to yer horse. I’ll try again later if the weather lifts.”

There was nothing to do but return to the brightness of the bedroom where Angela writhed on the bed reaching for him as he came into view.

“You said you wouldn’t leave me.”

“I didn’t, love—I only went to the door.” She clung to him and he was glad if his presence helped her bear the agony. 

Scott knew nothing about the birthing of a baby. To be sure he had seen dogs and horses born but they were only animals. The delicate flower swollen with his child was different; she was his wife and the woman he loved. Somehow between himself and the two women hovering comfortingly near they had to bring her through the experience alone.

Morning came and went and Angela squirmed on the bed holding tightly to Scott’s hands. Her lips were bitten through with her efforts to suppress the suffering, and Scott had Molly braid a clean thick piece of linen that he placed between her teeth to keep her from hurting herself more.

The storm continued, even stronger than before and the only indication that it was daytime was a slight lessening of the darkness. Scott felt helpless before the enormity of the task ahead. All he could do was bathe her face, rub her back and abdomen, and hold her hands and whisper encouraging words when the pains came. The rest Angela had to do herself and he cursed silently, angry that she had to endure such torture. How much more could her slim, fragile body take? He was beginning to hate the baby that was causing them both such agony.

“If I could do it for you, love, I would,” Scott told her between the contractions. “I would gladly die to spare you one minute of suffering.”

“I know, darling,” she said trying to smile. “Don’t worry—it will be over soon.”

But it wasn’t. It was well past midnight when she finally started screaming and the reverberations tore through Scott like a barrage of balls shot from pistols at close range. The contractions were only a few minutes apart and as soon as one ended another began tearing her apart. Angela was exhausted, helpless to hold back the shrieks that sounded through the castle.

It couldn’t last much longer, couldn’t be endured and Scott’s face was white with fear as his dark eyes pleaded for help from one of the women.

“How long did Lorna take?” He questioned Molly in a whisper.

“Two days, but the second baby should come quicker.”

“I never knew what a woman had to go through—” His words choked off as Angela screamed again and her pain was his, racking him, twisting in him until he felt like screaming himself.

After a while even her screams stopped, only low animal-like grunts and moans escaping between her slack lips. Dark shadows circled her eyes like bruises and her skin was stark white, stretched tautly over the bones of her face. Scott wasn’t even sure if she was aware of his presence anymore as she was enclosed in a separate dark world where only pain existed. But he wouldn’t leave her side to eat or sleep.

The third night began and Eilean practically had to tear him away from Angela to get him to speak to her in a shadowed corner of the room. But his eyes never left the woman on the bed, even as she hesitated, afraid to tell him—afraid not to.

“The bairn’s coming the wrong way,” she began. “It’s a breech birth.”

“What the hell does that mean?” growled Scott, beside himself with anxiety and the need to return to Angela.

“It is supposed to come head first. She’s too narrowhipped to ha’ it any other way.”

His eyes pierced hers, dawning realization of what Eilean was trying to say darkening his soul. “Tell me the rest.”

“She’s going to die—”

“No! No!” For a moment he thought he was going to pass out as the room swung crazily around him and when his vision cleared he was sitting in a chair. Scott buried his face in his shaking hands and the words he spoke were muffled. “There must be something—anything we can do!”

“Two things,” Eilean whispered. “We can save the bairn or—”

“I don’t care about the baby; it’s Angela I love! How can I go on living without her?”

“Be quiet and listen till I’m finished! If the bairn could be turned inside her so it was coming right, she might ha’ a chance. But even tha’ could kill her or the bairn—or both.”

“And that’s the only chance?” He was terrified of her answer.

“Yes. And ye ha’ to do it. Neither Molly nor me ha’ the strength to do it. ’Tis yer decision.”

Life and death hovered like carrion birds over Scott’s head. It was up to him. Another moan came from the bed and decided him; he had to at least try. If he didn’t she would surely die; if he did he might kill her with his own hands. Either way he was damned.

He washed his hands and arms with strong soap and hot water under Eilean’s supervision. Then she poured whiskey over them and he rinsed again in water. How could he do it when his hands were trembling and his nerves would snap at any moment? Scott steeled himself and went to the bed.

Sweat trickled down his face and his hands were slippery with blood as he tried again and again to turn the baby in her womb. Angela had started screaming again at the start and then, mercifully, had fainted.

“Come on!” he muttered through clenched teeth. “Move damn it! Move!”

And the baby turned beneath the pressure of his hands. He had done it! Half an hour later a boy was born, crying angrily at his rough treatment and Scott handed the wet, red-faced baby to Eilean to bathe and lay in the cradle. He didn’t give it a second glance, his only concern was Angela so white and still and barely breathing.

“All we can do now is make her comfortable and keep her warm,” Eilean informed him. “Sleep is the best thing for the wee lassie now.”

He drooped with exhaustion as he built the fire back up, and if he felt so bad Angela must be almost dead from the ordeal. Scott went back to sit beside the bed. Even her bitten lips were white now, whiter than the pillowcase and he touched her cheek lightly and it was cold. Cold!

In a frenzy of fear Scott jerked back the covers revealing the scarlet-stained nightgown. Her dream! She was lying in a pool of blood hemorrhaging her life away.

“Eilean! Molly!”

Angela’s eyes flickered open. “Scott.” Her voice was just a sigh so that he had to put his ear to her lips. “Don’t let me die.”

“You won’t! I promise I won’t let you go. Angel, Angel!”

He buried his face against her hair and Angela felt a hot wetness against her cheek. With a superhuman effort she raised her hand and felt the thick softness of his hair beneath her fingers. “Darling, don’t.”

The bleeding had to be stopped somehow and Scott dashed the tears from his eyes. The two women didn’t know what to do and he wracked his brain for an answer. Desperation drove him before it like the storm driving the snow outside. That was it! Snow! He would pack her in snow to slow the bleeding, and pray as he had never done before in his life.

Every servant was dragged out of bed and set the task of bringing buckets of clean snow upstairs. Scott worked unceasingly, never stopping for a moment and as fast as he packed her womb with snow it melted. Time didn’t exist as he pushed himself to the limit, nothing in this world or any other mattered except the battle for Angela’s life. He hadn’t just won her to lose her so quickly!

Could it be daytime already? At last the flow slowed to a trickle and they changed the sodden bedding and bundled Angela beneath the covers. The baby cried but she didn’t even stir, the day passed and she was as motionless as a marble statue.

“Live, Angel, live!” Scott gasped in her ear. “Don’t you dare leave me now, not after all we have been through. Love me, hate me—I don’t care—but never leave me!”

The angry, pleading words reached her through the darkness of infinity, drawing her back through gloomy unlit corridors. She was underground in the secret passageways and Scott was furious with her, dragging her kicking and screaming in protest to the dower house. But why was she fighting him when she really liked it, when she longed to reach the bed hung with burgundy velvet?

She was so confused and with a supreme effort opened her heavy-lidded eyes. This wasn’t the dower house, it wasn’t even England and the man by her side with wild bloodshot eyes, his jaw blurred by days of stubble was her husband.

“Oh, Angel! Love!” His voice was hoarse with relief and exhaustion. “You’re going to be all right. You’re going to be fine.”

“The baby?”

Scott had forgotten about it and he glanced toward the cradle. “We have a son, sweetheart. It’s a boy.”

“Let me see.”

He brought it to her holding the tiny bundle awkwardly in his arms and her face lit up with a weak smile as he put it by her side. It started crying and she put it against her breast touching the abundant black hair and tiny fists. Greedily the baby sucked and Angela’s eyes glowed with exquisite joy at the new life cuddled against her.

Scott turned away unable to watch, grim lines tightening around his mouth. The baby’s eyes were blue, sapphire blue, and a pain knifed through him, twisting viciously in his heart. It was Keith’s son just as she had told him it was—Keith’s son that had almost killed her! Bitterness and jealousy fought in him but he could never let Angela know of his disappointment.

Montgomery’s son was his heir!

Angela recovered slowly, too slowly to suit Scott. He hovered anxiously over her, feeding her broth a spoonful at a time, bringing the baby to be suckled, and refusing to let her stir. Not one word did he say about the baby, no recriminations, and he never would. He had her back and that was all that mattered, anything else was insignificant.

A few days later after the storm died down the doctor examined her, shaking his head in disbelief that she had survived. He told Scott that it was a miracle and only his quick thinking and actions had saved her.

Doctor Fletcher examined the baby and weighed him, proclaiming him healthy and fit as a fiddle. Ten pounds, he was a big baby and he wondered how the slender, ethereal-looking woman lying so still in the bed had managed it. Not easily, that was certain, and not without help. He had to admire the duke’s common sense and stamina in a situation that would have overwhelmed any other man. Now he hoped he was just as understanding about another matter.

“The duchess is past all danger now and there’s no fever, which is good. She’s mending nicely but it will take a long time for her to recover—lost a lot of blood.” Doctor Fletcher paused to sip his brandy before a fire in the library. Then he looked directly at Scott and said bluntly, “She’s to have no more children!”

“You mean the baby injured her?” asked Scott, his eyebrows drawing together in a frown.

“No, man—I mean that if you get her with child again she will not survive it. Too narrow-hipped and her pelvis is small, not the type to be a brood mare. You know what she went through with the boy , and her maid told me that she also had difficulty with the first.” He paused and looked accusingly at Scott. “Why didn’t you heed the doctor’s warning then?”

“I didn’t know!” The gravity of the situation was just beginning to penetrate Scott’s numb brain.

“Well I hope you will listen to me. Another child will kill your wife! If you get her pregnant again you will murder her.”

“But, but—”

“If you love her, don’t touch her. Get yourself a mistress for your other needs. No sex. No more children!”

How could he possibly stand it? The most difficult decision of his life was being forced upon Scott. He didn’t want a mistress, he wanted Angela! No other woman came close to doing the things that she did to him and he loved her. She was his wife.

Never again to lie with her, feel her hot body surrender beneath him meeting and matching his passion with savage abandon. No more sweetly sighing kisses against his lips with her loins molded to his, quivering with wild ecstasies.

It was impossible! How could he resist such temptation? Living with her every day, and the nights! To have to sleep in the same bed with Angela and be unable to touch her would be the most excruciating of tortures. How could he prevent himself from kissing her, caressing her and then just stop?

But what was the alternative? The scenes of horror of the baby’s birth returned with full force—the pain and blood. He wouldn’t want his worst enemy to die like that. They could either live together Platonically or he could face life without her—alone. With a loud curse he smashed his fist down on a table knocking a decanter to the floor where it smashed into a thousand pieces.

Scott stared at the shards of crystal littering the floor unaware that Doctor Fletcher had left the room. Their lives from now on would be like the decanter, shattered beyond repair. But he would keep the doctor’s words to himself, an unspeakable secret. There was no need to burden Angela with this latest disaster; she had suffered enough already.

The Bratach Sith was exacting its retribution.

“Robert Bruce,” Angela laughed delightedly and the baby gurgled back at her. “The perfect name for a boy with wild Scottish blood—but he had to wait long enough for it, poor little thing!”

“Little!” Scott protested. “He’s a giant. And you, love, better than anyone should know that.”

Angela sat cross-legged on the bed with her son on her lap and Scott leaning attentively close to them. Lorna lined up regiments of soldiers on the carpet playing her favorite game. Robert stared at his father, his gold-speckled brown eyes wide at the awful faces Scott was making for his amusement.

It was really his son! Scott almost couldn’t, believe it but one day he had been shocked to find his own eyes staring back at him. The color had changed overnight. Angela had laughed, “Didn’t you know that most babies have blue eyes?” And Scott just shook his head mystified, replying that he had never known a baby before.

Angela’s happiness knew no bounds. Their son was two months old today, strong and healthy and so very much like his father. She realized that Scott had at first thought the baby was Keith’s, but the very fact that he had never mentioned it endeared him to her even more. He had saved her life and Robert’s and although she was still weak and confined to bed she could feel her strength returning a little every day.

Scott was solicitous and charming, at her side most of the time to drive away the boredom of being bedridden. They talked for hours at a time, played chess and cards, and when she was tired he read to her—poetry, French novels, the history and customs of Scotland, whatever caught her fancy at the moment. The majority of the time they spent with the children, and she felt herself changing toward him, felt them drawing closer together. No longer strangers, they were comfortable with each other and Angela eagerly awaited his presence every morning when they would share breakfast and plan the day.

Then there were the quiet times with Scott sprawled in a chair beside the bed, his long legs stretched out in front of him, watching silently as she nursed their son. When Angela would look up she would find his brown eyes glowing warmly, loving her and their child from a distance. And sometimes she imagined she saw a brief, fleeting look of great sadness in those melting eyes but it disappeared so quickly she couldn’t be sure. Besides, what did he have to be unhappy about? Everything was perfect.

That night as he tucked her in and brushed a good night kiss against her temple Angela twined her arms around his neck, refusing to let him go. “Don’t you think it’s time you came back to your own bed?” she asked almost shyly.

“But you are still recuperating, sweetheart,” Scott said, evading the issue. “I don’t want to disturb you by thrashing around during the night.”

“You won’t!”

“You need your sleep, Angel—I will wait a little longer.” Scott began to disentangle her arms from around him but she surged up against him, her lips warm and eager to be possessed.

“Please?” she murmured with small nibbling kisses. “I need you, just to be close to you and feel your arms around me. I don’t want to be alone and I get so lonely.”

“No!” He broke away from her, hating himself for causing that look of hurt rejection. “I only want what is best for you.”

“What’s best for me is to have my husband by my side at night,” Angela shouted, angry at his unyielding attitude. “You can be exasperating!”

“No more than you, my stubborn little wife.” He almost smiled but forced it back. It wouldn’t do to laugh at her when she was in a rage, it only made it worse. Yes, Angela was getting stronger, regaining her spirit and her temper.

“Scott,” she said alluringly, changing her tactics after watching the conflicting emotions play over his face. “Please, sit down for a minute. I want to talk to you and I certainly can’t do it with you standing there towering over me. I swear, you are looking at me just the way Angus does at times.”

“And how is that?” Scott asked, relenting and sitting on the edge of the bed. What a little enchantress she was. He was going to have to tread carefully lest he arouse her suspicions.

“As if I was going to bite him!”

“I wouldn’t put it past you,” he laughed. “You have sunk your teeth into me often enough. But now, what did you want to discuss?”

“Us,” she said hesitantly. Now that she had his attention she wasn’t quite sure she could tell him. “Don’t look at me. I can’t tell if you’re staring at me!”

 “Don’t get upset, my love,” Scott murmured putting his arms around her too-thin body and hugging her close. Burying his face in her hair he asked, “Is that better?”

“Much,” Angela admitted snuggling closer and then blurting out, “I. . .I don’t hate you any more!”

“Is that all?” he said, amused, moving to look deeply into her revealing eyes. It might be better for them both if she still did. “I have known that for a long time, Angel—even before you did. But,” he added feigning regret, “I rather liked the way you hated me. You did it with such verve. I wouldn’t have missed being hated by you for the world!”

“Stop teasing and come to bed. There is no reason not to now.”

But there was, the best reason he could possibly think of; but he couldn’t let her know. He was stronger than Angela and would somehow manage the burden alone. So to appease her and allay any suspicions Scott undressed and slipped into bed beside her, snuffing out the candle.

The room glowed faintly in the flickering firelight and Angela sighed contentedly with her head pillowed on Scott’s shoulder. It had been so long, and she was glad he had abducted her, glad he was her husband. Her fingers stroked his chest moving as lightly as a breeze, trailing slowly downward over the ridged muscles of his abdomen.

“Hell!” Scott caught her hand holding it fast. “I will stay with you under one condition, you little witch—that you stop teasing me and go to sleep!”

There was still snow on the mountains on the cold April day that Scott allowed Angela to go riding for the first time. Patches of brown and green dappled the hills and the loch was as blue as the sky. She lost her head at the thrill of being on horseback again and raced over the soggy moor until everything was a wonderful blur of speeding pictures melting into one another.

When Scott caught up with her in a copse he was enraged at the risk she had taken. “Damn it, Angela! Are you trying to kill yourself?”

She thought he was going to slap her but instead he dragged her from the horse and ground his mouth into hers. He hurt her purposely, angry at her seductive ways and alluring smiles that had been driving him to distraction lately. This had brought his blood to a boil and anger was the only way to release his pent-up emotions.

Scott slammed her against a tree, his hard lean body driving the breath from hers. She was bruised, caught totally by surprise, but most of all puzzled. All these months he had hardly touched her—a few kisses but nothing equaling passion. He had grown silent and surly and she was helpless to prevent their drifting apart. When she made the slightest advance he shouted at her calling her a tease and then left for hours.

At night they lay each on their own side of the bed and she listened to Scott’s tortured breathing, knowing he was awake, dying for him to make a move toward her. But he never did and heaven help her if she crossed the invisible line of demarcation in the center of the bed. Angela had questioned him, cajoled, threw temper tantrums and resorted to tears, all to no avail. Her questions remained unanswered, her body unfulfilled.

Scott’s mouth tortured hers, hard and cruel reminiscent of his rough treatment of the past. But she slid her arms around him molding her body to his, so close a shadow couldn’t fit between them. It didn’t matter if he hurt her as long as he wanted her again, and Angela thrust her tongue into his mouth taking him by surprise.

There was passion now and tangible desire as Scott pressed his hips against her, moving as if he was going to take her then and there, right through her clothes and standing against a tree trunk. Angela’s starved body began to respond and she arched hungrily against him begging him without words to take her any way he wanted her. But he froze and a moment later collapsed against her, tremors coursing through his whole body.

When he jerked away from Angela his face was a mask of pain and humiliation. She caught at Scott’s sleeve but he shook her off.

“What’s wrong?” she cried looking into his dark, mortified eyes.

Scott snarled at her through twisted lips, “I want you so much that I can’t even control myself—I’m a debased animal!”

“But—but what happened?”

Bitter, sarcastic laughter tore from his throat and Angela stared with dawning comprehension at the spreading damp stain on his breeches.

“Darling, it was only an accident. We haven’t made love in so long that—”

Scott strode to his horse and mounted it, then said mockingly, “The only way we will ever make love again is the way we just did—fully clothed!”

He sawed on the reins making his mount rear, then dug his heels sharply into the animal’s flanks racing away from an astonished Angela, fleeing from his own disgrace.

Angela sank to her knees, heedless of the mud ruining her new riding habit. She hurt all over but not from Scott’s handling; she ached at the suffering and anguish revealed in his eyes. Those bitter words made no sense to her. Why shouldn’t he love her and want her? Why was he denying them what they both obviously wanted and needed?

Tears squeezed from beneath her tightly closed eyelids. The questions had been unanswered since Robert’s birth, and the more she pressed Scott the more closemouthed he became. Somehow she had to find out what was going on before their lives were ruined.

Angela rode long and hard, almost wishing she would fall off the horse and injure herself. At least when she was sick Scott paid attention to her. But she was too good a horsewoman and rode as if she were part of her horse. She got lost, but didn’t care; she was trying to run away from her problems just like Scott did.

Why? Why? She kept asking herself. With Scott there were a thousand, no a million whys, that always seemed to elude an answer. Angela could see how the incident had been the ultimate humiliation for him, a man who  was as haughty and virile as he was. But it had been seven months since they had done anything in bed but fight and sleep. And Scott was a man with a lusty appetite—that she knew well. So why didn’t he just make love to her?

She was right back where she had started again. It was impossible for Angela to read his mind and he absolutely refused to answer any questions. She tried to put herself in his place but could still think of nothing. He had said he wanted her so much that he couldn’t control himself; yet it must have taken an enormous amount of self-control to keep away from her for so long. And the last parting words he had shouted at her about only making love fully clothed—that was ridiculous and made no sense at all.

Unless—another woman! That was the only possible reason. He couldn’t have kept celibate for seven long months, not Scott! The liar! He had set up a mistress somewhere now that she was safely tied to him and he virtually owned her. Yes, her and the other half of his father’s estates. Her hands clenched on the reins and the horse nervously tossed his head.,

Hadn’t he always coveted everything of his father’s, even his wife? Some event in his childhood had twisted his mind making him desire revenge and even after his father’s death Scott was still trying to prove something. Angel’s nostrils flared as her breath came hot and fast. Dew dropped onto her from the disturbed needles of the pine trees she was making her way through, but she didn’t notice. Her fingers curved into claws; she would find Scott’s mistress and scratch her eyes out. She would mark her up so badly that no man would ever look at her again. The slut!

She broke through the trees and found herself at the place they had picnicked last autumn. It was the spot where he had seduced her into marrying him by flying that damned flag. The Bratach Sith, the Fairy Flag, that tattered silken banner with a gruesome history. When flown it would ensure victory; when touched one would yearn for death and find no release from the curse. The gesture had seemed so noble then but now Angela saw it for the ploy it had been. He had probably planned it all—making up that stupid legend—and she had been taken in. What a naive fool she had been!

Slowly Angela rode back to Seafield letting her rage simmer. As she caught occasional glimpses of the castle through the trees she started crying again. Everything was ruined. The magic was shattered. She had grown up in the past few hours and faced the truth. She couldn’t believe in fairy tales or enchanted places any more—they were for children.

As she strode into the castle Molly exclaimed at her bedraggled appearance and she screamed at her to shut up. Immediately regretful at the pain in the servant’s eyes Angela started to call her back but Molly had already left. She took off the ruined clothes and kicked them into a pile on the floor; she would never wear that riding habit again.

Angela attended to the small domestic duties that had to be done but neither her mind nor her heart was in it. She fed Robert and put him to bed, looking down at the small replica of Scott. He was so like his father in every way. She stood over the cradle for a long time, a horrified realization taking shape in her mind, growing clearer and clearer as the minutes ticked past.

She was in love with Scott! Why else could the thought of him with another woman hurt so badly that she thought she would surely die? And the rage that bubbled within her—if she felt only indifference for him there would be no reason for it. Angela sank down reside the cradle touching the pink and white fingers of her son, clenching her teeth so hard to keep from crying that she got a pounding headache.

Going to her room Angela bathed and got ready for bed. It wasn’t even dinner time yet but she informed Eilean that she wanted to be undisturbed. Getting into bed she knew she wouldn’t sleep. She just lay there listening to the crackling of the fire, the wind rattling against the window panes and the sound of her own breathing. Reaching out her hand she touched Scott’s pillow, wondering if he was with her.

How ironic; now that she was hopelessly, head over heels in love with her own husband, he didn’t want her. All his gentle wooing and persuasive talk had been a sham. Scott didn’t love her and never had!

Angela agonized over what to do, several possibilities forming in her mind. She could stay and fight for him, a selfish egotist who had rejected her. She could leave him and take the children, going to another country so that he could never find her.

Angela sat bolt upright. How stupid! She would get the marriage annulled. Now that she thought of it their marriage had never been consummated. Scott had taken her against her will before their marriage but not afterward. Her health had been too delicate and then after Robert’s birth she had been sick and weak for months and months. Angela punched her pillow viciously; she would get even with him and hurt him where he would feel it most—his pride and manhood. She would take the children and her half of the estates back, then prove that he had been no husband to her.

At last Angela fell asleep but even that was troubled. She tossed and turned in the big empty bed, her mind twisting and turning down strange treacherous paths.

Angela awoke with a start. It was morning, very early and her eyes were heavy with fatigue and she felt as if she had been beaten. There was a large, shadowy shape in the doorway that stumbled into the room lurching against the furniture. Scott fell heavily on the bed and she uttered an exclamation of protest.

Scott was dead drunk, unconscious as soon as he hit the bed. He was all mud-spattered and still had his boots on. The pale gray light was unkind showing the harsh lines on his face that hadn’t been there yesterday. Angela’s lips curled in distaste and she got out of the bed drawing on a robe.

He was welcome to the bed and the room. It was his and she would never share it with him. She went into Lorna’s room and curled up beside her, stroking the silky hair out of her daughter’s eyes. Poor innocent, to have a father capable of such unspeakable, devious deeds. Well Scott wouldn’t be her father for long. She would start making arrangements today to leave this place and go back home. She should have married Keith in the first place and spared herself all this suffering.

While Scott slept, Angela had all of her clothes moved to another room near the children. It was small but tastefully furnished in the Jacobean style and done in colors of palest apricot and blue. Molly arranged all of Angela’s clothes in the large armoire, her feelings soothed by Angela’s apology.

Something was definitely in the air and Molly didn’t want to be around when Lord Harrington found out about the move. Angela had seemed so happy just yesterday morning but after her ride she had been in such a state, physically and emotionally. There must have been a colossal argument between them because lord Harrington had stayed out all night and came home drunk.

Molly shook her head in disapproval. All kinds of strange things had happened in the past few years, most of them in connection with Angela’s present husband. She should have married Lord Montgomery—now there was a steady, cool-headed man and handsome to boot.

After Angela settled into her new room she had her horse saddled and rode into the village. She made many inquiries and decided that the best route of escape was by sea. The Highland roads were atrocious or else non-existent, resting places and inns few and far between. It would take weeks of hard traveling to get back to England, with the threat of Scott finding them along the way and dragging her back to Seafield.

So she decided on going by ship, but in such an out of the way place there were only tiny fishing vessels. It might be some time before a sizable ship put in so she would have to bide her time. The very thought of living under the same roof with Scott now was distasteful but she would keep out of his way.

Scott didn’t appear for dinner and Angela smiled grimly wishing him the worst hangover in history. She couldn’t eat and just rearranged the food on her plate as she dined alone. Her only enjoyment that day was the time spent with the children and even that was dimmed by the nagging jealousy eating at her thoughts.

"I'm going to stop loving him!” Angela told herself when she was alone in her room, as if expressing her thoughts out loud would make them come true. “I’m going to uproot him and tear him out of my heart!”


Chapter Two

The door crashing against the stone wall snapped Angela awake. She had slept late, exhausted by her foray into town and the conflicting emotions that tossed her this way and that like a ship on a stormy sea. Then Robert had awakened several times during the night, as if sensing his mother’s unease, and she had soothed the baby back to sleep.

Scott lounged against the door, his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes lazily slithering over her body. Damn, she was beautiful, the most gorgeous creature in the world—his untouchable little wife. She was just waking up and that was always the time Scott found her the most irresistible, all warm and pink from sleep. Her heavy-lidded eyes stared at him in shock.

Those eyes, so clear and sparkling, the color of shallow, limpid Caribbean lagoons, he had never seen their color duplicated in any other woman. They blazed pale, almost transparent in her angry face and Scott thought of the aquamarines he had given her a year ago. Never would he forget his homecoming and their day of sunshine and flowers—the day Robert was conceived. Whenever he saw daffodils he thought of that day.

“Well?” Angela said impatiently, very much aware of his scrutiny and her own disarray.

“I was informed by Angus that you had moved out of our room. Was that little incident the other day so distasteful to you?”

“I was under the impression that you would rather not share a bed with me,” Angela said, her anger building at the sardonic look on his face and the way his eyes moved over her coolly, unhurried as if he was inspecting one of his horses. She was just a possession to him, a pretty china figurine to be kept on the mantel and occasionally taken down and admired—then put back in her place again. “And I definitely do not want to share one with you. You’re disgusting!”

“You are quite right, my lady,” Scott mocked. “I have no desire, whatever, to share a bed with you. And as for the other day—you need have no fear that will ever happen again. Just stay out of my sight!”

Scott left then, quickly in fear of what he might do. Angela had tossed her head back as if he had struck her, her hair tumbling provocatively around her shoulders. And he saw her breasts heaving beneath the thin stuff of her nightgown, round and full with milk, the nipples taut and clearly outlined in the morning sun. Scott could still see her image and he rubbed his knuckles into his eyes as if to erase it from his mind.

He wanted to fasten his fingers in her thick, midnight hair, bending her back until she was lying beneath him on the bed, his mouth lost in hers. To feel her arms around him, her fingers teasing the flame of his passion, until overcome with ecstasy they would melt together, taking each other to that place of soft forgetfulness.

“Stop it!” His words were a whisper that seemed loud in his ears. And then he heard the other sound, muffled, coming from behind the closed door. Bitter agonized sobs—Angela was crying as if her heart was broken and the sound of her suffering shuddered through him. “Why?” Scott asked himself. “She made it perfectly clear she despises me.” But she had been so sweetly forgiving the other day. Something must have happened between then and now to change her mind.

They rarely saw each other anymore, a silent pact to keep out of each other’s way was in force and when they did meet it was cool and withdrawn. Scott was absent for long periods of time, sailing the ketch or riding; returning late at night when everyone was in bed.

Sometimes he took Lorna sailing with him and those were the best times. Children could make up for so much. He could see why many couples stayed together for the sake of their children. They were so precious and loving with absolutely no preconceived notions, and an insatiable urge to learn everything. Scott never tired of answering Lorna’s questions and when he was with her the world was a new, exciting experience seen through her eyes.

Angela never tried to stop him from seeing them; in fact that was usually the only time they met. Scott would sweep into the sitting room and find Lorna, Robert, and Angela romping together. But upon his appearance Angela usually went to sit in a quiet corner and he could feel her eyes on him as he played with them.

How long could this state of affairs continue? Scott wanted the estrangment to be over and for things to be the way they were in the months after Robert’s birth. They had been a closeknit family unit then, doing things together and enjoying one another’s company. It had been good and even though he hadn’t possessed Angela physically, they had been happy.

It was up to him. Angela wasn’t going to patch up their differences, she seemed to be drifting further away every day. And her eyes were big and sad, like the heroine in a tragic novel with her secret woes. The only time she smiled was at the children.

Scott decided he had to do something to bring about a reconciliation. Things could not continue to deteriorate at this rapid rate. Why they might as well be separated, so little did they see each other. He could do it, he knew he could, but he must choose the time and the place with care.

As Scott came home very late one night he heard Robert crying. He paused but the screaming continued and he wondered angrily where everyone was. The thought of his son all alone in distress was upsetting and he was ready to bite someone’s head off. Opening the door to the nursery he found Angela walking back and forth with the squalling baby in her arms. She stopped, her eyes alert, as Scott entered the room.

Angela looked exhausted, her face white with smudged shadows under her eyes. Her burgundy velvet robe only accentuated her paleness and she winced as Robert grabbed a fistful of her loose, raven hair and tugged angrily. She tried to loosen his grip with one hand but it was impossible and Scott went to her aid, prying open the tiny fingers and brushing the silken curls away from the baby.

“Why don’t you feed him?”

“He won’t eat. I just tried and he’s not hungry.” Angela touched her hand to Robert’s forehead and cheek. “I think he has a little bit of fever. Children often do when they are teething.”

“Let me hold him.” Scott took the baby who immediately quieted in his arms. Anxiously he felt Robert’s face and said, “Should we call the doctor?” With a weary smile Angela shook her head. “There is nothing the doctor can do that I’m not doing. His teeth are coming in and it hurts and makes him irritable. I went through exactly the same thing with Lorna. It’s worse at night—I’ve been up with him all week.” 

“Then where the hell is Molly? You look like you’re ready to drop.” He couldn’t keep the concern from his voice.

As if his words suddenly recalled to her mind how tired she was, Angela sank down onto the sofa curling her feet beneath her. “Molly,” she told him tartly, “just went to bed. She is tired too and has other duties to perform during the day. Besides, Robert wanted me.

“And me,” Scott reminded her. “I’m his father and he stopped crying for me. Why didn’t you tell me he was teething? I could have—”

“If you were ever here and didn’t stay out all night, you would have known. As it was,” she gave a shrug of her shoulders, “I thought you didn’t care.”

“Not care—about my own son! You know—”

“All I know,” she cut in, “is that you don’t care about your own wife so why should you care about the children?”

“You are mistaken,” Scott said sitting down beside her and shifting Robert in his lap. The baby lay looking up at him, curious about his unusual presence during the night.

“I don’t want to quarrel now.” She tried to edge away from Scott, acutely conscious of his arm resting on the back of the sofa behind her, but she was already sitting as far away as she could.

“Do you think if I put him to bed he would fall asleep?”

“You could try,” said Angela, “but he would probably start screaming again.”

“I’ll chance it.” Scott got up and placed Robert in the crib and he immediately started howling. “All right, all right!” Picking him up again Scott sat back down smiling ruefully. “You were right, Angel.”

He heard her quickly indrawn breath and glanced up to find Angela’s cheeks pink and her eyes downcast. He hadn’t called her his pet name in weeks and her heart fluttered alarmingly. All it took was one word from him to make her start wanting him all over again, her resolution to hate him dashed to pieces. If they were alone and Scott touched her now, she knew she would dissolve against him, irrevocably lost.

Her attitude didn’t go unnoticed by Scott. So she still cared. Then why the anger and the tears? Why the total rejection of him? Scott’s fingers curled into Angela’s heavy hair, warm against the nape of her neck, playing havoc with her emotions.

“Stop it,” she snapped trying to get up, but Scott fastened his fingers tightly and wouldn’t let go.

“Don’t run away, love, we haven’t talked in such a long time. I think we need to have it out. We cannot continue on in the same way. It’s not good for us or the children.” There, he had made a start to it. “And at least with Robert here we won’t end up shouting at each other.”

He had called her love, as if he really meant it and his eyes were dark and tender, the way they used to be. Scott’s hand moved caressingly against her neck shooting tremors of pleasure down her spine. Angela twined her shaking fingers together to keep herself from losing all control.

“Let’s talk, sweetheart,” Scott said soothingly, aware of her inner agitation. “Tell me what’s been troubling you.”

“Your mistress!” she blurted out unexpectedly.

“What mistress?”

“The one that has taken my place in your bed, that’s taken you and your love away from me!”

Angela’s eyes brimmed with tears and her lower lip trembled. Scott lifted her chin with a finger and as she met his golden gaze the tears spilled over, crystalline drops against the velvet softness of her cheeks.

“I love you,” Scott stated simply, wiping away her tears. “There is no mistress, only you. You are my mistress, my wife, my only love. You are my life!” His words had the clear ring of truth.

“But. . .but. . .” Angela could hardly speak, so overwhelmed was she by his declaration. “You haven’t made love to me in over eight months!”

“Nine months, one week, and three days,” he said with a sad smile. “Shall I tell you how many hours, minutes, and seconds? And all of that time I wanted and loved no one but you! I dreamed of lying on your yielding body, tangled in your long hair, of losing myself in your softness. . . .”

“Then why, why didn’t you? Please tell the truth. I could forgive you anything if you only want me again. I don’t care if you have a harem in the next room. Just send them away and take me to bed and love me!”

What could he say to her now? Should he tell her the truth? She was such an adorable little fool—as if anyone could ever take her place! And a mistress; where in the world had she come up with that idea? From her own fertile, overactive imagination. But if he was in her place he might have jumped to the same conclusion.

“I want to—more than anything in the world—but I can’t!”

“You can’t? But I don’t understand.”

Scott’s face was an agony of indecision. “What I mean is. . .that. . .I can’t make love to you.”

Angela clapped a hand over her open mouth in astonishment. “Oh, Scott! Why didn’t you tell me?” She was on her knees on the sofa throwing her arms around his neck. His arm circled her waist and her cheek was soft and hot against his. Scott could feel her tears again and the trembling of her fingers as they stroked his hair. “My poor darling! What happened—an injury or illness? Did you see the doctor?”

He almost laughed. She thought he was impotent! He opened his mouth to tell her it was ridiculous and then shut it again. Angela was giving him the perfect way out. If he told her the truth—that she shouldn’t have any more children—she would seduce or tease him into loving her anyway. But if she believed him incapable they could live together in peace without all the old bitterness. They could have a Platonic affair and he wouldn’t ever have to worry about her leaving him. All it would take would be one little lie, and he would be doing it for her own good.

“Yes. I saw the doctor—several doctors—but they all said the same thing. I will never be able to. . .” Scott let his voice get overemotional. “Please, Angel, I can’t talk about it anymore. I feel so humiliated!”

Angela sat back on her heels, looking into his eyes, love and tenderness welling up out of her heart like a fountain. Poor Scott—to have something like that happen and keep it a secret all these months. It must have been torture for such a potent, vigorous man. Then she thought of what it would mean to her. No more lovemaking, ever. Could she stand that? Yes, she told herself, she could stand anything as long as he loved her. To reject him would crush all their hopes.

“Darling, please don’t feel like that. You can talk to me—I’ll understand.” Then in a rush of emotion, Scott, I’m your wife—I love you!”

She threw herself against him, her small body shaking and her wet face against his neck. Angela loved him! The words Scott had waited for years to hear were finally out. He ached to pick her up, carry her to their room and. . . .No! He stroked her hair and shoulders instead, almost glad Robert was there staring at them out of round eyes; their chaperon. The warmth he felt inside from her simple declaration of love was incredible.

“Angel, Angel,” Scott whispered huskily. “Just knowing that you love me is enough to live on for the rest of my life. Shh—don’t cry—we will be happy. I promise you!”

Angela’s lips blindly found his and clung and clung until Scott thought he would go mad with wanting her. At last he had to gently push her away saying, “Please, love, you’re only frustrating both of us.”

Angela sat down beside him, her head resting wearily against his shoulder. She had her husband back, not wholly but almost. At least now there wouldn’t be silence and suspicions between them. They were free to love each other even though one facet of their married life was gone.

Scott’s laughter rang out brittle, hollow in the silence of the night. His lips twisted into a bitter smile as he said, “That damned flag! It worked. It made you my wife. It granted me my heart’s desire and then the malediction took away our happiness.”

Life went on, and Angela lived from day to day. She didn’t want to look back into the past at things that had been, or forward to the future—to things that could never be. They occupied separate rooms by agreement; each knowing the frustration sleeping together would bring. And in a way they were happy, in every way that mattered, she told herself over and over again, while her heart whispered something else, longing for the closeness physical union would bring.

Their summer days were full of activity and laughter, and at least they had the children. They seemed doubly precious now. They went boating, hiked and picnicked all over the countryside taking advantage of the too short season. The children and Scott were as brown as berries and Angela glowed with health and vitality. They even went on an expedition to lovely, forested Glen Affric and spent a week camping in tents under the open sky. They hunted and fished and took baths in the countless streams, shrieking and laughing in the freezing water.

The Highlands once again had a magical aura, now that the mistrust and apprehension between Scott and Angela had evaporated. And she could still believe in fairy tales, but not the ones that ended happily ever after. Nothing ended like that. Angela thought often of the Bratach Sith and when she did she shuddered at its malevolence. It shadowed her life and she began to believe that it was responsible for their disastrous turn of fortune. Scott had tempted the fates and the three goddesses of destiny weren’t ones to ignore a dare.

Angela stood at the open window in her room. The children had been in bed for hours and the castle was settling down for the night. The sun was a gigantic, distorted red ball on the horizon that couldn’t quite make up its mind to go. It had lingered, sinking slowly, too slowly into the ocean.

She had watched for half an hour and still it stayed, Glimmering a red path across the ocean and gilding the clouds with color. Summer was strange this far north, it took an eternity for the sun to set and when it did the gray twilight waited to greet midnight. But Angela knew where the sun went; it loitered just beneath the edge of the ocean and a few hours later popped up again in a different place. The nights were short, just the opposite of the long dark winters.

Angela was tired yet she couldn’t sleep, so she watched; there was nothing else to do. She was hot and her skin felt as if it was too tight for her body. She could sill feel Scott’s good night kiss on her lips. Going to another window Angela looked into the courtyard, leaning her cheek against the cool stone wall.

Deep shadows lay like black velvet on the ground and the round tower glowed as red as blood in the reflected rays of the sun. She stared and it seemed to move and shimmer in the changing light. That awful evil thing was in there, high beneath the pointed roof showering down plagues on them all.

With a loud exclamation Angela stripped off her robe and nightgown and grabbed a dress from the armoire. Her fingers trembled and she couldn’t reach all of the looks so she threw a shawl around her shoulders and rushed from the room. She only stopped downstairs to grab a candle and a key, and then flew out into the twilight.

She would rid Seafield Castle of its winze once and for all! The key creaked in the lock and Angela entered the tower pausing to light the candle. The small point of light barely pierced the gloom but she started up the stairs. They were worn and treacherous, but she hurried on. Once she tripped and banged her knee painfully on a step and she rubbed it briskly before proceeding.

At last Angela reached the summit. She paused panting with the exertion of the quick climb. Throwing open the door to the balcony she stood back pressed against the wall as the sun’s last light turned the Bratach Sith scarlet. “Don’t touch it!” Scott had told her, repeating its ancient myth. It would bring catastrophe to whoever laid a hand on it.

Angela stared. Did she dare? “Yes—yes!” she cried rushing at it, tearing the flag off the wall. No more would this anathema overshadow their lives.

Scott had touched it and disaster had occurred, but she wasn’t afraid. What else could it possibly do? It had already wrecked their lives. The thin, worn material ripped easily and as she shredded the flag the silk made a sound like the wind rushing through the trees—almost like moaning. Angela worked with intensity tearing it into a hundred pieces. When she had finished sweat was beaded on her forehead and upper lip, and she bundled the strips of silk into her shawl.

The sun was gone now leaving in its wake the gloaming. Angela slammed shut the door and went down the stairs, this time more slowly. If she fell, at least it wouldn’t be far on the spiral staircase. She held the candle high and her shawl tightly in the other hand.

As she reached the courtyard the wind almost caught the shawl from her grip. Dark, angry storm clouds whipped in from the Atlantic—clouds where half an hour before there had been none. A powerful gust blew Angela against the door, bruising her shoulder and extinguishing the candle. She threw it down and held the shawl tightly in both arms.

She could smell the rain in the air as she struggled against the gale. Her loose hair lashed stingingly against her face and eyes blinding her and her skirts twined around her legs. She had to get inside; she must burn what was left of the Fairy Flag.

Angela tripped falling full length on the pavement, the shawl wrenched from her hands. She dragged herself to her hands and knees and watched horrorstricken as the silken shreds were caught in a whirlwind and hurled straight up into the black sky. They were luminous against the darkness—hundreds of pieces twirling in a mad dance, each like a tiny, individually waving flag. She gaped mesmerized until the last one vanished, her blood running cold in her veins.

Scott looked up startled as the front door was thrown open and Angela blew into the great hall like an autumn leaf. Her face was so pale that her shocked eyes seemed dark in comparison and she was all disheveled as if she had been caught in a hurricane.

Angela ran terrified to the haven of Scott’s arms. They closed around her so strong and protective, and she knew that as long as he held her nothing would ever be allowed to hurt her.

The storm raged for three days wreaking havoc and leaving destruction in its path. Roofs were ripped from cottages, windows smashed in, trees uprooted. Several fishing boats never returned; sunk with all hands. In some places the ocean swept in, drowning animals and people, covering fields. The great hall was littered with the pallets of those who had sought sanctuary from the tempest. They left in a trickle picking up the shattered remains of what was left behind.

Angela blamed herself for the storm and the lives that had been lost. She should have known better than to try and destroy a legend. Instead of burning the flag as she had intended the wind had snatched it away—to she didn’t know where. Scott only laughed and told her she had an overactive imagination. The storm would have come regardless. It helped a little though when he discounted the whole incident as a coincidence.

Things slowly returned to normal and the people of Dornie were grateful to the beautiful lady of Seafield Castle who freely provided materials to rebuild their homes and lives. All they had to do was let it be known as to what they needed and somehow she found out, her purse was never empty.

Mist gathered in the pockets of the hills, twining like gray ribbons through the trees. The odor of peat smoke hung heavy in the air, its pungent smell would always remind Angela of Scotland. She waited impatiently for her horse to be readied, looking out over the loch. The water was as smooth as polished pewter reflecting every detail. There wasn’t a ripple to disturb the image and as she stared she had the strangest sensation that the reflection was the reality and she swayed dizzily as if the whole world was suddenly upside down.

Angela had just missed Scott and called to him as he rode off, but the fog absorbed her voice and he didn’t hear her. She would try and catch up to him if the stableboy would ever finish. Finally she swung up onto her horse and rode over the vaulted bridge connecting the island castle with the mainland. Even on the cobblestones the horse’s hooves could hardly be heard, muffled by the dismal weather.

The dove gray of Angela’s riding habit blended perfectly into the day, rendering her almost invisible. She headed in the general direction Scott had taken, but in no hurry now. The day closed around her like a soft wool blanket. She rode for some time, straying from the path and plunging between the trees that were covered with dew-spangled spider webs.

Angela saw Scott’s horse in a small glen through a screen of green glistening branches. She would surprise him, she thought smiling mischievously, wondering what he would say as she popped out of the trees at him. Slipping from her horse she tied the reins to a low hanging branch and skirted the clearing, stopping abruptly as she saw them, not ten feet away.

Panic erupted violently through her whole being and instinctively she crouched down, peering aghast through the bushes. The woman’s hair was the color of a flame and the voluptuous curves of her body pressed into Scott’s, his brown head bent to hers. As they kissed his hands strayed over her pressing her full hips against his and she broke away from him laughing provocatively. She began unbuttoning his coat with one hand while the other caressed his body intimately.

Stop it, Angela told herself, rush out and confront them now before. . . .But suddenly they were ripping at  their clothes, urgency apparent on their faces. Angela tried to move but couldn’t; it was as if she had turned to stone. She watched them petrified, as in a dream viewed trough the sheer, gray silk of the mist.

Astounded, Angela stared at their nakedness—the woman tall and statuesque, her large, firm breasts crushed against Scott’s chest. As the red-haired woman moved to spread out her cloak on the ground, Scott half turned and Angela knew the truth—that he wasn’t and never had been impotent!

He was tall, rapier-thin, and magnificent as he moved with lithe purpose, falling heavily upon the woman on the ground. It should be me, Angela thought, as their bodies merged—once it was me! Constricting bands tightened around her throat choking off any sound she might have made.

Her mind ceased to function as she watched the man she loved powerfully possessing the woman with total concentration of body and mind. The muscles rippled beneath Scott’s skin at his exertion and his face was buried against the pointed mounds of her breasts. Then the quick release, hoarse moans blended with cries of delight, and Angela put her hands over her ears, blocking out the sounds of their passion.

It happened so quickly; over in less than fifteen minutes. They dressed and Scott mounted his horse pulling his lover up behind him and riding off. The scene was etched into Angela’s brain as if with acid and she still crouched, frozen in the same spot, her eyes open wide, staring vacantly at nothing. How long she stayed there she didn’t know, but when she finally moved she was stiff all over, her muscles protesting at the sudden movement.

Angela had witnessed the ultimate betrayal, all the more shocking because she had thought Scott incapable of the act. Stupid fool! Idiot! That’s just what she was, the victim of Scott’s cruel hoax. What lies the man was capable of and she had fallen for them, like an innocent lamb led to the slaughter. Well he had duped her for the last time. Never again would she believe him. She was leaving and would never return.

Righteous indignation was the only force that empowered her to shakily mount her horse and make her way back to the castle. Once there she accosted Angus in the courtyard ordering him to take her sailing in the ketch.

He looked at her white face and wide, glittering eyes and knew there would be trouble. They had fought again; the marriage was continually on the rocks. Angus tried to dissuade her but she was adamant—if he didn’t take her she would go into town and hire a fishing boat. He gave in reluctantly, eyeing the fog and wondering if they would even catch a breeze. Well if they didn’t there would be no way to sail to the Isle of Skye.


Clyde Macdonald kicked a rock down the embankment, his rifle slung over his shoulder. Foul weather and even if he found something to shoot at, it would escape into the fog before he could take aim. Thank goodness he would be off to London in a few weeks, back to the gay, liberal society he liked so much.

He had been buried in the country for over a year now, ever since his father’s death; his mother dragging around the dismal, old castle like a wounded bird. How anyone could survive such bleakness and monotony was beyond him. The only activities available were hunting, drinking, sailing, and whoring—and there was a shortage of passable-looking females.

Clyde’s boredom dissipated as he gazed down at the path that led to the center of the forest, to that mawkish old abbey with no lock on the door. Unlocked, legend had it, so that all lovers would have free access to it. Sentimental rubbish!

The servants avoided it like the plague, especially since someone had found two baskets of dying red roses by the altar last fall. It was supposedly haunted by Mary Macdonald, builder of the monstrosity, a lady who trailed through the woods crying for her lost love.

But what he saw now was enough to make him, skeptic that he was, believe in ghosts. Gliding along the fog-shrouded path was an apparition in gray. She faded in and out of sight as she passed through pockets of mist. Her face was white, almost translucent and her big, odd-colored eyes were haunted. Clyde had never seen such eyes in his life and what hair; as dark and glossy as a raven’s wing.

No woman could possibly be that beautiful; the slim symmetry of her body was utter perfection. She was a wood nymph he decided, his eyes glues to her graceful movement. His heart turned over in his chest. In all his twenty-two years, never had any woman—or specter— affected him in such a manner.

She vanished from sight and Clyde’s heart lurched. He couldn’t let her get away, he must find out who she was, where she came from. He knew every comely wench on the island and she certainly didn’t come from here—besides she was richly dressed like a lady of quality.

Clyde half ran, half fell down the steep hill, causing a minor landslide in his haste to find her. He chided himself for giving way to childish fancies. She had to be real! He was insanely, wildly in love with her!

Clyde ran headlong down the loamy path frantically searching for her between the trees. She couldn’t just disappear—but where was she? He reached the small clearing where Sweetheart Abbey held its own against the forest. She was nowhere in sight and his heart sank down to his boot tops.

Opening the door Clyde came to a standstill, his awe-struck green eyes swiftly examining the empty interior of the abbey. It was Lady Mary! Loud, unearthly cries shattered the silence, turning his heart to ice. She had dissolved into thin air, only the heartrending sobs an indication she had ever existed.

He couldn’t move, spellbound by the phantom crying for her lost love. It went on and on without ceasing until he felt like crying himself. Could anyone, anything contain such sorrow? He put his hands over his ears, but still he could hear her.

How long he stood there he didn’t know. It could have been minutes or hours. A small sound, like a coin falling to the stone floor caught Clyde’s attention. He looked around, once, twice and then saw something sparkling beneath one of the high-backed wooden benches.

It was she! lying full length on a bench, her streaming face pillowed against her arm. A heart-shaped diamond ring glittered on the flagstone floor beneath her. She was no ghost—ghosts didn’t cry tears. She was very human; the part of her face Clyde could see was a mask of agony and her eyes were red and swollen from weeping.

He touched her hand and she sprang upright, her watery, green-blue eyes flying open and her hand pressed to her heart. Her sensuous, rose-tinted lips parted in surprise at the sight of him but she said nothing.

“I heard someone crying and came to investigate,” Clyde said lamely, feeling an intruder on his own property. He put his rifle down and sat beside her. “I’m Clyde Macdonald, of Stonehaven. If I can help you in any way. . . .”

“No!” Her voice was husky from crying. “I’ll go!” Angela got to her feet and rushed for the door.

“Wait!” Clyde called. “You dropped your ring.” He picked it up and went after her, holding the diamond out to her.

“I never want to see it again,” she said tonelessly, backing toward the door.

“But it’s an expensive stone—looks like a betrothal ring.”

“My wedding ring.” Some feeling returned to Angela’s voice. “And I will never wear it again!”

“Is your husband dead?” Clyde was hopeful.

“I wish he was, the beast! I hate him; he’s arrogant and cruel, sadistic. And he flaunts his mistress under my nose!” Her voice rose to a shriek and she shouted a string of expletives that brought a flush to Clyde’s face.

Why a man would want a mistress with a creature like her for his wife was beyond Clyde. Lord, she was angry, her eyes flashing like aquamarines and two hot spots of color on her high cheekbones. The words she had just shouted about her husband were enough to make a trooper blush and he wondered where she had learned them. He wanted to know everything about her. She was magnificent!

Angela snatched the ring from his hand and marched out the door and around to the back of the abbey. Kneeling by the sunken graves she began digging in the soil, ruining her gloves. When she had scooped out a hole about a foot deep she threw the diamond in, packing the earth back over it. She stood up and stripped off the gloves, looking up at the young man who stood in the fog watching her.

He had a pleasant open-looking face with green eyes and hair somewhere between blond and light brown. Very slim and of medium height he carried himself well. His clothes were elegantly tailored, probably from London, and he spoke very correct English as if trying to hide a Scottish accent.

He laughed and it lit up his whole face. “I say, I don’t think they will appreciate it. Why don’t you keep it. You might change your mind.”

Angela didn’t answer. She pushed past him noting the concern on his face and tried to find the pathway back to the loch. The fog was so thick she couldn’t even see the abbey now. Clyde loomed up out of the fog, his legs lost in the swirling mist.

“It’s turned into a real pea-souper,” he said. “But don’t worry, I could find my way back blindfolded. Where was it you were going?”

“My servant is waiting at the boat in Loch Sligachan.”

“I thought you weren’t from here. But you could never sail back to wherever you came from in this. Please accept the hospitality of my mother, Lady Macdonald, and myself. You and your servant are welcome to stay with us at Stonehaven Castle.”


Damn! They weren’t back yet. Scott paced pantherlike beside the dock watching a thick blanket of fog roll in from the ocean. What had possessed Angela to run off to Sweetheart Abbey? Well at least he knew Angus was with her; if they were stranded on Skye he would know what to do to protect her. But what if they were caught out in the Sound. It didn’t bear thinking about.

They could drift out to the Atlantic and be lost forever. The ketch could be wrecked on a reef or run over by a larger ship. There was even the possibility they could capsize if the waters became too rough. Angela could swim but she wouldn’t stand a chance with her heavy skirts weighting her down—and how long could a human survive in the icy water, lost and not knowing which way to go? Even if none of those things happened, if they were drifting around out there, they could die just from exposure.

Scott was almost tempted to go after them but the only vessel left was a rowboat and already the fog curled around the castle. No, he could do no good floundering around out there lost himself. There were the children to consider too. If Angela didn’t come back he would be left to raise them alone.

He felt almost sick with apprehension. Now that they were reunited and she loved him, Scott couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. He had had a few twinges of conscience over the lie he had told Angela, but it was working out so perfectly he was glad he had decided on the course he had taken. Now his conscience was bothering him over another matter.

It had been bound to happen, he couldn’t spend the rest of his life living like a monk. But the thought that he had deceived Angela didn’t sit very easily on his mind. It hadn’t been planned; it just happened, and before he knew what came over him it was finished.

It had been Peggy, a little older and plumper, the girl he had sown his wild oats with the summer they were both seventeen. She was married now with five children but her lusty, uncomplicated nature was the same. They met quite by accident, she had been picking berries, and when they recognized each other he had caught her in a hug and swung her around. The rest of their brief encounter had been like being struck by lightning. They both wanted it and couldn’t hide their feelings.

Scott didn’t want to be unfaithful to Angela, but a man could only take so much. He was surprised he had held out this long. Well, as long as he kept his philandering to the barest minimum and was extremely careful, there would be no problem. Angela hadn’t the slightest inkling that he needed a physical relationship with any woman. But he had to protect her at all costs; their marriage was much more important than any dalliance.

The fog shrouded the island now and Scott turned and went back into the castle. The fogs could be treacherous, lasting for days and some had been known to last for over a week. He would go see the children; at least if he was playing with them his mind would be occupied and it would keep him from thinking of what might be happening outside.

Scott hardly slept that night. He tossed and thrashed around in the bed and every few minutes got up to look anxiously out the window. It wasn’t even black out, everything was gray and the fog pressed in against the windows, trying to invade the castle itself.

For five days it lasted and by the time the fog cleared Scott was a sleepless, worried wreck. They were either dead or alive and if they were alive they should appear at any moment. If they weren’t there within the hour he would get every boat in town out looking for them.

Scott took the spyglass and climbed the stairs of the round tower. From the top he could almost see Sweetheart Abbey. He scanned the island, the horizon and the waters. Still no Angela. “She has to be all right!” he shouted. “Please, Angel, come home to me!”

He caught sight of something and put the glass to his eye again. It was the ketch! Thank God they were all right! Good old Angus—leave it to him to look after things. Scott frowned, as it got closer it seemed that there were three people in the boat. Well he would find out soon enough who it was.

Scott was at the dock to greet them as the ketch pulled up. He lifted Angela onto the wooden planks and enfolded her in his arms, squeezing her so tight she was sure he cracked her ribs. She forced herself to respond warmly and kiss him, the success of the plan depended upon catching him unaware.

Scott looked tired, Angela noted, and she couldn’t help still feeling something for him. It had taken years for her to fall in love with him but she prayed it wouldn’t take that long to get over it. The diamond glittered in the sunlight on her finger. Clyde had convinced her of the wisdom of unearthing it again. Scott would have noticed its absence and that wouldn’t do at all. Their plot was all set, ready to spring shut like a steel trap at the proper time.


Chapter Three

The days spent at Stonehaven Castle were a respite for Angela to sort out her feelings and gather her wits about her for what she decided to do. If there had been a confrontation with Scott right after his infidelity there would have been a fight the likes of which neither of them had ever experienced. So it was just as well that she was stranded on Skye and very fortunate that she had run into Clyde.

It was evident from the beginning that Clyde was enamored of her and this worked to Angela’s benefit when she found out that he was returning to London in two weeks’ time. He insisted that she accompany him on the ship that would set her free from her brutish husband. When she let it slip that she wanted an annulment he became as shy and nervous as a schoolboy, casting calf’s-eyes at her.

Obviously Clyde nurtured secret hopes that once Angela was free they might be more than friends. This amused her but at the same time she felt as if she were using him and his good nature for her own ends. But there was no other way to escape Scott and the unbearable situation he had put her in.

Speed was of the essence. Already she could sense Scott’s grasp of something being awry. Angela couldn’t help it. How could she pretend everything was all right when it wasn’t? It would take a consummate actress to fool Scott, and that she wasn’t. So Angela made excuse not to be alone with him and when he asked her if something was wrong she pleaded a headache or some other indisposition.

Early one morning Scott received a note that his immediate presence was needed in Dornie and strode to the stables frowning. The message was rather vague and he had an uneasy feeling about it. The frown deepened as he thought of Angela. She had been very quiet and withdrawn since returning from Skye, and when he made any attempt at questioning her her answers were amorphous.

He wondered if anything had happened there that she hadn’t told him about. From his brief meeting with Lord Macdonald it was evident the boy was bewitched by Angela and Scott wondered if Clyde had made any improper advances. It was possible, and perhaps Angela hadn’t told him for fear he would call Clyde out.

Scott rode away from the castle along the loch road and several miles later almost ran into Peggy hurrying in the opposite direction. She hailed him, her face worried and her manner distraught. Explaining quickly that she had been on her way to see him Peggy told him that she had seen Angela in the village late yesterday afternoon and although the two had never met she was aware it was Scott’s wife. But Angela’s reaction was amazing; she stopped dead and stared at her as if she hated her.

“If looks could kill,” continued Peggy shaking her head, “I would na’ be here now. I was thinkin’ it strange and came as quick as I could this mornin’. Something’s wrong.”

“Thank you. Yes, you’re right, something is very wrong!” Scott wheeled his horse around and galloped at breakneck speed back home.

“Just those three valises,” said Angela pointing. “I thought it would be better to travel light.”

“You are right as always,” smiled Clyde and he directed the servants to load the baggage on his boat.

The letter had worked, just as Angela had known it would and Clyde’s timing had been perfect. His boat had slipped up to the island just as Scott had gone from her sight. He should be gone for several hours, chasing down the false lead.

Angela hadn’t slept a wink all night, going over every step of their plan again and again. It had to work. She and Molly had surreptitiously packed the barest essentials and secreted the valises. Angela’s heart pounded in her throat. In a few minutes she, the children, and Molly would be gone, leaving behind forever this episode in their lives. The two weeks of waiting had seemed like two years and now every second stretched into an eternity.

Robert struggled as Angela pressed him too tightly against her and she loosened her grip, taking deep breaths to calm herself. Molly took Lorna’s hand and they started for the door. Angela looked around the great hall for the last time, bidding a silent farewell to the place she had come to love so well.

The door swung open and Scott appeared, taking in the situation with one cool sweep of his eyes. Clyde had never seen such brutal savagery on anyone’s face in his life. He didn’t stand a chance against such a giant. Scott towered over him and at that moment Clyde knew what it felt like to face the devil incarnate.

Scott’s hand shot out and grasped Clyde by the front of his jacket, lifting him completely off his feet, noting with satisfaction the terror bulging in his eyes. With a quick powerful movement Scott hurled him across the room, to land ignominiously in the corner, a disturbed suit of armor crashing down on him.

Angela thrust Robert into Molly’s astonished arms as Scott turned to her, his eyes blazing. She had seen that expression before—once when he had almost drowned her and again the night he had discovered her with Keith. Her breath came in quick gasps, fear coursing through her body with every frantic beat of her heart.

Clyde watched dazed as the tiny, elegant lady took a step toward her enraged husband and slapped him across the face with such force the sound was like a pistol shot. What pluck! Angela had more courage in her little finger than he had in his whole body. The blow stood out red on Scott’s face and stopped him momentarily but then he grasped her arm and Clyde threw himself on Scott’s back determined to help.

Scott shook him off as easily as a fly and dragged him to the door. “If I ever see your face again, you young puppy. I’ll break your damned neck!” With that he kicked Clyde with his booted foot sending him tumbling headlong down the front stairs.

He was going to kill her or worse! Angela turned and fled for the first open door, slamming it shut and locking it just as Scott reached it. What could she do? He was pounding and shouting angrily for her to open the thick door, but instead she looked around frantically for something to put in front of her. With great effort she pushed and pulled at the large desk, wedging it against the door. She added several chairs and then sank down in a heap on the carpeted library floor.

How in the world had Scott found out? Angela’s heart beat a tattoo against her ribs. She couldn’t stay here forever but maybe by the time she came out his temper would have cooled down. What was she going to do now? He would never let her go. She was trapped like a rat. Angela could see herself here forever, growing old; a prisoner, unloved and unwanted except as a possession.

The door shuddered under violent attack from the outside and Angela jumped to her feet, wringing her hands in distress. There was no escape and if the door didn’t hold she shuddered to think of what would happen, her imagination taking over.

Why had Angela been on the verge of leaving him? Scott kicked at the stout door again, his rage giving him superhuman strength. The lock wouldn’t hold forever and when it gave way—just what would he do? He felt like hurting Angela the way she had hurt him but that would be no solution. Above all he must not let his temper get the better of him and injure her in any way. That only made her more stubborn, as he had learned from past experience. He must get to the bottom of this puzzle, find out why and he would know the solution.

The lock gave way with a metallic grating sound and the furniture began to be pushed slowly into the room. As Scott strode into the room Angela just stood there defiantly. He had recognized the terror in her eyes when she had slapped him but still she had attacked first. And now there was only insolence in her level stare, and perhaps resignation. What a Tartar—she was indomitable! But he had to show strength and teach her who the master of the castle really was.

Grasping her wrist Scott pulled her from the room and past the group of awed servants milling around in the hall. Angela wanted to scream for help but clenched her teeth instead. She wouldn’t give Scott the satisfaction, or give the servants more to gossip about. He hauled her up the stairs so fast that she fell but he didn’t stop. Scott just dragged her fiercely over the stone steps, each one jarring and bruising her body. She regained her footing at the top and he pushed her into what had once been their bedroom and locked the door behind them.

“Now,” Scott said in a dangerously quiet voice, “tell me what the hell you were doing, eloping with Macdonald—and taking the children to boot!”

“I have only one thing to say to you, Scott Harrington,” Angela hurled at him scornfully, “I don’t want to be your wife any more! I want an annulment!”

 “Why?” His voice was as cold as ice but his face was livid and his lips were compressed into a thin white line.

‘You are a liar.” She said it, suddenly calm. “I don’t wish to remain the wife of a liar. I refuse to sit quietly at home, the meek little wife, and raise your children while you ride all over the Highlands lying with every woman in sight. Whoremonger! Bastard! Adulterer!” Her voice became louder. “Do you think I’m a fool? Well I was—but no more! I will never believe another word you utter! Our marriage is a sham, and I will dissolve it come hell or high water!”

She should have known by the way Scott said nothing, letting her go on and on, but her anger was fueled by her own words. Angela was taken by surprise as he grabbed her and threw her on the bed, his own long body following closely, pinning her down.

“So,” Scott snarled, his darkened face inches from hers, “you want an annulment? Well you will never get one; I’ll see to that right now!”

With swift, sure movements he hiked her skirts up holding Angela’s writhing body and struggling hands still as if she had no strength at all.

“I hate you!” she screamed as Scott’s body strained against her without preliminaries.

“Good! At least I know how to deal with that!”

His mouth burned against hers, moving slowly until her lips slackened and parted but he continued on, the violence of his attack unremitting. Angela screamed but his mouth absorbed the sound. And in the midst of the intense suffering he was causing her, her body arched sharply against his—pain and pleasure following rapidly on each other’s heels.

Angela gasped for breath beneath him, buffeted between hate and love, hot and cold. How could such ecstasy exist amidst such torture? She was dying, caught up in turbulent throes when Scott’s body separated violently from hers, spilling his seed onto the white lace of her ruffled petticoat.

Scott’s face was closed and unemotional as he got up and rearranged his clothes, as if what had just happened meant nothing to him but an inconvenient interruption of his day. His eyes glanced hard over her body sprawled like a broken doll on the green coverlet.

“The marriage has been consummated; there will be no annulment!” His voice held the finality of doom and he turned and unhurriedly left the room.

Her last chance at escape had been bungled, and Angela felt an odd desire to laugh and cry at the same time. Where Scott and his actions were concerned her feelings attained an incongruity that amazed her. She struggled to her feet grasping hold of the bedpost as her shaking legs threatened to give way. The petticoat felt wet and sticky against her thighs and she pressed one hand against the taut flatness of her belly. She still felt the unaccustomed ache of his savage possession.

They rarely spoke at all any more and when they did it was to argue. Their brief marriage consisted of one long storm with only the briefest interludes of calm. Angela could count those times on the fingers of one hand. She had never been so unhappy and her aqua eyes were always sad even when she made a pretense at being happy. They feigned indifference but that too was dissimulating, for between them it was impossible. Their emotions were too volatile to be contained for long, leading to outbursts of hate and love. But as things stood, hate was the only safe alternative for both of them.

The castle was an armed camp and Angela the prisoner. Ever since her attempted escape she could go nowhere outside of Seafield Castle without being accompanied by Angus or another of the servants. For her own protection, Scott had said, but everyone down to the scullery maids knew he didn’t trust her out of his sight. If Angela rode, walked or went into the village to shop she was escorted, usually by an eagle-eyed Angus who stuck to her like glue.

She grew restive under the scrutiny of everyone and took to hiding herself away in some nook or cranny of the castle. Sometimes she spent hours walking round and round the balcony of the round tower wishing she was free to fly like the birds that circled so near. One time she spent the entire day in the secret mural closet Scott had once shown her, located behind the fireplace in the great hall. She read a whole novel curled up on a hard wooden chair and when she heard a flurry of activity she watched amused through the spyhole as every available person was sent to search for her.

But on days when the sun shone bright against the brilliant blue of the sky Angela had to be outdoors, no matter that Angus dogged her. She would lose herself in the feel of a powerful animal beneath her, eating up the distance between glen and moor; the wind cool against her face, tugging the pins from her hair till it flew heavy and free behind her. Sometimes, for a moment, as Angela rounded a bend she could imagine she was alone, but then Angus would appear in the distance as persistent as always, charged with keeping her in sight.

Today Angus trailed after Angela, carrying a big basket which she slowly filled with purchases in the village. He might as well be useful, she thought, perturbed by his presence as she chose some satin ribbons for Lorna’s hair. Her captivity was beginning to chafe sorely after all these weeks.

As Angela left the shop, looking cool and slim on the warm summer day she ran smack into portly Doctor Fletcher. He eyed her intently, his gaze lingering on the curve of her waist, and Angela flushed to think that even he had designs on her. But that idea was quickly dispelled.

“I see your husband took my advice,” he beamed, his round face glistening in the sun as they walked slowly down the street.

“Advice?” asked Angela baffled. “What advice?”

“I can see by the look of you that you’re not breeding—admirable for a man of Lord Harrington’s nature—wouldn’t have believed it of him.”

Mystification was plain upon Angela’s face as she frowned trying to decipher the doctor’s words. She drew him aside beneath a shady tree determined to get to the bottom of his cryptic remarks. “What in the world are you talking about, Doctor Fletcher?”

He too looked puzzled. “I’m talking about the fact that you’re not with child.”

“But what has that got to do with anything?” 

“Damn!” The exclamation slipped out before Doctor Fletcher could catch it. “Excuse me, milady. I just assumed he would have told you about the conversation we had after your son’s birth.”

“What conversation? Please explain yourself.”

 “Well,” he began dubiously, “I told Lord Harrington that you should have no more children. Your pelvis is too narrow to take the rigors of a child every year.” He warmed to his subject not noticing the shock in Angela’s eyes. “Another child, could be the death of you. Well your husband was beside himself when I told him—he had almost lost you. It probably wouldn’t have mattered to most men, they could get themselves another wife. He must love you very much to give up—"

Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “What else did you tell Scott?”

“Only that there was only one sure way to prevent conception, to keep away from you.”

“Do you mean,” Angela’s voice rose alarmingly, that you told him never to lie with me again, for fear I would get pregnant and die in childbirth?”

“That’s putting it bluntly, milady!” She had shocked even him.

Doctor Fletcher couldn’t help noticing her distraught actions as Angela turned from him, shouting for Angus and hurrying down the street toward the carriage without another word. He shook his head; there was no way of remotely understanding the nobility and he wasn’t going to try now.

The pieces of the puzzle fell into place and the picture everything that had happened since Robert’s birth was crystal clear. That’s why Scott hadn’t touched her, why even when goaded into consummating their marriage he didn’t completely fulfill the act. It explained the incident the first time they went riding, his cruel rejection and his infidelity. Even his lies were understandable in the light of her conversation with Doctor Fletcher, and it was all her fault!

Everything was up to Angela now, their whole future together, and for a moment the past washed over her like a tidal wave, crushing her hopes. Their lives couldn’t be irreparably damaged. She loved him more now than ever before and Scott loved her so intensely he had relinquished the single most important part of his life for her! How could she ever have doubted him? With this new knowledge deep within her heart Angela knew that everything would work out.

He loves me, he loves me, he loves me! Her heart whispered the refrain joyfully over and over again as they made their way back home.

Scott wasn’t home for dinner and as the evening wore on it seemed he wasn’t going to make an appearance. Angela alternated between nervousness and exhilaration. She couldn’t eat, she put the children to bed and then went to her room taking unusual pains with her appearance. After a long, hot bath in perfumed water she had Molly brush her hair till it bounced and glowed with a life of its own. Then Angela chose a nightgown of diaphanous black silk, a mere whisper of material that let her body gleam through the folds.

Still he didn’t come and Angela sat in a chair beside the fireplace gazing at the flames leaping red, orange, and yellow, sometimes blue as the logs were consumed. Waking with a start she realized from the dying fire just how late it was. She had fallen asleep in the chair and rose, stretching languorously. Angela was wide awake, refreshed by her nap and she smiled as she thought, I’ve had enough sleep for this night.

Silently Angela padded on bare feet down the hall toward Scott’s room. She paused outside his closed door as a feeling of panic overcame her. What if he still rejected her? She wasn’t above a few little lies of her own. With a determined breath she opened the door and dropped her gown to the floor.

She could hear Scott’s breathing from the bed. He couldn’t have been back for very long because the fire was newly built and cast flickering shadows over the room. Angela’s heart beat erratically and even in the cool of the night her body was flushed and hot. She clipped beneath the covers and pressed against his naked body, thrilling as even asleep his arms pulled her to him and he whispered her name.

For a few minutes Angela lay very still savoring the feel of her head on Scott’s shoulder, the warmth of his bare skin and the clean masculine smell that permeated the bed. Her eyes grew accustomed to the dark and she could make out his closed eyes, the lashes as long as her own, the arrogant sweep of his nose and the sensual, chiseled mouth.

Angela shivered with anticipation as Scott’s arm tightened around her and the tumultuous flooding of her senses began. Her hand moved through the hair on his chest, tracing downward until her fingers found him, stroking and teasing him alive.

He rolled over on her, his mouth seeking hers and then his eyes flew open. Scott stared down at her. She couldn’t be real—she must be part of the provocative dream he was having. But Angela felt real enough, the soft taut-tipped breasts rising and falling rapidly against his chest, her slim arms twined around his neck and the warmth of her loins against his. No, it wasn’t possible! He shook his head in disbelief, his hair falling across his forehead and she smiled and pressed a kiss on the cleft in his chin.

"Scott, Scott,” Angela whispered, her need of him overwhelming. “I love you, darling. Please, love me!”

Damn—you’re real!” Scott made the supreme effort and rolled away from her, even though everything in him whispered that he should take her. “What game are you playing now, you little she-devil? Have you come to tease and tempt me and then disappear into the night?”

“No games.” Angela moved closer, but he thrust out his arm stopping her.

“Then get out of here!” Scott’s voice was ragged with pain and desire.

“But listen to me. . .”

“I’m not going to listen and I won’t spend another moment in this bed with you!”

Scott leaped from the bed, pulling Angela with him. They struggled as he pulled her to the door, flesh against burning flesh. And as he removed one hand from her to open the door Angela twisted in his grasp, freeing herself; the momentum sending her crashing to the floor at his feet.

With one lithe movement he bent to pick her up and thrust her from the room but she twined both arms around his leg, pressing her cheek against his hard-muscled calf. “No, no! You must listen!” And she clung tenaciously. “I saw Doctor Fletcher today.”

Scott froze, all his attention riveted on the small clinging figure at his feet. One breast pressed against his leg like a point of fire and he could feel the spreading heat radiate up his body.

“I saw the doctor,” Angela repeated, the words rushing like a waterfall from her lips. “He told me everything—that I shouldn’t have children, that you weren’t to touch me. And then I knew why so many things had happened and I couldn’t bear to go on in the same way.

“I love you, you love me, and we are tearing each other apart. We hurt and strike out at one another until there is only hate and emptiness. Scott,” Angela pleaded, tears slipping down her face, “please, let’s stop it now before it’s too late! You are my husband and I’m your wife. I’d rather be dead than living like this, halfway to hell!”

Scott bent down and loosened her hold, his hands clasping Angela’s tiny waist, lifting her into his arms. He kissed away her tears and with a groan of defeat crushed his mouth feverishly across hers. Her lips bloomed with desire beneath his and their tongues met, wildly exploring, renewing their vows of love. Their breathing merged and Angela felt the hot press of his desire surge against her belly, sending the glowing embers within her bursting into flames.

She was lifted into the air, briefly cradled against his chest as Scott strode back to the bed and the cool sheets welcomed them. He held her tightly but made no further advances.

“Angel,” Scott groaned huskily against her cheek, “I want you and love you—you are the earth, moon, and stars to me! But can you see now why I can’t make love to you?”

“I only know that there’s no longer any need to hold back. I made Doctor Fletcher examine me again,” she lied, “and he changed his mind. I can have a dozen children if I want!”

Scott caught her chin and probed the depths of her green-blue eyes, doubt and then joy flickering across his face. “Oh, love, is it true?”

Angela nodded and there was no longer any need for words between them—their bodies did the talking in the language of love.

Scott’s hands rioted over her body followed closely by his mouth. Hot burning kisses trailed a stream of fire along her throat, breasts, and her quivering belly. Angela arched up against him as his tongue shot into her navel and his fingers caressed her silken flesh.

There was no restraint between them as there had always been in the past, one of them holding back for reasons of their own. Angela was completely uninhibited, a primitive wanton, demanding everything from Scott and giving everything in return.

Then she pressed him back on the bed, her mouth on his, her long black hair falling around their faces like a curtain. Her lips teased and nibbled and just when Scott thought he would go mad they pressed full against his open and moist, allowing him full rein, her tongue doing things no woman ever had done before.

Deliberately they delayed their final merging, playing out all the pent-up passion of a year. The very peaks of Angela’s breasts moved lingeringly, drawing intricate patterns of fire on his heaving chest until Scott writhed beneath the heat. But still she didn’t stop, trailing their softness down in featherlike strokes against his hips and loins, her long hair a tickling web against his thighs. And then the swollen, pink-tipped buds moved lasciviously against him, stroking and teasing, then pressing voluptuously—softness against throbbing hardness.

That was too much for Scott and in a frenzy he tumbled Angela beneath him, laughing with triumph as she met the searing force of his flesh with eager reciprocation. She shuddered at his wild mastery of her, paroxysms of rapture threatening to tear her apart. Then she was lost in a blinding flash—beyond words and thoughts—just the white-hot joining of two bodies, two souls into one.

Afterwards they lay torpidly twined in each other’s arms. Scott brushed the damp curls from Angela’s face, his eyes glowing golden in the dark and he kissed her as if he could never get enough of the sweet nectar of her lips.

“You are made for love,” he whispered running one hand possessively over the indented curve of her waist to rest against her hip. “I think that’s what really drove me wild all these months, having you belong to me yet never able to touch or possess you.”

“And do you think I wanted you any less?” asked Angela contentedly stroking her fingers through his thick hair. “Every night was a torment.”

“Don’t I know,” Scott laughed kissing her soundly.

“But no more. We have forever to love and get to know each other. I will never tire of you, my Angel, my sweet, wild little love!”

His fingers brushed the deep cleft between her rounded buttocks and lingered for a moment on the tiny scar marring the smooth perfection. Then he pulled her hips tightly against his, the embers of desire stirring once more.

“I’m afraid, Duchess, that you will get no sleep this night!”

“I would be disappointed if I did,” Angela murmured, her lips warm against the beating pulse at his throat. “But the summer nights are much too short. Just think of those endless, dark winter nights, with the wind howling outside.”

The summer days came to a close, as warm and turbulent as the new love that had been born in the ready atmosphere of the Scottish Highlands. Now there was a chill in the air and the bloom of heather swept from loch to mountain softening the harsh lines to a gentle purple blur. The mornings misted over with a smoky-blue haze smelling of peat smoke, pine, and the ever-present ocean. The golden orb of the sun lingered a little longer at its rest and the black velvet of the night stayed on in sweet forgetfulness.

A riot of color erupted in the forests, punctuated by the silver-green spires of the firs and pines, and falling eaves cushioned the ground where small animals gathered the bounty for the coming winter. Blackberries hung huge and heavy from the thorny bushes, and Angela couldn’t help thinking of the time Jack had rescued her from the quicksand—and what had gone afterwards.

She shivered at the memory and Scott looked at her inquiringly but she just lowered her eyes in a most disconcerting manner. They were still discovering new things about each other every day, but there were certain things Angela wouldn’t talk about and one of them was Jack. She realized that she hadn’t loved him with the intense, all-consuming passion that marked her relationship with Scott. But still there had been something special between them and now that he was dead that spot in her heart had healed over, but was still tender when touched.

“You’re in a pensive mood this morning, love,” stated Scott with a crooked smile that made her go weak inside.

Angela clutched the reins tightly in her gloved hands and replied, “It’s only the blackberries—they remind me of sad times, so long ago.”

Scott laughed and slid from his horse looping the reins over a branch. He lifted his arms up for her and Angela fell eagerly into his strong embrace.

“You talk like an old woman, Angel.” He nuzzled the slim column of her neck. “You are only twenty.”

 “I started young!”

“Ummm. . .” Scott’s hands slid beneath Angela’s coat caressing her back through the thin silk of her blouse. “Let me make you happy. Forget the damned blackberries!”

His mouth covered hers, fiercely driving the breath from her and striving to set the memories at bay. There was an urgency in the way Angela kissed him back and her small hands tore at the buttons on his coat and shirt.

“Easy, love,” Scott said, suddenly picking her up and striding deep into the forest. “We have all the time in the world.”

“Do we? Sometimes I get so scared. I think I would die without you!”

“Well you will never find out, sweet, because I will never leave you!” Scott set her down in a small clearing, awash with orange, gold, and red, the mist curling through the leaves like a man’s fingers through a woman’s hair. “I want to see you naked against the leaves,” whispered Scott beginning to unfasten her clothes.

“But someone might—”

“No one will find us here. We are safe, hidden away, and I mean to strip every stitch off you!”

With trembling fingers Angela helped him undress her, then him, and they stood proudly, unashamedly naked like magnificent wild creatures in a primal wilderness. Scott’s hands caught in her hair, pulling the pins out and sending the dark, heavy mass cascading over her shoulders and bosom, down her back like a cataract. He laughed, his brown eyes crinkling at the corners and scooped up a handful of colorful leaves, twining them in her hair.

“You are autumn,” Scott told her, “you are sunshine and laughter and daffodils—and you are mine!”

He caught Angela to him and they tumbled onto the ground, thick and springy with leaves, rolling joyfully like puppies at play. There was never any monotony or boredom to their lovemaking; each act was fresh and new, like the exploration of uncharted territory. Scott never knew what to expect. Sometimes Angela was a temptress, teasing him beyond endurance; at other times she was as shy as a virgin making him woo her all over again; and then there were the times when she was as lusty as any whore, plying every trick on him.

Today she was none of those, just open and loving but vaguely abstracted; yet with a hint of mysterious sadness just beneath the surface.

Scott worshipped her body adeptly with his fingers and lips, her responses intoxicating him. Angela’s head arched back into the crackling pillow of leaves, fingers digging into his shoulders as Scott’s mouth moved hot and wet on her breasts.

The hunger that was always just beneath the surface, the insatiable craving for Scott to dominate her, flared deep within Angela churning all her thoughts into a turmoil. But still at the very back of her mind was a persistent uneasiness; an instinctive feeling that something was wrong, or about to be.

The melee between intuition and passion continued, and Scott intensified his efforts to bring her out of her moodiness. Gone were the gentle caresses and kisses as Scott bit with hard teeth into her shoulders and the side of her neck, holding Angela’s defiant, squirming body still with a leg thrown across her.

Angela slapped his cheek, a glancing ineffectual blow as his hand closed over a quivering breast and long brown fingers roughly chafed the tender skin. His thumb and forefinger teased her nipple until it throbbed achingly.

“Stop it!” she gasped, fighting in earnest the intolerable assault. “You’re hurting me, Scott!”

“But you like it, don’t you, Angel?” His face was close and unreadable, his brown eyes glowing wickedly. “When I make love to you I want all of you—your thoughts as well as your body. I don’t want you a thousand miles away dreaming of other things.” He smiled mockingly. “I got your attention, didn’t I, love?”

Angela twisted her face away from him sulkily, and he contented himself for a minute with kissing the satin smoothness of her temple and cheek. Then Scott bit the lobe of her ear, plunging his searing tongue into its shell-pink interior, exploring and pillaging. Agitation rippled through Angela’s rebellious mind and a tumultuous, panting excitement took hold of her.

Yes, everything Scott was doing to her was thrilling, even the demanding barrage and the way he held her pinioned as if he would force the fury of his passion on her.

Sensation built upon fiery sensation and Scott’s lean, brown body jolted hers with gusto. Angela willingly clasped him closer, feeling the play of muscles beneath his smooth bronzed skin, accepting the strength of his full potency with a cry of welcoming delight.

They coalesced with delirious abandon, the rhythm of their movements increasing with each gasping breath.

Angela was radiant and Scott’s eyes devoured the rapt look of love and desire that she couldn’t conceal; her slightly parted lips the color of crushed cherries, the delicate nostrils flared with the intensity of the moment, her aqua eyes, half closed, glittering, passion-narrowed slits.

The first spasm convulsed her whole body and catapulted Scott to the zenith of his gratification. Angela heaved violently and transported them both beyond bliss.

They came back down to earth slowly, floating on invisible air currents, dazed with wonder at the miracle of their love. Scott’s heart beat like thunder against her fevered breasts and Angela didn’t even realize she was crying until he wiped the tears off her cheeks with tender fingers.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you—I’m a brute! Please, love, don’t cry.”

“No, no. It’s not that,” she replied hugging him closer. “I don’t know why I’m crying. I feel so strange and apprehensive today, oh, I can’t really explain it.”

They spent the whole morning purposely lost in the woods and in each other’s arms, loving the hours away. Scott carefully and gently led her back to the shores of Cythera again. Then, regretfully they dressed and started back to Seafield Castle.

Angela rode slightly ahead of Scott and he could tell that she was still restive in spite of all he had done to make her forget. What was she so skittish about today anyway? Everything was fine between them, the children were healthy and there were no problems to contend with. So why the tears and agitation?

Pregnant! The thought struck him like a bolt of lightning out of a blue sky, and his heart turned over in his chest. In spite of her reassurances that, according to the doctor, she could have as many children as they wanted, the speculation left him cold and shaky. Tableaus from Robert’s birth danced like Dantesque scenes before his eyes. But there were no signs, that he could see, of Angela’s being with child. His eyes keenly raked her slim figure stopped motionless on the crest of the hill.



“Scott,” she cried pointing a shaking finger at the sight below her. “Look!”



He was at her side immediately, aware of the alarm in her voice and then laughed with relief. “It’s only a ship, nothing to get perturbed about.”

“A ship,” Angela repeated. “A ship in the loch!” And some innate knowledge told her that it was the harbinger of doom.

Scott squinted against the reflected sunlight glancing off the water at the neat ship riding at anchor. The sails were furled but they were too far away to make out any signs of activity.

“It’s definitely not the Dark Lady, Scott informed her. “I wonder who—”

“You can’t go back,” Angela warned, the trepidation she felt spilling over into her voice. “There’s danger, I can feel it in my bones.”

“But, Angel,” Scott said humoring her, “danger? You have been jumpy all day. This is just adding to your fancies.”

“No!” she screamed, her eyes wide with terror of the unknown. “Something is wrong—can’t you feel it? It’s in the very air. Call it woman’s intuition, instinct, an impulse—anything—just believe me!”

Scott had never seen her so upset. Her face was ghost-white and her pale eyes, darkened like a storm-tossed sea; her slender body shook in the saddle buffeted from within by her extreme emotions.

“All right, I believe you. But if there is something wrong you wait here and I will—”

“No! You wait, hide in the forest and I will go back home and let you know when it’s safe.”

“Don’t be foolish, Angela.” Scott’s voice was stern and he was out of patience with her imaginings. “There is nothing going on, and if there was do you think I would let you ride into danger while I cowered in the woods?”

He started to turn his horse around but Angela grabbed his reins almost unseating herself in the process. Their horses moved uncomfortably close for a moment and she swayed, half on her horse, halfway leaning over his.

“Damn!” Scott dropped the reins, needing both hands to save Angela from falling between the horses and being trampled. He set her with a jolt on her horse and snatched the reins back from her. “You little idiot! What are you trying to do, kill yourself?” Wheeling around he started down the hill picking up speed as he went and Angela had no choice but to follow.

The mad chase toward destiny continued on and on, and Angela wondered if they would ever reach the castle. Trees and bushes flew by in a blur and startled birds shot upward in every direction. The thunder of the horses’ hooves pounded in her ears and she gritted her teeth as she soared over a stone wall, landing with a jolt on the other side. Wind whipped the pins from her hair and her hat had long since blown off.

Scott was lost from sight and she urged her laboring mount on not sparing it or herself. Then they were on the long flat stretch before the castle. Scott was almost over the bridge and Angela gave her horse a touch of her her quirt to speed it on. As she hastened into the courtyard of the castle she was just in time to see Scott dragged from his steed by a dozen red-coated soldiers.

‘What the hell—” was all he got out before a fist smashed into his jaw; an unprovoked attack.

Angela stared in frozen consternation as Scott took them all on like an enraged bull, snapped at by feisty dogs. Brutally he downed several of the soldiers, against all odds, before they caught and threw him to his knees before a thin, strutting superior officer.

Well, Captain Latham,” Scott growled through smashed lips, “we meet again. 

The captain gave the battered, bleeding man at his feet a self-righteous smirk. “But this time you won’t slip through my fingers. I have made sure of that; all my facts are air tight. In the name of his majesty, King George of England, I arrest you for the crimes of murder, smuggling, abduction, and obstructing justice.”

The duke was completely at his mercy now and Captain Latham reveled in the fact that he was subdued at his feet. What a dangerous looking animal he was, and wily. He would have to be extremely careful that the man didn’t get away and make him out a fool again. A feeling of power enveloped the captain and he lifted his arm to strike the disgraced nobleman, to humiliate him the way Scott had shamed him years ago.

Angela leaped off her horse and holding her quirt by the braided leather lash swung it at Captain Latham with all her might. The blow from the carved wooden stock caught him in the temple and before the astonished eyes of the soldiers the captain fell unconscious to the ground. Then quickly, before anyone could even breathe she reversed her grip, slashing at the downed man with the fury of a demon, letting out the rage and frustration of the day; and all her hatred of what the man had dared to do to Scott.

It took three men to catch her and Angela managed to get a few good strikes in at them too. Then one of the men shouted orders to the soldiers to take them into the castle. Her clothes were ripped in a half dozen places and her hair tumbled wildly about her but Angela’s eyes were spitting fire and she was far from subdued.

What a wildcat, Scott thought, his heart swelling with love for the woman who dared defend him against armed men. She stood straight, majestic, and glanced haughtily at every one of the soldiers until their eyes shrank from her steady gaze. Then Angela’s worried eyes caught Scott’s, overflowing with all the love and concern in her. 

“I told you so,” she said very quietly, almost calm after the donnybrook. “The Bratach Sith—you should have listened!”

They were separated, hauled against their wills into the castle, but not before Angela saw the familiar crooked smile on Scott’s swollen face, oddly proud and possessive.

Angela was locked in their bedroom and she pounded on the door and yelled orders to release her all to no avail. She had no idea what was going to happen, but nought she had better be prepared for any eventuality. So she washed, changed clothes and arranged her hair unto a semblance of order, all the while trying to think of a solution to their problem.

Murder, smuggling, abduction—Angela could discount the last charge since she was now Scott’s wife. The other charges could possibly be true, but murder! Who had Scott killed? Unless something had happened during one of his altercations with the dragoons. The jailbreak! One of the soldiers had been killed but they couldn’t possibly make the charges stick. Scott was a duke, a peer of the realm, although his life had by no means been examplary. Surely no one would dare testify against him; to say nothing of convicting him.

Everything will be all right; she repeated it again and again in her mind trying to convince herself. They would have to return to England and there would probably be a nasty trial. The very thought of the word trial made Angela’s blood run cold. It brought back so vividly Jack’s trial; he had been convicted and sentenced to hang. No, they couldn’t ever do that to Scott! But she still felt a foreboding as if the worst was still ahead. Several hours later Angela was released and insisted on seeing Scott only to come up against a stone wall. He had been locked in the old dungeon, which was now a wine cellar, and the two soldiers that were assigned as her escort refused her request. They would do nothing until Captain Latham recovered consciousness.

Doctor Fletcher had been sent for and clucked disapprovingly over his recumbent patient. It was possible the captain might lose the sight in one eye from the vicious attack. He could hardly believe the story he had been told; that the duchess had attacked the man. Yet when she marched furiously into the patient’s room and looked down at the captain in unconcealed disgust and hatred, the doctor was glad she wasn’t his enemy.

“When will he wake up?” asked Angela angrily and she frowned at the doctor’s noncommittal shrug.

She had to talk to Scott now, not tomorrow or even two hours from now. With impatience Angela walked around the room, closely watched by the two soldiers. Lord, they were alert, as if they expected her to turn into a bird and fly away from them. Her eye fell on a pitcher of cold water and before anyone knew what she was about Angela picked it up, crossed to the bed and hurled the entire contents on Captain Latham.

Spluttering and coughing he came to his senses and the first thing the captain saw was Angela with a satisfied expression on her face. He lifted his hand to his wet, aching head that pounded with such violence it made him feel nauseous. His face felt on fire and his eye throbbed beneath a bandage encircling his head.

The Harrington bitch! Captain Latham fell back amidst the wet bedclothes and studied her carefully. She had done this to him and to add insult to injury had emptied a pitcher over him. He should have known better than to underestimate her; their last encounter in England was proof enough of that. She had looked like a shameless gypsy then, naked in that hovel with Jack Newton, utterly defenseless. Yet in a matter of minutes she had them all at bay. He should have expected no less of her this time.

But now she was imperious, playing the duchess to the hilt as she set the pitcher down nonchalantly and said contumeliously, “I wish to see my husband—now!”

Her husband—so she had married the duke! Lord Montgomery would be extremely upset at that disclosure. But there were always ways of getting rid of unwanted rivals and the situation Harrington was in at the moment might be conducive to that purpose.

“I will let you see your husband this once,” Captain Latham said condescendingly, “but you will not see him alone again until we reach England!”

Angela hurriedly gathered bandages, the medicine box, fresh clothes, and blankets; whatever she could think of to bring some comfort to Scott in the cold darkness of the dungeon. The soldiers examined everything carefully to make sure she was concealing no weapons and then led her downstairs. Angela smiled to herself as she realized they were somewhat in awe of her.

“Angela!” Scott got painfully to his feet as she rushed at him and the door banged closed. He caught her to his chest holding her tightly. “My little Amazon! What a battle you fought, my hot-tempered wife. I'm glad I didn’t provoke you!”

“Scott, how can you joke at a time like this?” She rushed him away. “Oh, your poor face! Sit down and let me bathe your wounds.”

He obeyed and gave himself over to her tender ministrations. Both of his eyes were black, his bottom lip split, nose bloody; along with other assorted cuts and bruises. Angela worked quickly, concentrating on her task and Scott watched her through puffy eyes.

From the very beginning he had known she was some rare kind of woman and her cool composure now only reinforced the notion. She was brave and beautiful and would dare anything for those she loved. Scott was extremely grateful that he was numbered among those few.

“I was sure they wouldn’t let you see me,” Scott remarked, grimacing as Angela daubed at a cut. “Not after what you did to Latham!”

The captain let me see you. I think the blow addled his brains and then being so rudely awakened with ice-cold water in his face—” She smiled, one of her dark eyebrows raised quizzically. “It must have been too much for him.”

“But who would dare?” Realization dawned on Scott and he laughed uproariously. “You! Damn, I would have liked to have seen that! I can just picture it!”

Angela couldn’t help joining in his laughter in spite of the sobering circumstances. “The two soldiers that were assigned to guard me and keep me out of trouble were absolutely dumbfounded. I believe they think I’m a cross between a Gorgon and a dragon!”

“And so you are, love, at times. Angel,” his voice grew serious, “no matter what happens, always remember that I love you and will until the day I die.”

“Scott, please!” Angela placed her fingers lightly over his mouth, her eyes large and bright. “Don’t mention death, not now when—”

“Don’t worry, Angel,” Scott comforted, drawing her head down against his shoulder. “Nothing will happen. The charges won’t hold up in court for even one day. Just be my intrepid, loving little wife and I will take care of the rest. Everything will be all right.”

“You said that before, this morning, but you were wrong and I have a feeling our troubles are not over yet! Scott, darling,” Angela murmured letting loose the tight hold on her tears. “Life without you has no meaning for me; I couldn’t possibly go on.”

“Shh, don’t talk like that. We are rich and can hire the best barristers. There is nothing we can’t do together.”

She let herself cry then thinking of Jack. She had hired the best barristers, everything had looked promising and now he was dead, his big, powerful body returning to the dust. Influence and money hadn’t helped; not even her own testimony had saved him. History seemed to be repeating itself and a cold dread entered into her as she curled herself tightly into Scott’s arms.
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Sorrow was all my soul; I scarce believed,

Till grief did tell me roundly, that I lived.

—George Herbert




Chapter Four

Jane Montgomery stood straight and tall behind the railing of the witness box. Her sapphire-blue eyes didn’t waver as she told a blatant lie and then another to save the life of the man she loved. Scott Harrington was on trial for murder, and her best friend, Angela, stared at her from the audience, her face a mask of misery.

Things were not going well at all and smacked of a conspiracy—but between whom? Captain Latham was involved; it was obvious the man wanted revenge on Scott for making him look a fool in the past, and he made no bones about his feelings. But the others involved in the plot were nebulous. Who would want to destroy Scott?

Jane took her seat again beside Angela and her long, slender fingers curled in her lap, trembling with suppressed nervousness. Her brother, Keith, had been her strength since the Harringtons’ ignoble return from the north and his advice had propped up her shaky resolve on more than one occasion. “Do what you must,” he had told her, the meaning in his blue eyes unmistakable.

Could you do any less for Angela and Scott?”

How convoluted the lives of the Harringtons and Montgomerys were, twisted tightly together like a skein of tangled wool. Keith and Jane had grown up as neighbors of Scott’s and had met Angela when she married his father, Percy, at fifteen. Jane had ruined her reputation by hiding Scott from the dragoons, had become his mistress and the decoy in his plot to save his men. Then Keith had become Angela’s lover, only to lose her to Scott. The knotted strands that bound the two families together could never be undone.

“Couldn’t you have done or said more?” Angela asked gripping Jane’s hand painfully. “The prosecution tore your story to shreds!”

“I have just perjured myself,” Jane hissed in Angela’s ear. “What more could I do? Do you think I like this anymore than you do? I’ve known Scott all my life and you know I would do anything for him. If I said anything further, then I would be involved and you could testify at my trial!”

“Jane, I’m sorry! I’m just so upset. I can’t lose him. I love him too much!”

Keith shot them a frown and they settled down quietly in their chairs like reprimanded school children. Keith had changed in the time Angela had been gone. He seemed much older and quieter; it had been a blow for him to find out that she had married Scott and even worse when Angela admitted that she loved him. Then the boy that he thought was his turned out to be Scott’s too. There were three counts against him already and he wasn’t going to let any more accrue.

Angela glanced across the room at Scott. They were so close and yet so far away. As if he could feel her gaze upon him he looked up and a warmth filled her as their eyes met like a kiss. She wanted nothing more at that moment than to be in his arms, oblivious to the rest of the world.

They had a few snatched moments alone every day when Angela was allowed to visit him in his cell. She longed to pour out all her emotions and forebodings then, but he had enough to contend with so she kept silent. She also was quiet about another matter which she found impossible to ignore; she was pregnant again.

When she first realized it, Angela had almost blurted it out with all the dread and fear bottled up inside. But what good would that do? There was time enough for that later after the enforced separation and if he was found guilty Scott would never need to know. Just the thought of that made her go cold and numb inside. Life without Scott stretched out in front of her a dreary, empty road, bereft of all pleasure and laughter.

The judge adjourned for the day. It was all over except for the verdict. The testimony had been heard from both sides and a startling star witness for the prosecution had wrought havoc with the careful defense.

Sally Grey, whose husband had been one of Scott’s comrades-in-smuggling, had swept through the courtroom like a storm leaving destruction and turmoil behind. She knew everything; every detail of every job they had done and since her husband Matthew had deserted her, sailing to Jamaica with Scott, there was no loyalty left in her. She spilled all of it into the eagerly waiting ears of London and they lapped it up and asked for more. Her testimony had been a well-placed bomb. But placed by whom, and how did she manage to turn up so opportunely?

Sally even knew about the jailbreak and that Scott had been the ringleader of that adventure. He had approached her personally, urging her to sail with them but she had refused. So the death of the soldier was blamed on Scott along with three more deaths the night of the ambush and nothing any other witness had said seemed to help the case. The scales were clearly tipped in the prosecution’s favor, both he and Angela knew it.

Angela dragged out of the courtroom, through the crowds and eagerly craning necks anxious to catch a glimpse of the infamous Duchess of Brightling. She had been through all this before and it was like a recurring nightmare. A young dandy jostled her and she pierced him with a cold stare.

“Did you see that look she gave you?” laughed his foppish friend. “It would have frozen hell!”

“I wouldn't mind trying to melt that iceberg. What a figure and look at those eyes! But from what I’ve heard she’s no snow maiden but a sizzling little—”

Angela hurried on, away from the unspeakable things being said about her. How she would have liked to box that young man’s ears, but it would only fuel the rekindled fire of scandal and gossip that followed her everywhere she went.

The night had been a long sleepless one for Angela and she sat quietly, the strain of the past months evident in her shadowed eyes and strained look. Scott stood tall and magnificently handsome, out of place in the stuffy courtroom, with chains on his hands. He belonged outside, like the powerful, lithe animal he was, in the place they both loved best—Scotland.

The judge cleared his throat and all attention was riveted on him. “Scott Campbell Harrington, Duke of Brightling, you have been found guilty of the crime of murder.”

Angela uttered a strangled gasp of protest and stood up, only Jane’s grip preventing her from rushing to Scott. Her face was drained of all color and her big, wild eyes filled with pain as the words penetrated into her mind and body like icy steel.

The judge frowned at Angela and continued, “You are sentenced to transportation to Botany Bay for fourteen years.”

A rush of murmuring voices broke the tomb-like stillness and Scott looking utterly defeated turned to Angela only to see her crumple to the floor. He became a madman and even the two armed guards couldn’t keep him from his wife. Scott leaped over the railing and sent everyone in his path flying until he reached Angela’s still form.

He knelt on the floor and gathered her into his arms. “Angel, Angel!” The face he raised to Jane was grim with suffering.

With shaking fingers Jane waved her smelling salts beneath Angela’s nose and her eyelids flickered open slowly, her vision filled with Scott’s concerned dark eyes. He smoothed her hair and kissed her pale face before the spellbound crowd.

“It’s all right, love,” Scott whispered soothingly, “everything will be fine.” And while they clung together on the stone floor pressed in on every side by crowds of curious onlookers, the guards dragged them apart and took Scott back to his cell.

“Jane,” Angela said clinging weakly to her. “Fourteen years!” She tried to get up but her legs failed her and Jane, afraid she would faint again signaled for Keith to take her out.

As always, dramatic events surrounded the duchess, and the people watched silently as Keith picked her up and carried Angela half fainting to the coach. Then they began speculating on how long it would be before Lord Montgomery resumed his place as her golden lover; the man was clearly obsessed by her.

The short ride home was an agony as Angela lay on the seat with her head on Jane’s lap while pains tore through her abdomen. At first she tried to ignore them but as the intensity increased she clutched her belly and rocked painfully back and forth.

“My baby,” she cried to the consternation of Jane and Keith. “I’m losing my baby—and my husband!”

They got her into the house and into a warm bed and sent for the doctor while Angela cried heartbrokenly. She wanted this baby desperately, more than she had ever wanted Lorna and Robert in the beginning. This was a child conceived in love and happiness amidst the autumnal splendor of the Highlands. This was the last child Scott would ever give her.

The doctor came and went. If Angela stayed in bed for the rest of her confinement, there was a chance of her pregnancy going to full term. But she was to have no excitement or upsets and not to set one foot out of bed.

It was impossible! She had to choose between seeing Scott again or bearing his child. And how could she keep from being upset? Her whole life hung in shreds and her husband was being shipped to the other side of the world to spend fourteen years as a convict.

Angela couldn’t think. The medicine the doctor had given her was making her drowsy and the pains dissipated. She couldn’t make the decision. She would let Scott choose the course, the burden was too much for her now. He would have to know she was pregnant and ill, and choose whether they would see each other again.

Jane entered the cell, surprised that it wasn’t as gloomy as she thought it would be. It was light and airy with a bed, chairs, desk, books, and a wash stand. Scott was obviously disappointed at her appearance, having expected Angela.

“Is she all right?” Scott inquired anxiously. “She has been so courageous through everything. I’ll have to admit she gave me a scare by passing out like that.”

 “Scott.” Jane took both his hands in hers apprehensively. “Angela is very sick. She didn’t tell you before, to spare you, knowing you would just worry and be able to do nothing. She is going to have a baby, and she almost lost it today.”

“Oh, no!” Suddenly deflated, Scott sank into a chair, his anguished face buried in his hands. “She should have told me. Is she in danger?”

Jane sat down in the other chair, feeling rather shaky herself. “Yes, both of them are. Angela started having pains on the way home and it was very bad for a while. We thought she was going to miscarry. The doctor wants her to stay in bed with no disturbances for the next seven months, that’s the only way she can have it.”

 “This, on top of everything else! Just when Angela needs me most I’m penned up in this damned cell. Jane, Jane, what can I do?” Scott’s voice held the deepest despair. “Fourteen years transportation to some hellhole in a godforsaken land. This can’t really be happening; it’s too incredible, too awful!”

Scott ejected a string of curses and strode to the door, shaking it, as if by wishing it everything could be undone.

“It’s my fault, all my fault,” Scott growled, swallowing the lump forming in his throat.

“Scott, please get hold of yourself.” He had almost forgotten Jane was there, so quiet had she stayed. “I know that the whole world has come crashing down on you today, but Angela is the important one right now. You must help her.”

“But how?”

“She was talking wildly about coming to see you here, about breaking you out of jail! That’s impossible and we both know it, but you must convince her of that. Write to her, tell her not to. She is so distraught I fear she might do something desperate, and she is in no condition to even visit you. Order her to stay in bed. Plead with her, make her see the futility of such rash actions.”

Jane broke down at last crying softly into her lace-edged handkerchief, and Scott went to her and held her gently in his arms. Her heart was heavy as she sobbed against his chest, wetting the ruffled front of his silk shirt.

Scott’s hard arms pressing around her and the familiar masculine scent of him was too much to bear. Jane pushed away from him wishing she had the courage to tell him how she felt and kiss away his sorrow. It would be so easy to slip into their old relationship and forget their troubles for a few minutes in each other’s arms. She wondered if there would ever be a time when she wouldn’t feel this way, when some other man could claim her heart and body the way Scott had.

“I’m all right now,” Jane sniffed wiping her eyes. ‘Write that letter now and I will take it home with me and give it to Angela as soon as she wakes.”

So Scott sat at the desk and started writing the hardest letter he had ever composed. It took a long time and before he was finished there was a pile of crumpled sheets of paper thrown angrily to the floor.

The days flowed as quickly as a torrent sweeping Scott and Angela along helplessly against their wills. They communicated through Jane and by letter, desperate to see one another once more before their final parting. Angela’s common sense told her she was doing the right thing but her heart shouted for her to get up out of bed and hasten to her love.

Scott told her to follow the doctor’s orders and take care of herself and their child. And when she read his letters Angela alternated between laughing and crying. Only fourteen years, Scott wrote, she would be a mere girl of thirty-four when he returned; then he wildly promised to escape at the first opportunity. Angela determined to follow Scott to Australia and somehow get the governor to pardon him so they could make a new life for themselves. And oddly, when she wrote it down, sure Scott would reject the idea he didn’t.

Jane swept into the room without knocking, her agitation clearly visible in her manner and countenance. She had argued violently with Keith over whether to tell Angela or not, and decided she must no matter the consequences. She would find out soon enough in any event when the messages ceased.

“Jane?” Angela looked at her apprehensively, the dark blue of Jane’s dress only emphasizing the colorlessness of her face.

Jane bit the inside of her cheek to keep from crying and wordlessly thrust the thick envelope into Angela’s eager hands. She sank down onto the edge of the bed and watched as Angela quickly scanned the letter, her aqua eyes widening until they eclipsed her face.

“He’s gone,” she said with trembling lips and her hands shook so that the pages of the letter rustled loudly in the quiet of the room. A lump rose up so hard in her throat that it threatened to stop her breathing and she almost wished it would. “Scott said he would meet me in Botany Bay,” Angela choked out, forcing a smile to her face. “Always the optimist!”

She was forsaken, deserted through no fault of Scott’s and although they hadn’t seen each other for the past month the finality of parting struck as swiftly as an arrow. There would be no more letters, no more messages sent through Jane. The cell he had occupied was empty now or housing another prisoner. He was on a ship, somewhere at sea, the distance between them growing wider with each passing hour.

In the past few weeks Angela had read everything she could get her hands on about New South Wales. The voyage was treacherous, especially for the convicts. They were chained between decks in darkness and filth, and if disease didn’t get them first, starvation was waiting to claim them. The food was rancid or nonexistent and the water green and slimy.

That was only the beginning. There was vile weather to contend with and freezing cold. In storms the convicts’ quarters were awash in the heavy seas and there was always the possibility of shipwreck. All that before even arriving in Australia; and many did not see the end of the voyage.

Once there, the dirty, ragged specimens that still clung to life were distributed among the government and the settlers. They worked on farms, built roads and buildings and could be given up to a thousand lashes as punishment. They had no legal rights.

Angela almost regretted finding out so much about what Scott would have to go through. She would be tormented by her own thoughts of his journey until she received word that he was safe; and that could take years. He would be so far away, at the very end of the earth, in a harsh desolate upsidedown world. When it was summer in England it would be winter in Australia, and even the stars that shone down on him would be different than the ones here. It was a land of strange animals, savage aborigines and harsh masters.

“Are you all right?” asked Jane shaking Angela’s too still figure just staring tragically into space.

“No, I will never be all right again. I feel as if my heart has been ripped out of me and I am nothing but an empty shell. How can I go on living without Scott? He is my reason for existing, my very life. And now there is nothing, nothing!”

“Don’t talk like that!” scolded Jane, disturbed by her wild eyes and lack of tears. “You have Lorna and Robert, and the new baby; you have your parents and your friends, people who love you and depend on you.”

 “I wish I were dead!”

“Maybe now you do,” Jane said with understanding, “but as time passes you will pick up the pieces of your life and manage to go on somehow. Why don’t you cry. You’ll feel much better.”

“I wish I could,” Angela said, her voice devoid of all feeling. “If only, but no, it’s too late for ifs.”

Tears slipped silently down Jane’s cheeks and Angela touched her face and hair, gently as she would a child. “Poor Jane,” she whispered, “you love him too. At least we had a year together. You had nothing.”

And she comforted her until she ran out of tears, and all the while Jane knew she should be the one solacing Angela.

A dark wind rattled the windowpanes flinging white flakes of snow against the glass to melt on the warmth. The fire was dying but the room was cozy, not the garish master bedroom with its erotic paintings but a smaller room done in gold, blue, and brown. The other room was being redecorated now that Angela was in residence.

She stirred uncomfortably beneath the thick down comforter, sleep at bay though the hour was late. It was always the same. Thoughts whirled through Angela’s head like the dancing white flakes outside. Where was he now?

She was obsessed every waking moment of the day and when sleep finally came there were the dreams. At least in the daytime there were distractions. Jane was living at Harrington House now to look after her and Keith popped in and out all day, busy thinking up surprises and diversions to make her forget. But that was impossible. The children helped; if it hadn’t been for them Angela didn’t know how she would have gone on. But the terrible, aching void inside didn’t go away.

So she made a pretense at living for the children, for Jane and Keith. She smiled and talked, ate and pretended an enthusiasm at their amusements but it was a facade. She was a shell that just existed, lying day after day in her bed, longing to be with Scott.

Angela let the book she had been staring at for an hour slip to the floor. She wasn’t reading it anyway, it a as still opened to page one. Nothing mattered any more, or ever would again.

Her apathy was shattered as a searing pain pierced her and she doubled up in agony, writhing upon the bed. Gasping for breath Angela waited for it to subside as the others had before. But another one tore through her and with a trembling hand she reached for the bell on the bedside table. It was a million miles away and seemed to waver and recede from her seeking fingers.

Sweat broke out, beading her forehead, and her nostrils flared as the third pain struck swiftly upon the heels of the last one. As the sticky warmth of blood soaked her thighs and nightgown Angela’s mouth opened and she started screaming. The bell fell onto the floor and Jane flung the door open dressed only in her nightgown, golden hair falling into her shocked eyes. She was at the bed in an instant and Molly appeared, and other faces.

“You forgot your robe, Jane, that’s not like you,” Angela whispered, slightly amused and wondering why everyone should suddenly be in her room in the middle of the night.

“She’s fainted!” cried Molly.

“Send for the doctor,” ordered Jane competently taking charge. “I’m afraid she has lost the baby.”

 “Keith, what’s wrong?” asked Jane as he bolted out of Angela’s room practically knocking her over in the hall.

“She’s been talking again.”

“Angela has a fever. She’s delirious. You must not pay any mind to what she says.”

“We sent for her parents, didn’t we?” said Keith angrily. His sapphire eyes, so like Jane’s, glittered dangerously and she sympathized with the way he felt. “She called for her mother and we paid attention to that! Well now she’s calling for him!”

“Don’t get into such a state! What good will it do? We can no more change the way Scott and Angela feel about each other than we could stop the sun from rising every morning.”

Her shadowed eyes showed the pain as she mentioned Scott’s name. It hadn’t been easy caring for Angela and having to hear her ramblings. Most of the time she made no sense, but sometimes the disjointed sentences connected up and were understandable. The strain of the long hours by her bedside showed in Jane’s wan face and tired dragging footsteps. That and the fact of Scott’s transportation combined to make her lose her appetite and lie sleepless no matter how tired she was physically.

“It’s completely beyond me,” muttered Keith, “how she can love him after everything he did to her. It is inconceivable!”

“Is it really? They are so much alike—too much, with their tempers and audacity. Their personalities were bound to clash. But is hate so very far from love? They have both done and said things to hurt each other terribly and still, inevitably, they end up together. That must prove something. We Montgomerys aren’t made of the same stuff. We don’t have that vital recklessness that makes anything possible in love—or in hate.”

Keith’s expression was far away and a grimace twisted his almost perfect features. His eyes turned as hard and glitteringly blue as sapphires—vicious, something Jane had never seen in him before. And for a moment she was afraid of him, her own brother! A shiver ran through her as if someone had walked over her grave.

“You weren’t there that night, you didn’t see what he did to her. It was awful! And I had to watch, helpless, while he beat and raped her. No, I don’t understand how she can love him and never will. Unless—” Keith’s voice grew thoughtful. “There are some women who enjoy—”

“Stop it! It will do no good to rehash ancient history. I know what happened. I saw the marks on Angela. He hurt her but she hurt him in the past too. There are some things, Keith, that you don’t know about Angela and someday maybe you will find out the hard way! She isn’t the perfect angel you think she is. But enough, we can’t judge them.” Jane gave a harsh laugh. “It’s rather amusing in a way; you are in love with Angela and I love Scott. I would say the last of the Montgomerys are suffering from an incurable case of unrequited love!” 

“Oh, hell!”

“And one more thing, brother, you wouldn’t be alive today if Scott Harrington was as black as you paint him. The ball from his pistol should have hit your heart instead of the ground. You are fortunate he didn’t feel about you the way you feel about him.”

Jane brushed past Keith into Angela’s room more invigorated than she had felt in a week. She went to the bed and looked down at Angela’s flushed face and wide unseeing eyes that sparkled with the intensity of the fever.

“I’ll take over now, Molly,” she said taking the damp cloth and dipping it in a basin of cool water. “Try and get some rest. You look worn out.”

She placed the cloth on Angela’s forehead smoothing back the tendrils of damply curling black hair. The fever had to break soon or else—no she couldn’t think negatively. No wonder Scott loved her, even sick she was the most gorgeous woman in the world.

“Scott, darling!” Angela thrashed on the bed and Jane held her down lest she injure herself. “Oh, love—”

Dark images appeared and disappeared: Brightling Castle, daffodils, long winding passageways to nowhere, ships, autumn leaves, Seafield, the Bratach Sith vanishing into a stormy sky. Sweetheart Abbey, wild rides on Pegasus, the smell of peat smoke, dragoons with coats as red as blood, purple heather-hazed hills, stars hanging like huge diamonds in the night sky. And always Scott in his many moods: his face dark and dangerous with anger, the boyish crooked smile, golden-brown eyes flashing with passion. Kind and considerate, cruel, her friend, husband, lover, and enemy. Other faces appeared briefly: Jack, Molly, Keith, her parents, Lorna, Robert, Jane, Percy.

Her eyelids felt like lead but Angela struggled to open them. She was tired and thirsty, frowning as she saw Jane sitting in a chair by her bed. It was dark and a single candle illuminated the bedroom. She stared at the small flickering flame reaching ever upward to a point, yellow shading to apricot and then blue at the very bottom. The flame moved, alive, and Angela wondered what it was searching for in its ever changing upward surge toward darkness.

Jane stirred in the golden glow, the very fluttering of her lashes in the still room making the candlelight dance. Angela stretched out her hand, searching, turned her head to find emptiness beside her where Scott should be. Then she remembered; he was gone across many seas, elusive eons away, and she had as much chance of finding him again as the flame had of reaching the stars.

“You’re awake!” Jane moved quickly to Angela’s side, wide awake in an instant, a smile quivering on her tired face. “How do you feel?”

“Thirsty.” Angela’s voice was a hoarse whisper and it was a supreme effort to speak.

Jane got her a glass of cool water and helped Angela drink. She drank three glasses before sinking back wearily onto the pillows.

“You have been very sick, Angela,” Jane explained smoothing the blankets, “but you are all right now. So sleep. That’s right, close your eyes and rest. You have to regain all your strength again.”

Jane gently disentangled her hand from Angela’s but her eyes flew open again, aqua pools of beseeching loneliness.

“I won’t go, I promise. I will stay right here by the bed while you sleep.” Jane took her hand and squeezed “When you wake up I will be by your side.”

Angela was much improved in the morning and was able to eat some broth while Jane watched over her like a mother hen with one chick.

“The baby?” asked Angela and Jane shook her head sadly.

“Gone.”

Angela turned her face to the wall and long moments later said mournfully, “Everyone that I love best is being taken from me. The flag, that dreadful flag!” She began laughing and Jane bent over her sure Angela had slipped back into her delirium because she made no sense. What flag? Why was she laughing when she should be crying?

“Don’t you see, Jane?” Her eyes were haunted with a great unhappiness though her lips curved up. “It’s all a big joke, the curse for tampering with fate. I wonder what will happen next?”

Exhaustedly Jane let Molly take over and she descended the stairs to the morning room. Keith rose instantly and went to her, his arm warm and comforting around her shoulders. Settling her into a chair he poured a cup of tea and handed it to his sister. Her hands shook with fatigue as she raised the hot delicious brew and sipped, letting the warmth spread through her body. Only after the cup was drained did she lean back letting all the tension drain away.

Keith had kept silent but there was a strained worried look about him now that she took the time to notice and she had the feeling she didn’t want to know why he was upset.

“Angela is better; the fever broke during the night and this morning she ate something.”

Keith’s face brightened considerably. “Does she know about the baby?”

“Yes.”

“How did she take it?”

“I don’t know. It was so strange. She was very quiet for a few minutes and then she started talking about a flag and a curse, a joke—she laughed! I really don’t know what to make of it, unless the high temperature affected her in some way.”

Keith’s eyebrows knit together thoughtfully over his nose, slightly crooked now because it had been broken, but in no way impairing his good looks. That was a strange reaction but then Angela hadn’t been acting rationally since she had returned from Scotland. It was as if that far away land had changed her in some imperceptible way. He picked up the newspaper, debating whether he should tell Jane now. She looked utterly done in and he had worried about her for the past weeks as she grew thinner and the circles beneath her eyes grew more pronounced.

“What is it, Keith? You might as well tell me now and get it over with. I can always tell when you are upset.” 

“It was in the paper, front page. A ship went down two days ago. There were only three survivors.” He cleared his throat nervously.

“Well, go on,” she prompted, recalling Angela’s supposition on what disaster would occur next.

“There is a list of casualties. Here.” He handed Jane the paper and watched as her eyes found the article. “The eighth and ninth names down.”

“No, no, I can’t believe it! Oh lord, what are we going to do now?”

“We can’t tell her,” Keith said practically. “This on top of losing the baby and Scott. It would be too much for Angela.”

“You’re right. We must keep it from her.” Jane’s face reflected the horror she felt at the appalling news. “But how can she bear this on top of everything else? Even when she is well again—how can we tell her that her parents are dead? I feel as if it’s all my fault for sending for them. If only—”

“Stop it, Jane! You did what was best for Angela. What happened was an accident, a horrendous ill-timed coincidence.”

He went to the cabinet and poured a large quantity of brandy into a glass. “Here, drink every bit of it. Come on,” Keith said over her weak protests. “You need it. You are dead on your feet and upset. It will make you sleep.”

They kept the dreadful secret as the weeks passed and Angela gradually regained her strength and health. The servants were cautioned not to drop a hint and all newspapers were carefully screened before being sent upstairs. Angela began taking an interest in life again, especially the children and the cold winter days would find the small room full to overflowing with Robert, Lorna, Keith, and Jane.

Keith brought her flowers every day, and fruit and sweets to tempt her appetite and put some flesh back on her pitifully thin body. They read and sang and played games, all the while dreading the approaching time when she would have to be told the truth.

Angela was not unaware of an undercurrent in the house. Keith and Jane frequently exchanged mysterious looks and went silent or changed the subject. Molly and the servants tiptoed around as if treading on thin ice. She had started to ask a dozen times what was going on but somehow was always sidetracked by something else.

Lorna was almost five years old and Angela was anxious to begin her formal education. She would be brought up as Angela had with proper schooling in every subject, although the trend was not to overeducate girls. That view was ridiculous, a girl was just as smart as a boy and in such modern times a highly educated woman had more and more opportunities open to her to use her brains.

So Angela set about finding a Tutor for her daughter. Jane did most of the work since Angela was still confined to bed for most of the day. She inquired among her circle of friends and put a discreet advertisement in the newspaper but none of the applicants were quite right. Jane screened them first and if any showed promise they were interviewed by Angela, but so far only two had even passed Jane’s questioning.

Then one afternoon Jane brought a man upstairs who had passed her test. He was just a shade under six feet tall, with chestnut-brown hair and an honest, straightforward manner. Jane sat discreetly in a corner of the room while Owen Vaughn took a chair near the bed, His clear, sea-green eyes sized Angela up but not with the ogling look most men gave her.

She was certainly a beauty, with her cloud of wayward ebony hair, a startling contrast to her creamy complexion. And Owen had never seen anyone with such strange, melancholy eyes, not quite green but not blue either. She quickly scanned the résumé, and he acknowledged to himself that she would be a fascinating woman to get to know. But above everything else he needed the job and he tried to ignore her ethereal fragileness and the sensual curve of her mouth.

Things he had heard and read about her jumped through his mind like startled rabbits and he had to believe that they were all exaggerated. She looked like a girl no older than seventeen yet she had been married twice, had a daughter who was almost five, a son, and a string of strangely diverse lovers to her credit. If he got the job at least life wouldn’t be boring.

“Why, you are a viscount,” said Angela looking up at him in a quandary. “Why in the world did you apply to be a tutor?”

“A title, my lady, does not pay the rent. And being born a second son is a distinct disadvantage in the society we live in.”

He smiled and Angela’s heart leaped beneath the yellow velvet of her robe. She exchanged a quick look with Jane and she nodded imperceptibly from the corner. They had both recognized the crooked, boyish grin, so like Scott’s, that lit up his whole face. It wasn’t that he looked like Scott, it was just the way he smiled that was similar.

Owen was not unaware of the flutter he had caused the Duchess of Brightling. In fact she stared at him speechlessly, far longer than a lady should. Curious, Lady Montgomery’s reaction had been the same.

Angela asked him several more questions; they discussed the salary and settled on a month’s trial. He was qualified for the job, overqualified really, and she liked his sincerity and the truthfulness of his answers.

“Shall we start at the beginning of next week, Lord Vaughn?”

“Yes, that will be fine. I’ll look forward to getting acquainted with your daughter.” Owen got to his feet. “May I say, before I leave, that I would like to offer my condolences on the death of your parents. It was a terrible tragedy—”

“What? You must have me confused with someone else.” Angela frowned and looked at Jane who sat frozen, her hand clapped across her mouth.

“I don’t think so. Lord and Lady Carlyle were on the list—unless there was a mistake in the printing.”

“Jane!” The résumé fell unheeded to the floor as Angela’s stricken eyes went from Jane to Owen and back again.

The high note of bewilderment in her voice brought Jane to her feet and it was Owen’s turn to be confused as he frowned thoughtfully at the dread on Jane’s face. He had been right about there being never a dull moment in this house and it seemed he was the cause of this particular incident.

“Go! ” said Jane choking on the word and pointing to the door.

“I’m sorry if I said anything out of place—” he began.

“Get out!”

She was actually shouting at him, him! At first glance Jane seemed the cool untouchable type that never got flustered but now—Owen’s eyes ran over her distraught form reappraisingly. Then she ejected him bodily from the room and he stood in the hall uncertainly. No woman had ever treated him like that before. Granted, she was upset, and he unwittingly was the cause. It was going to be quite an undertaking to get to know her better, and his step was jaunty as he left. He was sure that today was only the beginning of a great adventure.

Angela’s hands shook so that she could hardly hold the newspaper clippings that she insisted Jane bring her. She couldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be true! Not her parents. Not her sweet, gentle golden-haired mother or her absentminded poetic father. They could never die, she thought with the irrationality of a young child.

Yet it was right before her in black and white, the awful story of a sudden storm at sea, a shipwreck and her parents became mere statistics, names on a casualty list in the newspaper. The words blurred together and Angela looked up at Jane hovering uneasily by the fireplace.

“I want to be alone.” Angela’s voice was cold and her eyes were frozen, shattered shards of aqua ice in a face as white as the newly fallen snow outside in St. James’s Square.

Angela got up and went to the window pushing aside the lace curtain. The sunlight glittered through intricately frost-etched panes of glass, the white translucence veiling the shadowy movements below. Suddenly weak, she leaned against the window sill, the soft warmth of her cheek pressed against the cold, smooth glass. Warm tears traced a different pattern on the inside of the window, melting the fragile frost where they touched, like fire and ice.


Chapter Five

Spring’s promise was in the air as Keith and Angela drove down the Mall in his snappy new phaeton. For once the dismal weather had cleared and the sky was a brilliant, sunny blue. The rest of London had the same idea evidently, because everyone was out for a drive and they slowed in the snarl of traffic.

“There’s Beau Brummel,” said Keith nodding in the direction of the impeccably dressed man in skin tight trousers surrounded by a crowd of dandies.

She had met him briefly several times and though she had heard that he had absolutely no use for women and could be extremely rude, he smiled at her briefly, a flicker of interest in his eyes. His friends then demanded his exalted attention and Angela felt relieved that she didn’t have to speak to him. She couldn’t abide all the fops and dandies that seemed to abound in the city. In comparison Keith was excessively masculine and wherever they went female eyes followed him predatorily.

Angela had once again flouted convention and instead of wearing mourning and secluding herself from the world, as any proper lady would do, she had thrown herself into the whirlwind of the beau monde. There was the never ending round of receptions, fêtes, balls, soirees, and assorted amusements to take up all her time so that there wasn’t a spare minute left to think about the dark, upsetting things. She pushed all her troubles aside and refused to think about them, much to the consternation of Jane and Keith. What good would it do to dwell on her future and the emptiness that was constantly ahead? Instead she filled the void with other activities as some would have turned to drinking.

“I’ve heard,” said Keith, “that it takes five hours for his toilette every day. He bathes in milk, eau de cologne and water; spends an hour with his hairdresser and two hours just creasing down his cravat. His Hessian boots are polished with the froth of champagne and he has three hundred and sixty-five snuff boxes, one for each day of the year.”

“I think that’s disgusting!” exclaimed Angela.

She couldn’t help but think of Scott in comparison to the men of London; none of them could hold a candle to him. He was the epitome of what a man should be; dashing and handsome, with an intense virility that put them all to shame. No, she couldn’t think about him because whenever she did for any length of time she descended into a deep depression, sometimes lasting weeks. So when the thoughts began Angela always threw herself into a new endeavor, anything to keep misery at bay.

“Keith, take me out tonight. I can’t bear to stay at home, not tonight!”

He frowned at the forced gaiety in her voice, her eyes sparkling with tears she never shed. She was thinking about him and trying to distract herself from those thoughts. Keith only wished she would let him divert her in the way he wanted to—in bed. But instead she made him squire her around town, while she flirted outrageously with every man in sight, only to freeze them out when they made the slightest advance. She was like a diamond, beautiful to look at and admire but hard and cold to the touch. It would be a very long time before she got over Scott but she was worth waiting for. He had bided his time before and almost won the prize; this time she wouldn’t slip through his fingers. He was dug in for a long siege and nothing was going to prevent his capture of Angela.

“We have gone out every night this week. Aren’t you getting tired of all those parties?”

“I didn’t have anything quite that tame in mind,” explained Angela cajolingly. “I want to go to Madame Saisset’s.”

“Never! Do you think I would actually take you to that—that den of iniquity? There are things that go on there that are utterly depraved!”

“Such as—” she prompted innocently, only making him angrier.

“Men take their mistresses there, married ladies meet their lovers in the private dining rooms upstairs. There is gambling and drunkenness—”

“I heard they had an orgy there one night, but don’t worry about my reputation. You will be there to protect me and we could leave if things get too wild. Besides there’s an unwritten law that everyone is faceless and nameless, no matter who you recognize. Please, Keith, it would be such fun.”

“No, and the subject is closed!”

“What a stuffed shirt you are. I’ll bet you have been there before, haven’t you?” His heightened color proved her right. “What a hypocrite! Did you take your mistress or did you have an assignation?”

She had gone too far, his blazing blue eyes told her that, and the pressure of his hand on her knee bruised the flesh beneath her amber velvet skirt.

“Stop it, you’re hurting me and people are beginning to stare! Take me home!”

“With the greatest pleasure,” Keith said grasping the reins tightly with both hands and maneuvering deftly through the crush of carriages.

Angela sat as far away from him as she could on the seat, her face averted and a pout on her pink lips.

“You need a good spanking, you’re turning into a spoiled child!”

“Scott wouldn’t have been afraid to take me, but then if he was here there would be no need to go to Madame Saisset’s for stimulation. He could cause excitement just by looking at me!” The barb hit home and they sat in silence all the way back to the house.

Flouncing into the library in a rage Angela let loose a few choice words. She could have any number of escorts at her beck and call to take her to Madame Saisset’s but she didn’t trust any of them. Keith was the only person it would be relatively safe to go there with because he didn’t just want her body, he wanted her love.

Angrily she threw a china shepherdess to the floor and watched with pleasure as it shattered. She hated them with their insipid painted faces and frozen charms. Her mate, the shepherd, joined in her fate and the curtains by the window stirred as Owen Vaughn got up from the window seat, book in hand.

“Oh!” was all Angela could say as he looked at the destruction she had wrought and flashed a smile.

“I never could abide those figurines either, dull looking, the lot of them!”

“Dull. Yes everything is, and I’m bored to tears! I would like to smash every shepherdess in the house!”

Over the past few months they had become good friends and he had been right; she was the most fascinating woman he had ever met. The glimpses into her private life had been colorful and exciting, and he had learned the real truth behind some of the rumors that were bandied about in the drawing rooms. Surprisingly, when she was upset, Angela liked to talk to him. He was a good listener, sometimes offering pertinent advice, and she knew their conversations would never be repeated.

“It’s your house and your china, why shouldn’t you have a smashing good time?” He laughed like a boy out to play a prank and she joined in infected by his enthusiasm.

“Yes, let’s! But you have to help. Why there must be dozens scattered all over the place.”

“But of course.” Owen grabbed her hand and pulled her after him. “We must seek them out in their lairs!” Giggling uproariously they began the search from room to room, under the mystified eyes of the servants. Angela was all for breaking them as they found them but Owen pointed out it would be too messy, better to gather them all and break them in one place en masse. So Angela got a pillowcse and they stashed all the statues in it until it was so heavy Owen had to carry it back to the library bursting at the seams.

“Let’s count them first,” suggested Owen dumping the contents of the pillowcase onto a chair by the fireplace. “I never realized one house could contain so many!”

“Just think of the millions, all over London on every mantel. We should start a club just for their abolishment. Let’s see—what could we call it?”

“Twenty-eight!”

“Yes, the Twenty-Eight Club. It sounds ridiculous enough to appeal to the eccentric tastes here. The price of membership will be the smashing of every shepherdess in their houses.”

“No, I meant twenty-eight statues, including the two you already did in.” Owen handed two to her. “Are you ready? On the count of three, into the grate with them. One—two—three!”

They threw the figurines into the fireplace as quickly as they could, laughing and getting in each other’s way. Owen was usually too serious for a young man of twenty-six but on this occasion was proving himself great fun. The destructive orgy was over in just a few minutes and Angela sank flushed and exhilarated onto the now empty chair.

“Oh, Owen, that was so good for me! You can be very amusing at times. I haven’t felt so alive since— since—” Her voice trailed off and he crossed the room and sat on the footstool at her feet.

Taking both of her hands in his he murmured, “Since your husband was arrested and sent away, my lady?” 

“You do understand. No one talks about Scott or my parents anymore for fear of upsetting me, but sometimes I need to talk.”

“Yet you try and run away from your feelings of despair. No, don’t protest, my lady. I’ve seen your tireless pursuit of pleasure and forgetfulness. One would have to be blind not to. Yet, you never quite escape. There’s always that touch of sadness about you, that look in your lovely, lonely eyes. You love him very much.” It was a statement of fact rather than a question.

Gazing into Owen’s level green eyes she wondered at his understanding of her feelings and the rare rapport that flowed between them. Only someone that had loved deeply and lost that love could sympathize the way he did. But then everything about him was uncommon.

Angela was practically crying so she changed the subject. “You really must stop calling me ‘my lady’; I’ve asked you to call me Angela before. Are you so very proper? I thought we were friends.”

“Well—” He paused seeming to ponder. “After engaging in an activity as intimate as shepherdess smashing with you, I think we should be on a first-name basis! Now tell me what prompted your display of temper and your rather strong language.”

“I had a fight with Keith over a trifling matter,” she said brushing the incident away with an expressive toss of her dark head.

“It must have been more than that to upset you so.” 

“He made more of it than it actually was. I wanted Keith to take me to Madame Saisset’s gaming hall tonight and he refused.”

“Why did you want to go?” Owen looked at her contemplatively.

“To forget, to distract myself from—”

“If you wouldn’t mind the company of a lowly tutor, I would be pleased to escort you there tonight.”

Angela jumped up clapping her hands, the smile back on her face. “Would you? that would be perfect! But don’t let anyone know. It must be a secret.”

“Yes, a conspiracy,” agreed Owen.

Pampered and scented from the top of her intricately braided à la grecque coiffure to the tips of her thin silk slippers, Angela observed the perfection of the lovely confection the dressmaker had created. Her tunic á la juive was of the finest diaphanous silk, a subtle interweaving of green and blue threads creating a shimmering fabric the exact color of her eyes. Angela hadn’t been able to resist the material and studying her reflection she knew her choice had been right.

The draped skirt was open down the front revealing a gold and silver embroidered chemise of cream-colored silk. Thin tasseled cords of twined silver and gold circled below the empire bodice and fell straight to the scalloped hem in the back. Angela wondered if she dared breathe because of the extreme décolleté. Her round, half-exposed breasts swelled enticingly, threatening to pop out of the square-cut neckline.

But the crowning touch was the aquamarine and diamond necklace lying warm against her bosom, the huge central gem shining in the hollow between her breasts. They sparkled and danced in the candlelight catching and reflecting every glimmer of light.

The breath caught in her throat as Angela recalled Scott’s words on the day he had given her the bracelet and necklace. “I knew it, the exact color of your eyes. I saw them in Kingston and knew no other woman could ever wear them.”

She went directly to her jewel box and found the delicate gold locket that she usually kept hidden from sight. It opened, revealing the miniature of Scott, his golden-brown eyes so alive Angela could feel the warmth from them. On the other side was a painting of his ship the Dark Lady and slowly a plan began forming in the back of her mind.

With a click she closed the locket and carefully put it back where it belonged. Owen would arrive any minute and she wanted to be ready. Better to lose herself in frantic gaiety than be closed up in her room with only memories. She adjusted the small mask and flung a white satin cloak embroidered in gold around her shoulders. Then she marched determinedly downstairs.

Owen joined her in the library bowing and kissing her gloved hand. He smiled, his green eyes traveling to the fireplace where a fire crackled merrily, all evidence of their earlier escapade cleared away.

“Just think—when word of what we did today gets around you will surely join the ranks of the eccentric elite.” There was an amused look on his attractive face. “They will call you the Mad Duchess of Brightling!”

“I think they must already—what with a highwayman lover, a murderer for a husband, and viscount for my daughter’s tutor. My life is such a tremendous hodgepodge of absurdities that this will be considered much too tame.”

They sat silently inside the carriage as they headed for the outskirts of London. Angela had been pleasantly surprised with the contrast to Owen’s usually sober appearance. His coat was claret velvet with a pale pink waistcoat beneath it embroidered in gold. Even Mr. Brummel wouldn’t sneer at the perfection of his carefully wound cravat with a ruby stickpin winking against the snowy white silk. His buff nankeen breeches were fashionably skintight revealing long muscular legs. Angela almost asked him if he had polished his mirror-bright black Hessians in champagne froth but instead she just smiled at the thought in the darkness.

They arrived at a side street lit only by a dim lamp outside an ordinary looking house. A small panel in the door opened at Owen’s knock and they were admitted immediately.

“Good evening, Viscount Somerset,” said the impeccably dressed butler bowing from the waist.

“You have been here before,” whispered Angela almost accusingly.

“Not recently,” replied Owen handing his hat and redingote to the butler.

He helped Angela remove her wrap and couldn’t suppress a gasp of astonishment at the magnificent picture she made against the backdrop of a hundred candles set in crystal sconces. She watched as his eyes darkened like a changing sea, taking in every detail of her dress and her flawless radiance. Tonight she was an enchantress, elegantly adorned, her delicate symmetry dazzling in the opulence of the gaming hall.

With a small smile she took his arm and he said so softly that no one could possibly overhear, “If I had known you would look like this I never would have brought you. I’m sure to be called out a dozen times before the night is over!”

“So you are sorry we came?”

“Never! I will be the most envied man in the city tomorrow and everyone will speculate as to who my mysterious new mistress is. And they will wonder how in the world I can afford to keep you!”

Her laughter rang out musically and several people turned to look and were frozen spellbound by the handsome couple, especially the lady. As they strolled leisurely from room to room a sort of hushed silence followed their progress.

“Do they stare so at all newcomers?” inquired Angela ingenuously.

“I have never seen anyone cause such a sensation as you have in the short time we have been here. You are sure to have half a hundred proposals tonight, decent and indecent. So take care and stay close to me,” Owen warned.

The club was elegantly appointed and luxuriously decorated all in gold and white. The walls were covered in snowy moire and satin, studded with gold and crystal sconces. Great chandeliers hung from spectacularly plastered ceilings, reflected in the highly polished wood parquet floor. Even the French gilt chairs and settees were upholstered in white velvets, satins, and silks. Ivory draperies were looped back from the windows with thick golden ropes and the fireplaces were pearly marble, gleaming red and orange with reflected flames. The whole place spoke of understated elegance.

The people played various card and dice games, danced to the music wafting down from a balcony in the ballroom or walked around being seen or observing who was present. Some stood in small groups gossiping, their eyes dissecting every person that came in, and everyone held a glass of wine or champagne.

“I’ve reserved a room upstairs for a light supper,” said Owen. “If you don’t mind dining alone with me.” 

“Why should I?” rejoined Angela giving him a sidelong glance. “I’m perfectly safe with you, aren’t I?”

“Of course, but I thought you might be worried about appearances. It is possible someone might recognize you and believe we are on intimate terms.”

“I have never cared a fig for what other people think. And I would love to see one of those upstairs rooms,” confessed Angela, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

They dined upstairs in a small, plush room complete with a chaise longue discreetly placed in a shadowy corner. They joked about it as they ate the superbly prepared food. Owen told her that the French chef at this club was one of the most renowned in England and other clubs were always trying to steal him away. Angela could see why. She had never tasted such wonderful food and the strawberry tarts were excellent. “I would come here just for the tarts!”

“That’s why most of the men are here,” said Owen and it took her a moment to realize he wasn’t speaking of pastries.

He could be polished and witty when he wanted to, revealing a side she had never known existed and Angela wondered about his past, which he never spoke of. In a way he was just as mysterious to her as she was to him.

But those tantalizing little glimpses into each other’s personalities that shone through occasionally kept things interesting.

As they descended the broad, sweeping double staircase a man stood looking up at them familiarly. Angela had never seen him before and didn’t want to meet him. Just one glance and she took an instant dislike to him. He was over six feet tall with bulging muscles visible even through his clothes. He had a large hooked nose and tiny eyes, like jet beads, that fastened on Angela like leeches. The too full, sensual mouth broke into a smile lending a leering note to his white dissipated face. His hair was as black as Angela’s and he reminded her of a pugilist.

“Well, Owen, you have been making yourself scarce lately.” His voice grated harshly on her ears. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your—lady friend?” The pause was insulting.

“My lady, this is the Duke of Remington, Thurston Vaughn, my brother.”

He took her hand and kissed it while Angela barely managed to suppress a shudder of disgust. Thurston squeezed her fingers meaningfully before releasing her.

“Really, Owen, your manners are atrocious. Aren’t you going to tell me your companion’s name?”

“I think not,” Owen said, his face a polite mask, behind which Angela had not an inkling of what he was thinking.

The duke laughed, an ugly sound, and his eyes were cruel. “Don’t want to lose another lady to me, eh, Owen? The last one wasn’t really worth it, but this one is a jewel beyond price. I really must compliment you on your good taste. But then you always had that where women were concerned.” With a curt nod he left them, but Angela had an uneasy feeling that she had not seen the last of him.

Her fingers trembled on Owen’s arm and their eyes met, hers confused and his brimming with misery and hate.

“I wish I could apologize for my brother’s lack of manners,” he said it as if loath to admit any kinship with the horrid man. “But I won’t. His uncouthness speaks for itself. He is a swine of the lowest order!”

“Please, Owen,” Angela said, her grip tightening on his velvet-covered arm. “Don’t be upset. You couldn’t know he would be here or what would happen. Let’s just ignore the incident and enjoy ourselves.”

For the rest of the night Angela joined in the gambling, losing some and winning less. There was whist, faro, Ambigu, Macao, Hazzard, ombre, and many other games going on. Owen stayed close to her side watching, but refused to join in. “I never gamble anymore. I lost once too often, years ago,” was his cryptic explanation.

Angela continued with the game but made a mental note to inquire further into his statement when they were alone and could talk. She sipped her champagne with the feeling that all eyes in the room were on her. Looking up she found Lord Remington inspecting her as if she was up for auction. His black, beady eyes raped her and he moistened his red lips as if he would have her for dinner.

She was perfectly safe amidst the hubbub of the club, surrounded by admiring men and with Owen by her side. But his look conveyed the idea that he always got what he wanted, and he wanted her.

Angela’s eyes glittered through the slits in her white silk mask, no less brilliant than the aquamarines she wore, and Thurston Vaughn racked his brain for a hint of who she was. He had seen her before, of that he was certain; one didn’t forget such hair and eyes easily. No, she wasn’t one of the demi-reps, she didn’t have the air of a huntress out to snare a keeper, unless she already had a provider. It wasn’t his brother. Owen couldn’t afford to keep a church mouse in poverty and he wondered where they had met.

She had the air and graceful movements of a great lady yet in his mind’s eye he could see her surrounded by huge crowds of people. An actress? It was possible but not probable. Thurston frequented the theaters and would have noticed her there. If she wasn’t a Cyprian or an actress she could only be a lady, a new arrival in the city, because he hadn’t seen her recently. Perhaps her husband or father kept her buried in the country; he surely would if she was his. In any event he would soon learn her identity.

A very late arrival broke his reverie, much to Angela’s relief, and she stared at the bizzare sight that met her eyes. A shriveled little stick of a man entered the room with a huge black negress on his arm. She was at least six feet tall and wore a towering red and yellow silk turban festooned with ostrich plumes. The dress she wore was purple satin and green velvet. Diamonds blazed at her throat, ears, and wrists against her smooth ebony skin. To top the whole thing off a parrot perched on her shoulder screeching obscenities in French.

“The Marquess of Hounslow,” whispered Owen as everyone went back to what they had been doing before the remarkable appearance, “and his latest mistress. She’s a Watusi, a tribe renowned for their height. She would make a wonderful ceiling duster.”

Angela couldn’t help laughing at that for she did indeed seem to sweep the high ceiling with the nodding feathers. Then the thought of such an incompatible pair in bed together set off fresh gales of laughter and she couldn’t continue playing.

Excusing themselves they wandered into the ballroom and stood talking, sipping wine while couples whirled around the room like exotic flowers to the music of a waltz. As Owen turned to select another glass of wine from a proffered silver tray Thurston Vaughn appeared and grabbed Angela’s wrist swinging her into his arms and out onto the dance floor.

She stumbled in surprise, a jolting fear coursing through her body. Her feet had no recourse but to follow where he led and the room spun dizzily as they circled around and around. His big hand at her waist felt cold and clammy through the thin stuff of her dress. Those beady eyes played over her breasts, wildly devouring. Angela wished she hadn’t come or that the earth would open and swallow her up.

Then everything stopped as Owen jerked her out of his brother’s arms and tossed the contents of his glass directly into Thurston’s face. A collective gasp of surprise filled the ballroom attracting a vast audience. Red wine dripped down Thurston’s face spattering his white shirt and cravat and he just stood there motionless, as if he couldn’t believe what had happened.

“My seconds will call on you tomorrow,” said Owen, his voice as cold as frozen steel. “Angela, shall we go?” In a daze she took his arm and somehow managed to walk the length of the room beneath the scrutinizing eyes riveted on them. They didn’t speak until they were safely seated in the darkness of the carriage.

“Owen, I am so sorry,” Angela told him miserably. “I never meant for anything like that to happen.”

“I know. There was no way to foresee what would happen. It wasn’t your fault,” he soothed. “It was that blackguard brother of mine. I’m ashamed to be related to him!”

“I can’t believe you are. But a duel. You could be killed over such a trifle.”

“It wasn’t such a trifle; he insulted you. Did you think I hadn’t seen the way he ogled you all evening? I’m glad of an excuse to kill him.” There was a suppressed savagery beneath his cool tone. “This isn’t the first time we have dueled.”

Angela squeezed his hand, blinking rapidly to keep from crying. The evening had turned into a disaster, all because she wanted a little diversion and excitement. There had certainly been that, but it had backfired. Owen turned toward her, his eyes glowing like a cat’s in the dark.

“There was another time and another woman—a girl.

She was just seventeen—Elizabeth, my sweet little Beth.” The words poured out of him like a waterfall and there was a heartrending tremor in his voice. “I was nineteen and we were in love, madly, innocently in love since childhood. She was the girl next door and we were the rich powerful neighbors. Words can’t describe her. To say that she had the softest auburn hair and big brown eyes that could melt my heart with a glance seems flat. I would need to be a poet to paint her with words.

“We planned to marry and I was the happiest person alive. The world was sunny even when it rained with Beth near me, the flowers were brighter and the birds sang more sweetly. She was gentleness personified, naive, and innocent.”

“What happened?” Angela’s voice was a tremulous whisper and she almost couldn’t bear to hear the rest of his story.

“My father died and Thurston came home the new duke. He had been away for years and now he came back to claim everything. It was all his, the land, the money, estates, and castles. Then he saw Beth. He wanted her because she was mine, because she was pure and virginal. It was always that way with him. Whatever was mine he took; whatever was good must be sullied.

“They married.” His voice was distilled anguish. “I can’t blame her. She was too young and unsophisticated; her parents pushed her into Thurston’s arms. What could I offer her but an empty title and a life of poverty?

“It was a nightmare, hell on earth! Beth was never the same again. I lived on the fringe of her life and watched as Thurston destroyed her innocence and her. Sometimes we met for a few minutes—held hands, talked, but she wouldn’t let me kiss her. She had a horror of being touched and I wondered what he had done to her. At night I lay sleepless and imagined Thurston brutalizing her.

“I watched Beth grow thin and pale and go into a decline, helpless to stop it. She died in my arms on a cold winter day. Her very last words were that she loved me.”

Angela was crying openly now and she placed the back of his hand against her wet, hot cheek, trying to let him know that she sympathized with him but was unable to speak.

“I still hear Beth’s voice calling to me, at night when it’s still and quiet. I think of the story of Echo who pined away for her unrequited love, until nothing was left of her but her voice.”

“Star-crossed lovers,” she whispered. “You and Beth, Scott and me. Destined to meet and touch—love—only to be torn apart!”

“I knew you would understand,” Owen admitted, gently wiping away her tears. “We are kindred spirits, you and I!”

Back home at last Angela poured brandy with a shaking hand and set down the heavy crystal decanter contemplatively. She had been so deeply affected by Owen’s story it was as if it had happened to her. So he had gambled that his sweetheart would love him enough to give up everything, and lost to his brother. He hadn’t said that, but somehow what he had said at the club about never gambling anymore, connected and seemed to fit together.

“Why did you take me there, Owen? You have been there before, you even said you would probably be challenged before the night was over.”

“I agreed to escort you because I knew you were going to go, no matter what. At least this way I could keep an eye on you, protect you.” He sipped his brandy and smiled just like Scott. “You are much too adventurous and trusting for your own good, Angela. What would have happened if I hadn’t been there? My brother always gets what he wants; he’s known for that. He is immensely rich and corrupt, and has friends in high places. If he can’t buy what he wants he just take it it. Anything goes, no holds barred.”

She shuddered. “Let’s not talk about him. He makes my skin crawl.”

“I’m just warning you; be careful, especially if he finds out your identity. When we run into him again—”

 “You speak as if it’s inevitable.”

“It is,” Owen assured her without a doubt. “He’s everywhere in London at once and now he will be looking for you. And when we go back to Madame Saisset’s—”

“I will never go back!”

“But you will. I know you too well. You will be drawn there again just like everyone else is. If you could be anywhere in the world right now,” he said changing the subject, “where would you be?”

“Australia,” Angela answered so quickly that she even surprised herself.

“Yes, with your husband. Then why don’t you go? Money is no object, but perhaps you don’t want to leave your children.”

“I will take them with me!”

“You mean you have already decided to go?”

“I meant to sail on the ship with Scott but I was sick and I lost my baby.” She warmed enthusiastically to the subject she had kept secret. “I have made inquiries and ships don’t just leave every day for Botany Bay! There is one scheduled to depart in the fall and I have already booked passage on it for myself and the children, but I have an even better idea.”

“What’s that?”

“Scott owned a ship, the Dark Lady, and now it’s mine. She’s due back here in three weeks.”

Owen smiled. “I can see the wheels in your head turning. So you will leave on the Dark Lady. Is the ship named for you?”

“Yes, but just a moment. I have a picture of it.” Angela got up, set her glass down and rushed upstairs to retrieve her locket.

“Let me see,” Owen said on her return. He studied the miniatures while Angela poured out her plan.

“I just thought of it tonight! I knew she was due back, but when I looked in the locket and there was Scott and the ship, side by side—I was foolish not to have thought of it before! This means that I will be there months sooner.”

“It’s a hazardous voyage.”

“I know all the dangers, but I must go! I would go anywhere, do anything to be with Scott again!”

Owen’s gaze was wistful. What a fortunate man Scott Harrington was to have a wife like Angela. A woman whose love was so compelling she would face any danger, overcome every obstacle to travel to the other side of the world and be with her man. If only his love had been as strong.

“You are thinking of her.”

“I can’t deny it; I was wishing she had a little of your courage. Just a drop would have done, but it’s no use supposing. Beth is dead and gone and I have only myself to blame. If I had been like your husband I would have carried Beth off on her wedding day the way Lord Harrington captured you.”

“But even then we didn’t live happily ever after. Does anyone? I think it only happens in children’s stories!”

“Angela?” A sleep-befuddled Jane stood in the doorway taking in their tête-à-tête.

Owen got to his feet staring; he knew it was bad form but he couldn’t take his eyes off her. Always before when they met she had been demurely dressed and though she liked to chatter, he often wondered what she was trying to hide beneath her cheerful demeanor. He had thought of Jane as rather prim, but not now.

Jane wore a rust-colored velvet robe belted loosely at the waist. She obviously thought Angela had been alone to appear in such dishabille. The top of the robe was not closed completely and Owen could see her flesh gleaming through the translucent material of her nightgown.

As if reading his mind she hugged the robe tightly around her tall slim body, her cheeks flushing prettily in confusion. But her hair! It was a tousled web of spun gold tumbling over her breasts and down her back in glorious abandon.

“Jane, I didn’t think you would be back until Monday!” Angela rose smiling at a thunderstruck Owen and a perplexed Jane.

She couldn’t believe what was happening right before her eyes! Even when she had removed her cloak at the club Owen hadn’t looked at her the way he was looking at Jane now. It was as if he was seeing her for the first time, warm and rosy with sleep; her lips unconsciously parted invitingly and the long gold-tipped lashes half veiling her dark-blue eyes. Angela wondered what would have happened if she wasn’t in the room.

The heat radiated from Owen’s eyes and seemed to scorch Jane’s skin and she blushed even more furiously. He was magnificent looking tonight in his evening clothes and there was no mistaking the hunger in his green gaze. Jane felt confused and dizzy and she didn’t think she could speak if her life depended on it. Although he hadn’t moved she could feel his hands in her hair and she was frightened. In her whole life only one other man had made her feel this way.

It had happened in just seconds, long, drawn out moments in time. Owen broke the spell and took his leave, wondering at the alarm he had glimpsed fleetingly in Jane’s eyes. He could still see Angela’s knowing smile as he left; and then other lips, pink and moist, parted over small white teeth.

Owen heard no ghostly echoes from his past disturbing his sleep that night. It was as if by finally telling his story to a sympathetic listener he had exorcised some of the hurt of Beth’s betrayal and death.


Angela, Angela, Angela. Thurston Vaughn repeated the name over and over in his mind like a litany. That was his only hint as to who the siren with his brother had been. It was a common enough name but the woman was anything but that. She was exquisite and he would find her and take what he wanted. The fact that she had been with Owen and on familiar terms with him only added a fillip to the chase.

He tried to recall every detail of that evening. Her eyes had been most unusual, the same color as the aquamarines she had worn. Her hair was as black as a night sky and her figure and complexion flawless. He could see her long slender fingers holding the cards and a large diamond on her left hand. Could she be married? Come to think of it the ring had been uncommon. Thurston couldn’t ever remember seeing a heart-shaped diamond of that quality. Probably worth a king’s ransom. She had a very rich father, husband, or lover, or was wealthy in her own right.

He didn’t have much to go on. He would look for a petite, dark-haired woman with green-blue eyes, a heart-shaped diamond ring, and a perfect figure. If she were one of the ton it would be easy to find her at the upcoming ball at Almack’s.

Thurston became obsessed with Angela as the days passed and her mystery only added to the excitement that was building. When he found her, he would do absolutely anything to have her. It was clear she disliked him intensely but that was no barrier. There were ways to acquire reticent women, and ways to tame them!

He was so preoccupied that even during his duel with Owen he could not stop thinking of her. That and the dawn fog led to his bad aim. But he didn’t really want to kill his brother in the first place. They parted, both unhurt and still antagonists.


Jane lay on the window seat reading a book of poetry. The sun streamed golden through the crystal diamond-paned window, warm and pleasant against Jane’s fair skin. A big black and yellow bee droned in the garden bumping gently against the glass as if to gain entrance and settle on the delectable flower within. A feeling of well-being and drowsiness overcame her like gentle waves lapping at a shore and she shut her eyes.

For some inexplicable reason she had been tense and disturbed for the past few days, ever since she had returned early and found Owen and Angela in close conversation. It had been nearly dawn and they were just returning from a night on the town, together. There had been a hint of intimacy in the air and Angela had refused to say where they had been.

Thank goodness Keith hadn’t found out about it or he would have been insanely jealous. He tended to think of Angela as his own personal property, even though Jane was sure they were not on the same terms they had been before. Fortunately Keith had been involved in some business affairs for the last few days and they had hardly a glimpse of him, so he hadn’t heard about the duel.

It was just like Angela to have men fighting over her like dogs over a bone and it wasn’t the first time. His own brother too! The only good thing about the whole affair was that no one had been hurt. Jane had guessed the fight was over Angela and although Angela remained silent her reaction gave her away. She had finally admitted that Jane’s guess was true but wouldn’t say anything else.

“If you want to know, go ask Owen,” Angela had told her. But Jane had been avoiding him.

He had embarrassed her with his ardent look when she had surprised them in the library. Lord, she could still see those strangely compelling green eyes darken till they glittered like emeralds! She was scared; Jane had admitted that much to herself, but why she should be eluded her. She was perfectly safe in Angela’s house and Owen was a gentleman, surely he wouldn’t take advantage of their close proximity during the days. But that look he had given her the other night had been far from gentlemanly. He desired her and she wasn’t used to men gazing at her like that. They all inspected Angela that way and she just ignored it, but Jane didn’t think she could ever get used to it.

Owen scanned the book-filled shelves looking for the particular one he needed when a spill of pink muslin caught the corner of his eye. Half concealed behind the heavy beige draperies Jane was lying asleep on the window seat, as enchanting as Sleeping Beauty. An open book of finely tooled leather lay on her bosom, rising and falling with her gentle breathing and above the book was the bare curve of skin revealed by the low neckline of her gown.

He should go instead of staring breathlessly at the picture she made, gilded all over by the sunlight. Owen’s better intentions lost the battle and he sat down on the edge of the seat, filling his eyes with her loveliness. Jane stirred slightly, the book slid down and Owen caught it before it fell to the floor.

A pink ribbon was threaded through her hair, through the glorious splendor of glistening gold and he longed to undo it and let his fingers play in the heavy mass of curls. There was such an air of untouched innocence about her, but at the same time an unconscious provocativeness that stirred something in him long untouched.

To be sure, there had been other women after Beth’s tragic death, so many of them that their names and faces were a meaningless blur. But Jane was different somehow, and Owen wondered if after seven long years he was finally free enough of Beth’s ghost to start feeling again. No one could know what torture he had gone through for such a long time and quite suddenly, overnight, the dull ache that he had learned to live with was gone.

The gilt lashes fluttered delicately like tiny fans and she looked up at him like a small defenseless animal trapped by a predator. Jane had dreamed he was looking at her in just that way, and he really was! How long had he been there studying her while she slept unaware? Her heart beat erratically and her cheeks flushed red at the volumes his eyes spoke.

Sitting halfway up Jane darted a quick look around the room. They were quite alone and the door was firmly shut, secreting them from the rest of the house. Owen blocked any route of escape with his lean body bending slightly over hers.

“What are you afraid of, Jane—me?” asked Owen very much aware of her agitation.

He could see the pulse beating quickly in the hollow of her throat and it drew him like a lodestone. Jane gasped in shock as his firm, smooth lips pressed against her throat, and she caught at his shoulders to keep from falling back. Owen’s fingers moved gently in her hair scattering pins, undoing the ribbon; and his mouth moved slowly, in a burning trail up the long swanlike neck. Jane’s skin was as soft and smooth as the finest silk and he couldn’t think of a word to describe the texture of her hair, now free and flowing everywhere.

She had made a sound of outraged protest, a quick indrawn breath when Owen first touched her, but now there was only silence, broken by their ragged breathing and the persistent bump of the bee outside. Her head fell back and Owen lowered her onto the cushions, looking deeply into her startled eyes. For just a moment their eyes locked, green and blue in voiceless combat and then his mouth found hers.

Jane was hot and couldn’t breathe, but when she opened her mouth to gasp for air his tongue invaded it, seeking and exploring. The whole world began spinning, slowly and then faster and faster. His kiss deepened, became intensely demanding, while one hand still moved in her hair and the other traveled upward from her waist until it rested just beneath her breast. She surprised them both by her abrupt, upsurging response that molded their bodies tightly together.

Jane’s lips moved in ardent response beneath his, soft and clinging while her arms sought to pull them even closer together. Owen’s heart beat like a drum against her breasts and he knew that if he didn’t stop he would take her right there with the possibility of an intrusion at any moment. Any doubts or confusion he had about the way he felt toward Jane had vanished as soon as their lips had met.

Wrenching his mouth free Owen looked down at her trembling lips and her dazed, fervent eyes. Her flaxen hair was spread out around her like a halo.

“Owen,” Jane whispered, brushing the light-brown, slightly wavy hair out of his eyes. Her fingertips traced one long sideburn and the hard line of his jaw, stopping to rest delicately against his lips.

Her touch told him more than any words, and he was glad he had the willpower to stop when he did. She was a precious jewel, to be cherished and treasured, not used like the women in his past. When he made love to her for the first time it wouldn’t be a hasty decision, but a long awaited event. Owen knew then without a doubt that she would be his wife. What beautiful children they would make together.

“Jane, I—”

A piercing, agonized scream rang out loudly, shattering the magical moment. Owen was on his feet in seconds rushing for the door and Jane was right behind him oblivious of her disheveled appearance. Across the hall through the open doors of the drawing room they saw Keith catch Angela as she crumpled, white and lifeless.

He laid her on a sofa and Jane knelt by her side while the two men hovered, watching.

“Get some smelling salts,” ordered Jane. “Keith, what happened?”

His eyes were troubled as he jerked on the bell pull to summon a servant. “I had a letter today containing some rather upsetting news.” Keith’s voice trailed off as Molly appeared and was sent after the smelling salts.

Jane waved the tiny glass bottle beneath Angela’s nose and her eyelids fluttered slightly but remained closed. She tried again and it didn’t work.

“She is not coming out of it,” said Jane looking up distressed. “I think we had better send for the doctor.” She had a terrible feeling deep inside and when she looked at her brother’s drawn face it intensified.

Keith carried Angela upstairs with Owen and Jane trailing after him. He put her on the bed and Jane covered her cold limp body with several blankets.

“What did you tell her, Keith?” Jane demanded an answer. “I have never seen her like this before. I think she is in shock!”

“I didn’t want to tell her,” explained Keith noticing Jane’s disarray for the first time and the way Owen rood close to her side. “She has been through so much in the past few months. But remembering the last time,” he looked straight at Owen, “I wouldn’t want her to near it from a complete stranger.”

Jane took one step back and started shaking her head, the color slowly draining from her face. Her lips formed a silent no and Owen looked from Keith to Jane and rack again. Taking her arm he led Jane to a chair and made her sit down.

“I received a communications from the captain of the Columbine. There was an outbreak of cholera aboard one ship, half the convicts died.”

For a minute black dots danced in front of Jane’s eyes but she forced them back. “Go on,” she managed to get out, her eyes never leaving Keith.

“He died before they reached Cape Town and was buried at sea.”

“Scott,” whispered Jane stricken to the heart. “I can’t believe it—it can’t be true!”

Keith produced a paper from his pocket and handed it to her, watching silently as she carefully read every word. Owen knelt by her side watching with concern lest Jane faint also. But she didn’t, though her mouth, so soft and tender a few minutes ago, pressed into a white line of agony. She handed the letter back to Keith with a shaking hand and got to her feet, swaying slightly.

“I have to be alone.” A silent communication passed between brother and sister that Owen could not fathom. “You will see to Angela, won’t you, Keith? I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Without a backward glance Jane walked stiffly out of the room as if each movement of her body was an unendurable pain.


Chapter Six

A deadly hush settled over the house in St. James’s Square. Angela was locked in her room and had been for two days. No amount of knocking, pleading, or shouting would make her open it and she had stopped telling them to go away. It was so silent in the room that Jane was afraid she might have done herself some harm.

Owen had been wonderful and Jane didn’t know how they would have gotten through the past few days without him. He took all the calls and helped her answer letters. But most of all he asked her no questions even though he was aware that she spent long hours in her room crying. Her red swollen eyes testified to that and no amount of cold compresses helped.

Jane went into the library and Owen looked up from the desk piled high with correspondence. He smiled at her crookedly and she immediately burst into tears. Before she had kept all her grief to herself but his smile had reminded her so much of Scott that the reaction had been instantaneous. She turned to go but he was beside her, his arm about her shoulders, leading her to the sofa. Owen sat down and pulled her onto his lap holding and rocking her as if she were a baby. He stroked her hair and uttered soothing sounds and Jane pressed her face against his shoulder crying even harder.

Later when Jane stopped he tenderly wiped her face with his handkerchief and his silent knowing eyes somehow made her believe that he knew how she felt. Then he kissed her very gently until he felt a response and her hands went around his neck.

“What is going on?” Keith stood in the doorway. He was upset over Angela’s rejection of any help or sympathy and now he found Jane perched on Owen’s lap kissing him like a strumpet.

Jane jumped to her feet instantly, abashed that someone had discovered them. After all she wasn’t sure how she felt about Owen so how could she defend what they had been doing?

“This is really too much, Jane! Angela is upstairs behind locked doors, dead for all we know, and you are down here carrying on a dalliance.”

“You had better watch what you are saying,” Owen said, standing beside Jane and gazing levelly at Keith. “I will let no one talk to Jane that way!”

“I’m her brother and I have every right to say whatever I want to her, especially if she is on the point of ruining our good name.”

Jane gave a little gasp and Owen rudely cut in, “If you don’t apologize to Jane immediately then I will call you out and really give the gossips something to talk about! As for my intentions toward your sister, they are completely honorable.” He was beginning to dislike Keith’s self-righteous attitude. “Perhaps if you had been less concerned with your own problems you would have had the time to comfort Jane over the loss of a lifelong friend. In that case she wouldn’t have had to turn to me!”

Their eyes locked, blazing gems of emerald and sapphire sparkling in silent combat. At last Keith dropped his gaze. The man was right and even if he wouldn’t admit it out loud, he was forced to admit it to himself. His agitation over Angela’s behavior was making him short-tempered and rude, and he could see from Jane’s expression that he had hurt her.

“I’m sorry, Jane. I didn’t mean to fly off like that but with everything in such an uproar—”

“I know. It’s all right. Did she open the door for you?”

“No!”

“I’ll go upstairs and get Angela to open—” began Owen.

“What makes you think that you can do what everyone else has failed to do?” Keith burst out angrily. “I have known Angela for years and if anyone can break down her resistance it’s me not you!”

“There are some things,” replied Owen, his voice like ice, “that are better done by friends, not ex-lovers!”

He left the room but could hear Jane and Keith arguing over his last statement. That didn’t matter. Angela was the only concern of the whole household now and he would concentrate all his attention on her. He took the stairs two at a time and then stood hesitantly outside Angela’s room. Pressing his ear against the door he listened but could hear nothing. Owen turned the doorknob but it was still locked so he knocked gently, a far cry from the pounding Keith had indulged in a few minutes ago.

“Angela,” he called determinedly, “it’s Owen. I must talk to you. Please open the door.” Silence.

Angela, I, above all people, know exactly how you feel. I have been there before and I want to help you. If you care anything at all about your children and about our friendship you will open the door. I won’t talk if you don’t want to, just let me be with you and share your grief.”

He held his breath as the minutes ticked by and then he heard soft footsteps in the room, hesitating on the other side of the door. The key tinned in the lock and Owen opened it. All the draperies were drawn and it was almost as dark as night in her bedroom. Angela herself was a slight shadow wrapped in a dark-colored robe with her hair in tumbled disorder.

She went and sat down in a chair, curling her feet beneath her, in front of the cold fireplace. Owen closed the door and went to the windows, one after another drawing the draperies and letting the light into the cold room. Still without a word he bent and started a fire until it leaped and crackled merrily on the hearth. Only then did he turn to Angela.

Her hair was a wild tangle framing her drawn white face. Her eyes were black-circled and bloodshot like wounds in her face and Owen wondered if she had slept in the past two days. She certainly hadn’t eaten and the hollows beneath her high cheekbones were cavernous. She stared straight back at him not caring that he saw her in such a state. Nothing mattered anymore. Absolutely nothing!

Owen pulled another chair up close to hers and took Angela’s hand. He didn’t say anything, just sat quietly watching her blank eyes stare into the fire while the afternoon waned. At one time the door opened just a crack and Jane anxiously peeked in only to leave quickly at Owen’s frown of disapproval.

As the day faded from the sky Owen got up and crossed the room, tugging on the embroidered bell pull. “Angela,” he said repeating her name several times before she looked at him, her eyes like pale ice on a frozen winter day. “I’m going to order dinner for both of us, to be sent up.” And he waited while his words slowly penetrated her foggy brain.

“No,” she said, her voice husky with unshed tears and sleeplessness. “I can’t eat anything.”

“Very well,” Owen told her calmly, “then I won’t eat either. When you decide to eat again, so will I.” But when a tentative knock sounded on the door he ordered dinner anyway and then went back to his chair.

“I know that this is harder on you than Beth’s death was on me,” Owen began now that he had Angela’s attention. “In my case I was there, I saw her lifeless form and was forced to accept the inevitability of what had happened. But with Scott—he was so far away and the report of his death reached you like a rumor. You weren’t with him, didn’t see what happened. At first it seemed impossible. You couldn’t believe it, could you?”

Angela stared at him unblinkingly, wondering at his grasp of how she felt.

“I read the letter, Angela. It was from Captain Carew himself. I read it a dozen times and what he wrote rings true. Besides he has no reason to lie. You must accept it, Angela. Only then can your heart start to heal itself.”

 “They talked to me through the door—Jane, Molly, Keith—saying the same things over and over. That I am young and will get over it, that I will go on and love again. But the words don’t mean anything! I feel as if I have received a death stroke and will never recover! Life is meaningless without Scott. I can’t go on, I don’t want to!”

“I know,” said Owen in a hushed tone. “What they said is wrong. Loves like we have had, you can never recover from. The wound heals but the scar remains for life. It always hurts, Angela, to think about it and look back. The pain lessens but never fully disappears. But you learn to live with it.

“Our pasts are part of us, the good and the bad and that can’t be changed. But we are alive here and now. We live in the present and can never go back. I know the future seems bleak and stretches in front of you endlessly empty, but don’t look so far ahead! Just get through the next hour, this evening, and tomorrow will take care of itself.”

Owen gave a great sigh. “I envy you, Angela, because part of your husband and your love for each other lives on in Robert and Lorna. You have two living testimonies of your marriage with Scott and I have nothing—nothing of Beth but my faded memories.”

He said no more and neither did Angela but he could tell she was thinking about what he had said.

Dinner arrived hot and smelling delicious and Molly set the dishes on a small table in front of their chairs. Angela looked away from the food steaming in front of her. It was repulsive and she couldn’t possibly eat even a mouthful. Owen poured the wine into cut crystal goblets and sat back in his chair waiting.

“Please, Angela,” he groaned. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast and since I’ve vowed not to touch a bite until you do, I’m afraid I may very well starve to death!”

Her aqua eyes fastened on Owen with just a hint of a smile and she picked up her spoon and dipped it into the soup. Bringing it to her lips she sipped delicately and said, “Very well, my knight in shining armor. You came to my rescue when I needed you, so I will take pity on you now.”

Owen urged her to drink far too much wine, keeping her goblet constantly filled and by the time the meal was over Angela was practically nodding over the remains of dinner.

“Time for bed,” Owen announced helping Angela out of her chair.

She swayed and he caught her, picking up her frail body and striding to the bed he put her down. He covered her up, stroking the hair out of her face.

“Don’t go,” cried Angela catching both of his hands. “I haven’t slept in so long—stay with me. I’m so tired.”

“I know,” Owen soothed, “but you will sleep tonight—all night, with no dreams. You will sleep like a little girl with no problems in the world except what dress to wear tomorrow. Close your eyes—that’s right. I love you, Angela, not the passionate kind that comes and goes but the caring deeply about another person. You are my very best friend, and friendship can last forever.”

When her breathing became deep and even, Owen kissed her very lightly on the cheek, extinguished the candles and went downstairs. Jane pounced on him eagerly, her eyes questioning, and drew him into the sitting room.

“She’s all right, I think. She ate and now she is sleeping.”

“You are a miracle worker!” said Jane. “You accomplished what none of us could.”

“Only because I understood,” murmured Owen wearily. “We will have to handle Angela with kid gloves for the next few months. She will need our friendship more than ever before.”

Angela made a supreme effort and tried very hard for the next few weeks and so did everyone else. The house returned almost to normal except that Angela made no long-range plans. She did everything on the spur of the moment, living only for the present as Owen had instructed. She spent a great deal of time with the children and riding Pegasus in Hyde Park. Keith was only too happy to accompany her but was apprehensive about her wild gallops and her recklessness. When he commented on it she only replied, “What difference does it make if I do break my neck? Then I will be exactly where I long to be—in the grave!” And he never broached the subject again.

She had been devastated by her parents’ deaths but the news of Scott’s had utterly destroyed her. In spite of her good intentions Angela longed for death, though she knew herself too much of a coward to take her own life. One night when everyone was asleep she had actually cleaned and loaded a pistol and put the cold muzzle against her temple. She had stood there for a very long time and finally put it down. For some reason she couldn’t squeeze the trigger.

Angela threw open her bedroom window and stuck her head out breathing in the glorious scents of a spring lay. Even the soot of London couldn’t mask the smell of new buds, flowers, leaves, and grass as it sprouted forth in profusion. The sun was just visible over the rooftops turning them a glistening red. It was going to be a wonderfully warm day and Angela felt more alive than she had since she heard of Scott’s death.

To be in the country in April! Yes, she would make all the arrangements today after her morning ride, pack everyone off to Windy Arbor for a few weeks and then back to Brightling Castle. The snow was probably still on the ground at Seafield, maybe she would go there for the last of the summer and autumn.

Fortified with the perfumed air and with good intentions in hand Angela looked through the closet to choose a riding habit that was cool enough for the day.

None of them was quite right and as she pulled a promising one out another garment fell to the floor. She picked it up. It was the dove-gray riding costume she had worn the day she had met Clyde Macdonald on the Isle of Skye. It was soiled and torn from the last time she had worn it, on the day Scott had been arrested. The dragoons had ruined it in their fight but she had kept it and now it was haunting her.

Scott had stripped it off her the last time they had truly been together and now all her good intentions flew out the open window. Angela hugged the velvet close to her, burying her face in its softness. Bands of steel tightened around her heart until she thought she would never draw another breath, or else her heart would break in half spilling out her lifeblood.

There was a slight crackling sound, almost a rustle and Angela looked up wondering what it was. There was something in the pocket of the skirt and she tentatively inserted her hand feeling something dry and stiff. She pulled out a brittle autumn leaf that immediately broke into several pieces and that day came back to her with such intensity she could see Scott’s gold-speckled brown eyes; hear him speaking as she stood naked before him. “You are autumn. . .! and you are mine!”

Gasping for breath she closed her eyes and put a hand against her wet cheek. His voice was so close, whispering in her ear, the words of eternal love as they lay together totally one: “I will love you till I die.”

Scott was dead. Her beloved husband, lover, father of her children, the man that meant more to her than her own life. The leaf crackled and turned to dry dust, disintegrating in her clenched hand—gone like their love, dead!

She fell to the floor as if she had been pierced with an arrow and lay unmoving, with her aqua eyes wide and staring; unblinking. Angela was neither conscious nor unconscious but in a world in between where pain, sorrow, and the terrible realities of life and death didn’t exist.

Molly found her an hour later and her frightened shouts brought Jane bolting up the stairs from the breakfast table. Owen arrived in the midst of the pandemonium and took charge dismissing the frightened servants and sending for the doctor. He put her on the bed and Jane hovered nervously as she had done just weeks before. But this was different. Angela stared at her, right through her, as if she wasn’t there. She didn’t speak or react in any way even when Owen waved his hand in front of her eyes.

“Oh lord, Owen,” Jane whispered clutching his arm. “I have never been so frightened in my life! What can be wrong with her? I have never seen anything like that before!”

“Something must have happened,” he mused, “but what?”

Owen went to the dressing room where Angela had seen found and picked up the wrecked gown. It had been clutched in her arms when they arrived. Part of a leaf fell to the floor from the folds of velvet and he stooped to pick it up, examining it.

“Jane,” he called walking back into the bedroom, do you have any idea what this might have meant to Angela?”

“A leaf and a riding habit,” she said softly shaking her head. “I have never seen either before—and look at those tears—it’s ruined. I wonder how that happened?”

The doctor arrived and examined Angela and could find nothing wrong with her. Baffled he muttered under his breath and announced that it must be some sort of nervous disorder. After all, the duchess had just lost her husband, not to mention her parents, and there was the recent miscarriage. He could offer no advice other than to keep her warm and quiet and he would return tomorrow. He gave her a sleeping draught and left.

The long months of summer dragged out into a dreadful nightmare for the inhabitants of Harrington House. There was no change in Angela’s condition. She ate when spoonfed and sat or stood like a dressmaker’s dummy, all the while staring vacantly with absolutely no expression on her face.

Jane talked to her for hours on end about the children, the gossip; anything she could think of. And when she could think of nothing else she read to her, hoping against hope that something would get through to Angela and penetrate the barrier that shut them out. They all tried, to no avail, and Keith grew more depressed and morose every day. Often he sat beside her bed holding Angela’s hand and gazing at her as if he too was about to go off into another world.

Time seemed to stand still and even the tentative relationship between Jane and Owen was suspended. The day the doctor had decided Angela was in a decline, Owen walked out of the house and Jane didn’t see him again for three days even though Lorna was supposed to have her lessons. His only explanation was that he had known someone that went into a decline and had never recovered. After that he redoubled his efforts to somehow bring Angela out of her half-living state.

On a windy autumn day Keith stormed into Angela’s room, startling Jane so that she dropped her book. There was a determined set to his jaw as he ordered Jane out of the room.

“Why?” she inquired protectively beside the bed.

“Because I’m sick and tired of standing by and doing nothing, of seeing Angela slowly fade away until someday she will be gone.” Keith was practically shouting. “I love her and this situation is intolerable. I have to do something, anything to bring her out of this!”

“And just what do you propose to do, Keith? We have tried everything!”

“Not everything,” he said grimly. “Get out and no matter what you hear, let no one near this room!” “What. . .”

“I’m going to do the only thing I can,” Keith said. “I’m going to do what he would have done!”

He put her out of the room and locked the door and Jane stood trembling in the hall, fluctuating between wild hope and the depths of despair. He might be right but then again. . . 

Jane found herself in the school room interrupting Lorna’s lessons, and Owen thought she was quite mad when she insisted that Molly take the children for a carriage ride. She had to get them out of the house, somehow she was sure of it, but Owen refused to go with them. He stood in the library eyeing her agitation suspiciously, until Jane flung herself into his arms, shaking and clinging tightly to him. Whatever happened today was sure to be a turning point.

Keith looked down at Angela lying like a pale lifeless doll on the bed, her hold on life as tenuous as a spider web on a stormy day. He had decided against it a dozen times and always swung back full circle to the realization of what he should do. Scott would never have put up with such a situation and would have brought Angela around long ago. So for once Keith was going to take a lesson from him—no matter if it hurt him or Angela in the process.

Keith raised his hand and slapped Angela across the face, wincing at the sound his palm made against her cheek. His blow stood out red on her face, but there was no reaction, not even an increase in her breathing. He struck her again and then sank down on the bed grasping her shoulders, shaking her and calling her name. With his face twisted with pain Keith groaned. Please, sweetheart, forgive me. I'm only doing this because I love you!”

It was useless, she didn’t hear him and with cold determination he continued with his plan. Everything else had failed so maybe violence would work.

Keith undid the robe she wore and opened it revealing the nightgown beneath. Grasping the neck with both lands he ripped it down to her waist and another tug completed the job. As he slowly undressed himself Keith’s gaze roamed over Angela’s perfect body, much too slender but still beautiful. Her round, pink-tipped breasts rose and fell gently with each breath and her wide aqua eyes were emotionless, staring right through him with a look that made him shiver. Better get it over with.

Keith fell onto the bed and removed her arms from the sleeves of the garments. There were no barriers to her flesh, only the emotional walls. Taking her in his arms he pressed the length of her inert body against the burning flesh of his and buried his face in her black, outflung hair.

They had indulged in this sweet pastime so often before but never when she was insensible. He had longed for Angela for two years with no fulfillment and now that she was in his power the flame of desire was dead in him. It was all wrong. She should be kissing him and laughing, letting her fingers tease him beyond endurance or even fighting him—anything but this!

He couldn’t think about it or he wouldn’t be able to do it. So Keith let his hands wander over her soft flesh and thought of all the other times. He kissed her slack lips and thought for an instant that she shrank from the intimate appraisal of his fingers. He could have been mistaken, but if she had that was a good sign and made him more determined to continue.

He couldn’t be gentle as he would have wished, for he must shock her out of her condition by the brutality of his attack. Closing his eyes he fell on Angela, shaking the whole bed like an earthquake. Her breathing quickened and Keith only increased the ferocity of his assault.

Pain overcame her subconscious resistance to reality, catapulting Angela back into the tangible world amidst a maelstrom. She was being fiercely raped by a fiend; she didn’t know who or where, only that he had no right to be where only Scott should be. With a deeply indrawn breath Angela started screaming like a banshee, clawing and biting in an effort to free herself of the unwanted presence. But the man only gave a loud triumphant laugh and continued.

Jane’s head jerked sharply off Owen’s shoulder and he said, “What is that?”

The screaming continued in a long unbroken chain and Owen ran for the door only to find that Jane had been quicker and stood barring his way.

“No, don’t go.” There was a strange, sad half smile on her face. “Everything is all right.”

“All right! It sounds like someone is being murdered!” Owen tried to push Jane out of the way but she clung determinedly to the doorknob.

“It’s Angela. Keith is with her. He had a plan to bring her out of her decline, and it must have worked.”

 “What? Well it sounds as if he’s killing her in the process. I’ll see if I can help or get the doctor.”

“No, please Owen! No one can help. Just let them alone for a while. See the screaming has stopped.” 

Angela wept hysterically into an already sodden pillow. She hurt all over but the pain in her heart was much worse, eclipsing anything Keith had done to her. The floodgates of her grief had finally burst and whenever he tried to touch her, comfort her, she thrust him away. There was nothing else he could do so Keith got dressed and left, fleeing past a questioning Jane and a suspicious Owen without answering.

“Did you see him?” shouted Owen. “He looked like he had been through a battle. What went on up there anyway?”

Jane looked from Owen to the open door speechlessly. Keith’s cheek from eye to chin was bloodied with four long gouges and his mouth was bitten. What could she say? That her brother had just raped her best friend. She saw a horrified comprehension dawning on Owen’s face and turned, starting upstairs for Angela’s room.

Owen caught her arm and spun Jane about so that she lost her balance and fell against him. He held her tightly looking down into her frightened face.

“You knew! Hurrying the children out of the house and trying to get me to go too, not letting me go to Angela when she started screaming. And all the while Keith was upstairs raping her!” His face wore a disgusted sneer and he shook Jane. “How could he—how could you? You must be two of a kind plotting such a despicable. . .”

“Owen, wait! It wasn’t that way at all,” Jane pleaded in earnest, suddenly frightened; knowing she must exonerate herself somehow. “Keith only said he was going to do what Scott would have done and then he locked me out of Angela’s room. Scott was a very violent man and I knew that I must get the children out of the house. It was only later when I thought about it, that I realized. . .”

“Why didn’t you do something then?”

“Because it was too late!” Jane jerked away from him backing up the stairs. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s not my fault!”

“Isn’t it—partly?”

“No, no! It’s not as if it hadn’t happened before!”

Owen’s anger burst forth. “And does a woman ever get used to being violated?” He grabbed her again and Jane sat down abruptly on a step, suddenly weak-kneed. “You should be a procuress, you would do quite well with your innocent air.”

“Don’t you dare say such things to me!”

Owen was beside her pressing her down on the stairs, his body half over hers and his eyes blazing. The stairs cut into Jane’s back and she struggled in amazement as his mouth possessed hers as hard and unyielding as stone. His tongue pillaged her mouth and when his hand slipped into her bodice hot against the bare skin of her breast she began fighting in earnest.

“How do you like it?” he snarled. “Do you like being forced to do something against your will, to be hurt?” He bit the side of her neck and heard her gasp.

His mouth burned against her breasts and his hand slid up her thighs beneath her skirts. All this time Jane had thought he just wanted to drive home his point of view, but now she was terrified that Owen had lost all control.

“Stop it!” Her frightened voice was a mere whisper and tears spilled from her blue eyes. “Is rape infectious? Because if it is then you have caught the disease!”

Owen released her, appalled at his actions, and helped Jane to her feet. “I’m sorry,” he began seeing the shocked tears. “I didn’t mean to. . .”

His apology was rudely interrupted as Jane slapped him as hard as she could, hurting her hand in the process. “I will never forgive you for what you almost did, the way you treated me, the things you said!” Then she flounced upstairs as fast as her shaking legs would carry her. Owen stood there looking after her for a long time after she had disappeared. He had ruined everything by losing control of his usually well-kept temper. Nothing like this had ever happened to him before and he began to believe that this whole household was quite mad, including himself!

To have to contend with the real world again when she felt a grief beyond expression was almost too much for Angela. She spent days closeted in her room streaming with tears until not one drop was left to flow down her cheeks. She felt drained of all emotion, even her anger at Keith over what he had done.

The house was like an armed camp with Angela and Keith antagonists, and Owen and Jane warily skirting around each other. Only the children seemed untouched and they all sought out their uncomplicated company for a respite from the everyday tensions.

Angela walked into their playroom one evening to find Owen down on his hands and knees with Robert on his back and Lorna urging them on approvingly. She couldn’t help laughing at the wry picture they presented, the first time she had smiled in a long time.

Owen got up grinning broadly and said, “Welcome back, Angela. I don’t think I could have borne it if you had gone the same way as Beth.”

Then in spite of the children’s presence she found herself folded closely in his strong arms, a comfortable secure feeling. She hadn’t felt so safe in ages. The door opened and Jane stood agog at Angela and Owen in a close embrace. With a strangled exclamation she fled, not stopping until she reached her room.

“Whatever is wrong with Jane?” asked Angela looking at Owen’s austere face.

“We are on the outs,” he explained drawing her over to the window away from where Lorna and Robert were playing.

“What happened?”

Owen actually blushed and countered quickly, “We had a difference of opinion. Jane said she would never forgive me.”

“Over just a difference of opinion?” Angela smiled knowingly. “She’s jealous! She saw us and thought the worst. Why don’t you go after her, Owen?”

He sighed dejectedly. “It would do no good. Jane will hardly speak to me and I can’t say I blame her after my abominable behavior.”

“Just what did you do? No, don’t tell me. I can guess. But, Owen,” Angela suggested, “sometimes it’s better not to talk and argue the point. A woman doesn’t want apologies but positive action. You would be surprised how a kiss can end even the most violent arguments. Believe me—I know.”

“I love her but I don’t think Jane feels the same.” 

“Tell her! It will do no good to keep it to yourself.”

 “The time isn’t right. I don’t know if it ever will be!”

“Now I’ve upset you. A fine pair we are moping around over lost dreams.” Angela’s bottom lip trembled, on the brink of another outburst of weeping. “Let’s do something wild and gay, forget everything for a few hours!”

“Yes,” he agreed seeing how she rallied. “Madame Saisset’s! And tomorrow I will fight a half dozen duels.”

“No, there will be none. I will be on my best behavior, and I don’t even care if we run into your brother!”

Angela was a vision in apricot silk, with the huge diamond Percy had given her glittering against the smooth skin of her bosom. Once again all eyes fastened greedily on her as she and Owen entered the gaming hall. The women, for practically none of them were ladies, gazed enviously at her jewels and the perfection of her glowing complexion. Many of them used paint and powder to achieve what Angela did naturally. As she passed by they clung possessively to the arms of their escorts, as if Angela were a threat and out to capture them all for herself.

Thurston Vaughn, always cool and efficient, overturned his wine glass spoiling the card game, but amidst the confusion he had eyes only for Angela. So, here she was at last and with his brother again! He had despaired of ever seeing her again after she had dropped mysteriously out of sight. The unexpectedness of her appearance and the fact that he had given up the search for her, only to find her again excited him beyond endurance.

He wanted her more than ever; the feeling only intensified by her elusiveness and long absence. As if reading his thoughts the tall redhead he was with dug her nails viciously into his bicep through the velvet of his coat. She smiled sweetly but her eyes flashed a warning that he could afford to ignore now that he had found the woman of his dreams once more.

Shaking off the clinging hand Thurston said cuttingly, “Remember, my dear, who pays the rent and buys all those fripperies you crave. If you don’t behave yourself you could find yourself out in the street!”

Duly warned Monica drew in her claws but carefully watched the progress of the newcomer and the reaction of Thurston through veiled green eyes. The woman was a mere child and skinny, but why did the eyes of every man follow the swing of her hips as she walked? Thurston’s black eyes were glued to the swell of bare flesh above her bodice and Monica knew the answer to her own question. She exuded sensuality; it followed her like a cloud of perfume, nebulous but instantly recognizable.

Angela concentrated every effort on keeping a straight face as she was introduced to Chevalier d’Eon. She had heard about him before; the famous fencer and diplomat who was now considered fit for Bedlam. But coming face to face with the athletic, six and a half foot tall man dressed as a woman and wearing an elaborate wig was almost more than she could bear.

She bit the inside of her cheek and Owen saw the telltale flare of her delicate nostrils as Angela fought back the laughter this ridiculous man invariably caused. Then in the room beyond she saw the Duke of Remington and her amusement was extinguished as quickly as a fire doused with cold water. She knew she would see Owen’s brother again and one look renewed her feeling of instant dislike as he acknowledged her with a smile of his wet, red lips. But this time she refused to become agitated by the man. Let him stare! She was here to enjoy herself and forget, and Angela would not let him spoil her evening as he had before.

Once again Owen refused to gamble but stood watching as Angela played faro and won a large amount. Whether she won or lost was of no consequence to her but her apparent boredom with the game seemed to irritate the lady sitting next to her. The woman bent her ear about her recent admittance to the ton and the last ball at Almack’s. She chatted on making several pointed innuendos about Angela’s being a Cyprian and finally asked condescendingly what, if any, exclusive clubs she belonged to.

Tired to death of the woman’s remarks Angela replied in a clear haughty voice, “I belong to the Twenty-Eight Club!”

“The Twenty-Eight Club? Why I have never heard of it!”

“Of course you haven’t! It’s so exclusive that even the Prince of Wales isn’t a member!” She heard a choked laugh from Owen in the absolute silence of the room.

“Why, I don’t believe you!” the indignant lady replied getting to her feet, then sinking back down into her chair and staring openmouthed over Angela’s shoulder.

“She’s quite right, you know. I don’t belong to the club.”

Angela turned, looking up at the portly prince who in all his splendor looked like a velvet encased sausage. She had committed the ultimate faux pas but instead of apologizing as good manners would have indicated, her laughter rang out musically and the amused prince joined in. Angela rose sinking into a deep curtsy before the prince and the astonished company.

“Ah, Duchess—as irrepressible as ever, I see!” He bowed kissing her hand, noting the mischievous sparkle in her aqua eyes. Tucking her hand into the crook of his arm he drew Angela away from the crowd. “I’m having a masquerade at Carlton House next month, surely you will come? But now, tell me all about this intriguing new club and how I can join!”

But of course! How could he have been so obtuse? The infamous Duchess of Brightling, Angela Carlyle Harrington. The lady with a past to her credit that would have satisfied the most avid gossipmonger. Married to an old man, then his son and in between the affairs with a highwayman and the Earl of Osgood, one of the most eligible bachelors in England. If he remembered right she had even been engaged to Montgomery, before her last husband had carried her off. Now Thurston knew where he had seen her—at the trials of Jack Newton and her husband. No wonder her enormous eyes were so haunted, but he wondered how she managed to keep such a look of innocence after all she had been through. What a fascinating woman!


Chapter Seven


The gaming club became an obsession and Angela found herself going more often; several times a week always under the eagle eye of Owen. Each time she had run into Thurston Vaughn, but although his beady eyes made her shiver he was invariably polite. Often they ended up at the same table playing for huge stakes in some kind of a subtle tug of war that he instigated. One night she lost ten thousand pounds to him, the next time she won it all back and more.

Owen just stood in the background shaking his head. The money they threw away would have made him independent for life. Maybe then he would have dared to ask Jane to marry him. As it was now the peace between them was tenuous and fragile, not helped at all when Jane found out about his frequent late nights with Angela. In a way the fact that she was jealous was encouraging, but the next day he would be right back where he had started and the courtship began all over again.

Things could not go on as they had been going and Owen decided he must be bold and decisive with Jane. He had lost at love once before because of inexperience and youth but was determined it wouldn’t happen again. He wanted Jane and would have her. It surprised Owen to find some of his brother’s ruthlessness in himself.

Jane was in the garden enjoying the last of the good weather before winter set in. She wondered if they would spend another season in London or go back home. Restlessly she kicked at the fallen leaves that no amount of diligent raking by the gardeners could keep up with.

She needed a change and longed for something, anything, to happen to change her dull existence. Lively society and balls were a bore and she longed to do something exciting, but most of all to get away. It wasn’t that she didn’t like living with Angela, just that Angela had changed since Scott’s death. She was always seeking diversion and went about the business of living frantically, as if it was her last day on earth.

“Jane.” Owen strode determinedly toward her, “I want to talk to you!”

“Well I don’t want to talk to you!” She dodged around the thick trunk of a gnarled oak tree but he caught her arm.

“We can be alone in the summerhouse.”

He dragged her protesting every step of the way toward the romantically concealed structure, overgrown with vines and surrounded with trees. A late blooming rose nodded in the breeze against a white pillar.

“What is the meaning of this—this abduction?” Jane cried angrily, her bosom heaving beneath the green velvet of her gown.

“Abduction!” he laughed. “If I had that in mind I wouldn’t have brought you here.”

“Let me go this instant or. . .”

“Or what?” Owen taunted watching her cheeks flush angrily. “Will you scream? I doubt if anyone will hear you.”

As fast as a cat she aimed a blow at him but he was quicker catching her wrist and imprisoning it in a firm grip. She was helpless with Owen holding both of her arms and with an unknown danger lurking in his green eyes. Well, she sighed inwardly, she was the one wishing for excitement and Owen surely provided that element.

“You struck me once before, but this time I did nothing to deserve such an unprovoked attack.” One corner of his mouth curled up in a mocking half smile as he looked at Jane contemplatively. “At least let me earn a well-deserved slap before you give it!”

Very slowly, inch by inch, Owen pulled her to him, his eyes never leaving hers. Jane tried to resist but he was so much stronger and he seemed to enjoy the game he was playing. She felt powerless, like a snake under the spell of a snake charmer, weaving his hypnotic trance over his unwilling victim. They were quite close now and with one more movement the peaks of her breasts touched his chest.

“No, Owen,” Jane protested finding her voice at last, “what are you going to do?”

“What would you like me to do? Kiss you, make love to you?” She stiffened casting around for help. “You have tormented me and evaded me long enough. Now we will have honesty between us!”

Jane turned her head away from his kiss but one hand fastened in her hair twisting until her trembling lips were within reach, like ripe fruit there for the asking. She thought he would be harsh but his mouth covered hers tenderly, cherishing her lips, awakening a singing response in her blood.

Scott, Scott, she cried silently, it’s you I love, you I'm betraying. But his face faded from her mind as her senses flared into a realization of only herself and Owen, suspended in time in an unforgettable moment of passion. She was the one panting, surging upward beneath his kiss; searching with her tongue, pulling him closer until Owen almost lost control of himself.

It would be too easy to consummate his love here and now in the deserted garden with only the birds looking on. But what would happen tomorrow? Would Jane regret letting him take her? He had to think for both of them, their whole future was at stake and Owen didn’t want to be the one to ruin everything.

With great effort he tore his lips from her sweetly clinging ones, burying his hot face in her hair. He could feel the quivering of her body against his, the heaving of her breasts and the way her arms clung tightly to him.

“I love you, Jane,” he whispered, “and I want you— not just now, but forever. Marry me my sweet little darling, be my wife.”

Marriage. She had never thought of that with Owen. The tumult within her began to subside. She couldn’t possibly marry him. The only man she had even considered for a husband was dead and even if he wasn’t it wouldn’t matter. He had been in love with another woman while she had lusted after him all along. Owen expected a guileless, innocent virgin on his wedding night, not a woman enamored of a ghost, who had lost her virginity long ago in an ill-fated affair.

Jane had to admit that she had come closer to feeling again with Owen than she had with any other man since Scott. But it wouldn’t work. He expected her to be what she was not. What if she told him? But how could she? He would never understand in a million years and she would only humiliate herself in the process. It would be better to keep the secret locked away safely in her heart and spare them both.

She tore free of his embrace unexpectedly and Owen looked at her anguished face, tears streaming in her darkened eyes.

“Jane!” He tried to snatch her back into his arms but she held him off with just a look.

“No, Owen,” she whispered dolorously. “It is impossible, it would never work. We are too different.”

“The only thing that matters, Jane, is love. Any other problems can be overcome.” He touched her soft cheek fleetingly. “Can you honestly tell me you feel nothing for me? Tell me you don’t love me and. . .”

“Will you leave me alone then?”

“No!” he groaned. “I can’t! I can hope, can’t I? You might change your mind.”

“Very well. I will tell you the real reason. You are poor!” She almost stopped when she saw him flinch as if she had slapped him. “I will not live in poverty. I refuse to do without everything I am accustomed to. Maybe some women can but I cannot!”

Owen’s hands clenched, white knuckled, into fists and he looked at her as if she had just shattered his last remaining hope. Jane had a horrible feeling she had just destroyed him and she opened her mouth to take it back, to tell him she lied.

“Go!” he cried hoarsely sinking down onto a bench with his face in his hands.

For a second she had a crazy impulse to kneel beside him and kiss away the hurt, to hold his face against her breast, stroke his hair and comfort him.

“Get out of here, damn it!” Owen growled and Jane picked up her skirts and fled like a swift wind through the garden and into the house.

Angela was standing before the French doors in the sitting room when Jane burst into the room whitefaced, almost knocking her over. She took one look at Angela and promptly burst into tears sinking into a heap on the Aubusson rug. Angela knelt beside her and put her arms around her, comforting her as best she could.

Jane couldn’t help herself from pouring out the whole story into Angela’s sympathetic ear and her friend sat beside her quietly absorbing it all.

“Do you love him?” Angela asked gently when she was through.

“Yes, no, I don’t know!”

“Jane, Jane, if only you had told him the truth; anything but what you said! I’m afraid you will never know how much you have hurt him. Owen was just beginning to recover from one disastrous—no, I am saying too much.” Angela got to her feet. “You must tell him the real reason.”

“No, I can’t and you must not either. Promise you won’t, Angela!”

“I promise nothing!” she said emphatically, walking toward the open doors.

“You are supposed to be my friend!” Jane called after her. “What about all your secrets I never revealed?"

“This is different. You and Owen are both my friends. How can you ask me to divide my loyalties? I will do what I think is best.”

Angela walked toward the summerhouse, her mind in a turmoil. She didn’t know what to do, only that whatever happened she would probably lose a friend. She was caught between Owen and Jane and had a feeling that probity must win out no matter what.

Owen appeared around the corner of the path, his face expressionless. His eyes though revealed some of the torment he was going through. He forced a smile and Angela reciprocated.

“Just the person I wanted to see!” he said jauntily. “How about a deliriously wild night on the town? This time you can help me drown my sorrows!”

“Of course, Owen, but you don’t have to pretend for me. I know what happened. Jane told me everything. I...”

“No, I don’t want to talk about it! I have to get some perspective on the subject before I can look at the situation objectively.”

“Owen,” she sighed sadly taking his hand, “it’s not quite what you think. I know the real truth.”

“Does it matter? Jane doesn’t love me or want me. I have been rejected and know when to quit!”

“We are very much alike, you and I,” said Angela, “but with one exception. I never quit. Not until. . .” her voice trailed off.

“Now I’ve depressed you! I’m sorry. You’re an angel.”

She swung away from him, her eyes wide in a white face. “Don’t ever call me that! No one calls me that but. . .”

“Your husband,” Owen supplied. “Please forgive me. I didn’t know.”

Angela gained a semblance of control. “You couldn’t know. I should apologize for snapping at you. Quite a jolly pair we should make tonight!” She forced a laugh.

“Look at us! Two outcasts cast up on the same shore by fate, both of us mooning over what we cannot have!”


Angela clasped the opals around her neck where they blazed like a hundred pinpoints of different colored fire. Her gown was white silk, simple in cut and design but shimmering with opalescent threads. The match was perfect. She slipped the heart-shaped diamond onto her finger. Angela felt naked without it and everyone at Madame Saisset’s identified her by it. They couldn’t help noticing the unusual stone flashing on her hand as they played cards.

She felt daring tonight and although many women wore their hair in short curls she decided to flaunt convention and let her luxuriant long tresses float free this evening. Smoothing back the curls that tumbled around her face she fastened two jeweled combs on either side of her head, holding her hair out of her eyes.

Angela tossed the mask aside. Why wear it when everyone knew who she was anyway? The Prince of Wales had seen to that. He had been enchanted with her story of the Twenty-Eight Club but claimed he could never become a member. It would be utterly impossible to ferret out all the shepherdesses in his house. He laughed and promised to keep the secret, vowing she amused him more than anyone.

Angela took everyone’s breath away as she entered with no mask and her long raven hair unbound like a gypsy. She had even diverted Owen and he declared that if both of their hearts were not otherwise occupied he would have proposed on the spot. Angela gave him a teasing smile and replied that she just might consider it.

As always there were the bizarre sights at the club. Eyes rolled when the Earl of Bridgewater appeared with several cats and dogs in attendance dressed like miniature men and women. Rumor had it that he had a whole houseful of animals with servants just to look after them and change their clothes. He had them driven out every day in his carriage and they even ate at the dining room table with him. Heaven only knew what else went on there.

As Angela sat playing ombre a servant handed Owen a note. He interrupted her briefly to say that it was urgent that he see someone in the other room.

“Just stay here while I’m gone and you will be safe,” Owen suggested. “I will be back in just a few minutes.” He had barely left before another servant appeared with a message that Keith was upstairs and wanted to see her. If she didn’t meet him he would create a scene in front of everyone. Angrily Angela withdrew from the game and followed the man upstairs. The effrontery of Keith to spy on her! Well she would give him a piece of her mind and a good tongue lashing too.

She opened the door and slammed it behind her enraged. But her blazing eyes encountered not Keith but the small jet eyes of Thurston Vaughn. Before she could make a move he was at her side between her and the door, blocking her way to freedom.

It was a trick and there was absolutely no way out. Stupidly she had played right into the big clammy hands that were touching the bare skin of her arms. She suppressed a shiver and tried to gather her wits. She had no chance fighting against him physically. He was twice as big as she, his thick muscles bulging with every move.

“Will you have some wine?” Thurston asked indicating the well-stocked sideboard.

“No,” she answered primly. “I want to go!”

“Of course; I know you detest me. Has my brother been telling you stories? I assure you that’s only his point of view. I’m not such a villain as he makes me out.” He smiled but it didn’t reach his cold eyes. “You may go after we talk.”

“I don’t want to talk to you and I detest your use of devious methods to get me here!”

“But how else could I get you here? You wouldn’t come of your own free will.” They circled each other, Angela keeping as far from him as possible. “Come now, I won’t eat you! I have a perfectly legitimate proposal to put before you. I want you to marry me. We are both very wealthy and you and I together could practically rule England financially. How would you like to be the uncrowned queen of this country? You could have anything in the world.”

“Except what I really want. No one on earth can give me that. You don’t even tempt me,” Angela sneered. “I wouldn’t marry you if I was starving in the streets!”

She had the spunk and courage to face up to him. Thurston admired that. She wouldn’t be a namby-pamby, retiring shadow like Beth. What he could do with a woman like Angela by his side! The fact that he was obsessively in love with her, he could never let her know. But he was in a quandary as to how to get her to agree to marry him.

He couldn’t bribe her, or woo her. He could try compromising her but that had been done before and he knew she could be quite stubborn. He had made it his business to find out everything about Angela and knew it would be no easy feat. Force or duress wouldn’t work either because he wanted her cooperation.

With a swift movement Thurston caught Angela against him, forcing her head back. Her teeth were clenched against the invasion of his kiss and her eyes were wide open but she made absolutely no move to fight him. She could barely suppress the nausea as his wet red lips moved disgustingly on hers, his tongue trying to force an entry.

Angela stood motionless, crushed against his massive body. His hand cupped her buttocks pulling her against him, letting her feel his desire. She was paralyzed with fright. He could do anything he pleased with her and no one would come to her rescue. Owen didn’t know where she was. She was beginning to feel faint when Thurston released her as suddenly as he had attacked.

It was just as he had thought, Angela wanted nothing to do with him. He had discerned from her past history that she was an extremely hot-blooded woman and decided to try that as a last resort.

“You can go now. Let me escort you safely downstairs.”

“Everyone will talk—” she began.

“They are already talking. Is it true you are keeping my brother? At least if they gossip about us they won’t think that your dislike of me is too obvious.”

As they descended the staircase together Thurston whispered, “I will have you one way or another. Don’t let this fiasco fool you.”

She had meant to leave as soon as possible; go home and recover from the little skirmish Thurston had put her through. But as they reached the last step Keith approached her, his eyes shooting sparks of blue fire.

“So this is where Vaughn has been taking you. I should have known!” He grasped her hand but she clung to Thurston’s arm. He seemed the safe alternative now. “Just wait till I get you home!”

“The lady,” drawled Thurston in a dangerously understated tone, “is with me. Would you like to dispute it?”

“You have been with him?”

Angela nodded unable at the moment to speak. People had started staring and she saw Owen making his way hurriedly toward them.

“Angela!” Owen was frantic with worry. “I have been looking all over the place for you. Where have you been?”

“She has been upstairs with your brother,” Keith informed him, still clinging tightly to Angela’s hand.

Owen said nothing but his eyes bespoke what he was feeling. He made every effort to control his temper and keep himself from challenging Thurston again. She seemed all right although her eyes were enormous and frightened. What had happened? With Thurston only the worst was possible and he felt his temper giving way.

Angela knew she had to do something. In another moment all three of them would be fighting over her. With a slight inclination of her head she spoke stiffly to Thurston. “Sir, thank you for escorting me safely back to your brother.”

Thurston smiled his approval of her control of herself and the situation, as Angela took Owen’s arm. She pulled her hand free of Keith’s grasp and conferred an icy stare upon him.

“And as for you—what I choose to do is absolutely no concern of yours! Owen, take me back to the tables.”

Silently they made their way across the large room while Keith looked scowlingly after them and Thurston surveyed everything with a slight smirk on his face. The tongues would be wagging tomorrow and that might not be bad for him at all. Their names would be linked and everyone would know they had been upstairs together. That usually meant only one thing.

“Are you all right, Angela?” Owen whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “If Thurston touched you I vow I'll kill him this time!”

“I’m fine. Nothing happened.” She couldn’t let Owen know about that repulsive kiss and the expert fumbling. “He wants to marry me. Lord, Owen, don’t stop now. Keep walking!”

A shimmering white mist hung over the Serpentine, undulating as it broke up. Not a breath of air stirred the remaining leaves on the trees. Hyde Park was deserted at the early hour right before dawn and that was the way Angela liked it.

She rode Pegasus at a canter through the thickly fallen leaves, scattering them like rolling waves behind her. Tiny droplets of fog clung like beads to her thick lashes and black hair and the first rays of sunlight appeared turning them to gold. Deep breaths of the crisp air revived her flagging spirits.

She had returned home only a few hours ago from Madame Saisset’s after a losing streak. She had been unable to concentrate on the card games after the events of the night. Sleep had fled as her mind worked frantically, rerunning everything that had happened. So she had decided on a ride to clear her head.

She had gotten off easily this time. Thurston’s warning rang in her ears and Angela shuddered thinking of what might have happened. The kiss had been bad enough but anything further she couldn’t begin to contemplate. Thank goodness she had prevented another duel. The way things had been going all three of them would have been engaged in fisticuffs in another minute.

So deep in thought was Angela that she didn’t see the dark brown horse and rider among the trees. A shout startled her and she looked up to find a masked man astride a horse with a pistol pointed at her. He leaned over easily snatching the reins from her fingers.

“Your money or your life!” he called, his eyes taking in every detail of her richly attired form and the magnificent steed she was riding.

Her reaction caught him off guard, because she threw back her lovely head and loosed peals of laughter into the fog. Most women would have fainted or at the very least would have been terrified, so he loosed a long stream of abusive speech at her. That only seemed to amuse her more and she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

Angela managed to find her voice and said with laughter still shaking her, “But, Sir Highwayman, you are the answer to a prayer. For you see, I have come away from home without my purse and now you will have to shoot!”

She was either mad or calling his bluff but which ever it was he didn’t like it.

“I must warn you, however, that I have tangled with the best of highwaymen before and came out unscathed, so beware. Perhaps you knew him—Jack Newton? Some say he was the best but neither that nor the fact that I testified in his defense saved him from having his neck stretched.”

Although she still smiled, a rather melancholy air came over her and he cursed the luck that had made him stop her. Of course he knew all about Gentleman Jack and what had happened to him. Hadn’t the papers been full of it? Damn, could she possibly be the duchess he had abducted and had an affair with? She was certainly beautiful enough to tempt the king himself.

“Yes,” Angela said, reading his mind. “It’s me, but why do you hesitate? It would be so easy to pull that trigger and I assure you—you would be doing me a large favor by ending my miserable existence!”

They both looked up as hoofbeats sounded in the distance and the masked man gingerly handed Angela back her reins. He swept off his hat and gave her an exaggerated bow.

“Good morning to you, Duchess. I prefer to let the legend live!” And without a backward glance he swiftly rode off out of sight of the approaching rider.

Angela just sat there looking after the highwayman, a sad little smile on her lips. She had outfaced him and even though she had told him to shoot she hadn’t wanted him to. Was she finally getting over the loss of Scott? She didn’t know. All she knew was that she no longer wished herself dead, and that might be a good sign.

“Angela! What are you doing here all alone at this time of the morning?” Owen halted just inches away from where she sat.

“So you couldn’t sleep either. It was quite an interesting night, wasn’t it?”

“You haven’t answered my question. At least take a groom if you must go riding when the park is deserted. There are thieves and highwaymen abroad at this hour.”

“I know,” Angela replied, “for I just met one.”

“What?” Owen looked as if he would fall right off his horse.

“It’s quite all right. Here I am unharmed and I haven’t been robbed. I am better able to take care of myself than you might think. In fact, I’m afraid I scared the poor man right down to his boots!”

“I’m sorry. I sounded just like Keith, possessive. But it’s only because I care what happens to you.”

“I know.” Angela reached out and touched his cheek. “Poor Owen, you have been through so much in the last day. But everything will be all right; I promise you. I will make everything right again!”

“I almost believe it when you say it like that.”

“But you must believe, because I know things that you don’t.” Angela gave him a mysterious smile. “Come, let’s finish our ride and then I’m going to sleep all day. Owen. . .” There was a hesitant pause as she contemplated him mischievously. “We are going to Madame Saisset’s again tonight. I think something wonderful will happen!”

Angela couldn’t keep the excitement from bubbling and overflowing and it was infectious.. Owen was in a wonderful mood in spite of his troubles and everyone she spoke to noticed something different about her. She even smiled at Thurston. He glanced back at her speculatively, wondering if he would win her by good conduct rather than by force.

Her black dress was the perfect foil for her creamy skin and the white rooms of the club. She flitted like a black bird from table to table but she didn’t go unnoticed. The prince was there and he complimented her extravagantly and she flirted outrageously with him. They both knew it was only a joke but the people around them thought it was a serious item and mentally took note of the flirtation.

The evening began with a bang. Someone imported a gypsy violinist and dancer to entertain for an hour but soon that became too tame. Angela saw gold exchange hands and then the girl began a furious dance on one of the tables, dropping items of clothing as she progressed. Soon a large crowd had gathered clapping and urging her to remove the rest of her clothes. She danced faster, swaying sinuously and at the finale dropped her skirt and stood stark naked before everyone.

Keith entered the club just in time to see the nude dancer carried upstairs by several eager patrons. He found Angela watching him with an amused smile on her face and stormed over to where she stood.

“I’m taking you home right now!” he informed her. “This is no place for you to frequent.”

“But I can’t possibly leave now, Keith,” Angela said. “I promised to play whist with the prince later. Owen tell him to go away.”

“We don’t need you for a chaperon, old man,” Owen said putting his arm around Angela’s shoulders.

The jealousy boiled in Keith as Angela nonchalantly put her arm around Owen’s waist, leaning her cheek against his shoulder. She was purposely making a spectacle of herself and Keith was very much aware of the rumors about her and Owen. It couldn’t be possible that they were lovers.

“I thought he would burst a blood vessel,” laughed Angela after Keith left.

“You can be very cruel at times, baiting him like that. He is in love with you,” observed Owen seriously.

“Don’t be so solemn. I want to have fun tonight. I’m ready for anything and everything to happen and I’m going to win a fortune at cards. I just know I am!”

“You look marvelous tonight,” whispered Owen squeezing her hand and gazing into her sparkling aqua eyes. “If I wasn’t such a good friend I would take you upstairs and give Keith something to be jealous about!”

“Why, Owen, what would Jane say? I’ll bet she would be fit to be tied. I might just her her know that you propositioned me and see what happens.”

“Don’t you dare. . .”

“I think it would be fun.”

“And I think you have had too much champagne!”

Angela played faro and whist with the prince and drank even more champagne. Owen wouldn’t budge from her side and she knew that Keith had been shadowing her all night. The house was full, bursting at the seams with every nobleman in London and all the women were beautiful or exotic.

Three o’clock in the morning found her playing brag at the same table with Thurston Vaughn. The other players were mere accessories; the real battle was being waged between Angela and Thurston. She won twenty-three thousand pounds and he won thirty. She won another ten thousand and the people began crowding into the room to watch the contest.

Disgruntled players left the game and others took their places but Angela and Thurston played on. An armchair had been brought for the Prince of Wales and he sat redfaced urging them on.

“You’re always jolly good fun, Angela,” he said mopping his brow and peering over her shoulder at her cards. “Never a dull moment with you around!”

She played recklessly, sipping now and then from her glass, her eyes large and glittering. Thurston was as cool as ever taking every win or loss in stride. He was as rich as Midas and she was as wealthy as the Queen of Sheba, so what did it matter if they lost one pound or a hundred thousand? There was always more where that came from.

They finished the game and Thurston threw his cards down watching Angela closely. She was gay and daring tonight, outshining every woman present. Her cheeks glowed with color and her parted lips were never more inviting. The color of her eyes was deep, unfathomable and at that moment he would have gladly given all his riches for an hour alone with her. He had let her get away too easily before and now regretted it.

“This is getting to be a bore!” Thurston said and those cool green-blue eyes turned toward him.

Angela tilted her head slightly, one dark wing of an eyebrow raised—waiting. This was it! Her blood raced in anticipation. She wasn’t sure what was going to happen next only that her instincts were never wrong when she felt this way. She sat silently, her attention riveted on Thurston. It was his move.

“I propose,” he said slowly and crisply, “that we play for higher stakes, for something we really want. Money is of no importance to either of us.”

The crowd of people pressed closer wanting to see and hear everything, and more drifted in from the other rooms. This was going to be a night to remember and talk about for a long while and they were loath to miss out on the excitement. Owen’s hand tightened on her shoulder as if to warn her to beware and Keith’s frown was visible from the other side of the room.

“Let’s cut the cards; high card wins. Two out of three games wins the prize.”

“And the stakes?” questioned Angela leaning forward slightly.

“The stakes to be agreed upon before we start. Name anything that I have or have the power to get that you want, and I will do the same.”

“There is nothing that you have that I want,” said Angela.

“Then let me go first, Duchess, since I know what I want. Perhaps after I name what I desire from you,” Thurston’s eyes slid over her body making her flesh crawl, “you will be able to think of something.”

“Name it!” Angela said curtly and Thurston leaned back in his chair with an oily smile.

“If I win, you will marry me.” A collective gasp of disbelief came from the crowd. “You will live with me and perform all your wifely duties eagerly and willingly.”

The slight flare of Angela’s nostrils was the only indication of distaste she allowed herself. She could never marry such a sadistic swine but something impelled her onward. The conditions imposed were blatant and someone snickered at the implications.

As suddenly as a shooting star appears in a night sky Angela knew what she wanted from him. Her eyes blazed like pale fire across the table, the idea taking shape in her mind.

“I agree!”

Over the clapping and huzzahs she heard Keith shouting, “Don’t do it, Angela! It’s a devil’s bargain!”

“Shut up, Montgomery,” said the Prince of Wales. “Things are just getting interesting.”

“He’s right,” whispered Owen frantically into her ear. “This time Keith is right! Nothing on earth is worth the price. Back out now while you still can. If you lose. . .”

“But I won’t! Not tonight, Owen!”

“I take that to mean you have thought of something at last,” said Thurston, unable to contain a triumphant smile. Everything he wanted was within his grasp tonight and he could not lose.

“Yes! If I win you will sign over all your castles, houses, estates, your money, jewels, and investments, everything you own.” There was utter silence, not even a breath. “Everything,” she emphasized, “but the clothes on your back. You may keep them.”

“Agreed!”

“But I’m not finished yet,” she said watching him gasp like a fish out of water. “You will sign everything over tonight in the presence of these witnesses and you will also forfeit your title and rights of succession.”

“What possible use could you have for my title?” Thurston asked in amazement.

“But I don’t want it, any of it.” Angela gave a sarcastic laugh. “You will sign it all over to your brother, Owen Vaughn!”

Pandemonium broke out and Thurston just sat there staring at her throughout all the commotion. She was out for blood! He had really underestimated her this time. She wanted nothing for herself, just as she had said in the beginning. He wondered if she was in love with Owen. Carefully he weighed the bargain. If he lost, he would be ruined; but if he won he would gain the whole world. Everything he wanted was wrapped up in the dainty package of black lace across the table.

When the noise died down he made his decision known. “I agree.” Again the crowd went wild.

There was a brief intermission while a solicitor was sent for and they went over the rules they had decided upon. The prince was going to shuffle the cards between each cut and he strutted around importantly, more nervous than the two participants. The room was cleared of all tables but one to make room for everyone. Keith and Owen argued with Angela until she was ready to scream.

“It’s decided,” she told them with finality. “I can’t back out now.”

“But you cannot possibly marry him!” Keith shouted in her ear.

“I can hear you! Everyone in the room can hear you! I have no intention of marrying him. I have every intention of winning.”

“But if you do lose. . .” began Owen.

“In either case, Owen, you won’t lose! If I win you get wealth and a title; if I lose you gain a sister-in-law!”

They both looked as if impending doom was hanging over their heads as they escorted Angela to the table. Thurston was already there waiting for her and the prince held a pack of unopened cards in his pudgy hands. They took their places like actors on a stage and the audience, fortified with spirits, was spellbound. Nothing like this had ever occurred before and they were privileged to see it happen. This would be one to tell their grandchildren about!

Angela wasn’t in the least tense. She was utterly confident of the outcome no matter what Keith and Owen said. Thurston put on a devil-may-care attitude but she could tell he was faking it. She actually had more to lose than him, because life as his wife would be a living death.

The prince opened the pack and shuffled the cards several times, then set them in the center of the table in plain view of everyone.

“Ladies first,” said Thurston.

Angela’s hand hovered over the cards for a long, breathtaking moment before her fingers touched them. She cut the deck and held up the queen of hearts. A high card! Thurston would have a hard time beating it.

The prince shuffled again and Thurston chose the ten of spades. The mesmerized audience said not a word. It was Angela’s turn once more—the queen of hearts again! A slight stir went through the audience. Thurston won the second time with a king of diamonds.

It was a tie, two out of three had been played and the next game would decide the winner. Thurston wiped his brow with a spotless handkerchief, his eyes never leaving the deck of cards. Angela glanced briefly at Owen and flashed him a confident smile. The queen of hearts again!

Thurston looked at her as she suppressed the victorious smile that quivered on her full lips. She was so sure of herself that he felt a sick feeling start in the pit of his stomach. Angela’s dimples deepened as his hand shook slightly as he chose his card. The jack of diamonds. She had won! The queen of hearts had proved triumphant and the crowd went wild. The solicitor that had been pulled protestingly out of bed began drawing up the papers.

Angela found herself held tightly in Owen’s arms, lifted off her feet and whirled around and around. They both laughed madly and she cried, “I knew I would win! I told you so!” The smile faded from her face and Owen put her down.

“Are you all right? You’re not going to faint, are you?”

“No, no. It’s just that once before something happened but I lost. He wouldn’t listen to me.”

“Get hold of yourself, Angela.” Keith was by her side taking her arm. “Don’t look back, you can never go back!”

“Yes, Keith, you are right.” And she leaned against him suddenly weary, drained of all emotion.

The papers were made out to Angela’s satisfaction and witnessed in the presence of over a hundred and fifty people. Thurston sanded them, rolled them up and handed them to Angela with a flourish.

“You have won. Queen of Hearts!” He gave her a mocking smile, turned on his heel and left.

“Yes, I like that!” exclaimed the prince. “I haven’t had such a night in as long as I can remember!” He led the way, clearing a path as Angela left on the arms of Keith and Owen.

“Make way for the Queen of Hearts!” the prince shouted chuckling to himself. “Everyone bow to the Queen of Hearts!”

Angela made a grand exit with the men bowing and the women sunk in deep curtsies.

Thurston Vaughn waited as his huge gold-plated bathtub was filled with steaming water. Not his, he corrected himself, Owen’s! All of this belonged to his brother now. Tomorrow he would take possession of everything.

He poured himself a brandy and set the decanter on a small table by the bath, testing the water. “Hotter!” he bellowed. “I want boiling water!”

It was full at last, so hot that the windows and mirrors were fogged up. Dismissing the servants he closed the door and slipped off his robe. He stepped into the bath, inching his way into the water that reddened his skin. At last he lay full length in the tub, his head resting against a silken cushion.

Draining his glass, Thurston set it down and picked up the razor he had stropped to a hair-splitting sharpness. With two quick movements he sliced through his wrists watching with detachment as the water swirled and turned pink.

They were right, there was no pain this way—only the hot sting at first. Settling himself comfortably he poured himself another drink, ruining the priceless rug with a spatter of red drops. He raised his glass in a mocking toast to the image of Angela floating before his eyes.

“To you, my love,” Thurston murmured. “To a real lady, who knows what she wants—and gets it!”

They ran from room to room, holding hands, exclaiming like children over each newly discovered treasure. The palatial house was crammed with objects of art of every description: statues, paintings, tapestries, carpets, china, silver and gold, rare books—the list was endless.

“Look, what bad taste!” Angela swept a shepherdess from the mantel and they both laughed. “You won’t resign from our exclusive club now that you are rich, will you, my Lord Duke?”

Angela swept Owen a low, mocking curtsy. She couldn’t keep from smiling today. Neither one of them had slept, that had been impossible and they were slightly tipsy with lack of sleep. She wondered if Keith had told Jane yet about their fantastic good fortune. She and Owen hadn’t been home. They took a carriage ride in the park, had breakfast, and began the wonderful exploration of Owen’s new house.

“Why, why did you do it?” Owen had fluctuated between horror and wild joy. “If you had lost I would have murdered my brother on your wedding day, if not sooner!”

“Owen, don’t be so melodramatic. Remember I told you before we went to Madame Saisset’s that something terrific was going to happen? Sometimes I feel things. I can tell that something will happen and it does. I never know quite what will occur but I can tell whether the outcome will be good or bad. I was taking no risk; I knew I would win!”

“I still can’t believe it. All this—mine! And you made it possible. Words can’t express how I feel. I will never be able to repay. . .”

“Did I ask to be repayed? Just knowing you are happy is enough.”

“Why should it matter whether I am happy or not?” “Because we are friends and you are a fine person. You deserve it all!” Angela’s voice became sad. “I think if my brother had lived he would be very much like you.”

“That’s what I can give you! I will be your brother and you will be my little sister. Neither one of us has any family left, except for Thurston and who would want him for a brother?”

“And you will marry Jane and our children will grow up together. Don’t look like that, Owen. I know you will marry her. Believe me!”

“Another flash of woman’s intuition?” She smiled and nodded and he wondered out loud, “I wonder what in the world Thurston will do now?”

“Let’s not think about him. We still have the rest of the house to investigate!”

They ran up the stairs, peeking into rooms and rummaging through closets to their hearts’ content.

“This must be the master bedroom,” said Angela flinging both exquisitely painted doors open at the same time.

In the middle of the room in a gleaming golden bathtub lay Thurston. His tiny black eyes stared straight through Angela and his skin was a pasty white. One arm hung over the side of the tub and a glass lay broken on the floor. At first she thought the wine had spilled all over the carpet but then she knew. He was dead, lying in a bath of blood!

A strangled sound came from Angela’s throat and Owen went to her side, his green eyes widening at the sight.

“He’s dead!” said Angela. “And I killed him!”

“No, don’t look,” Owen said turning her away and pressing her face against his shoulder. She clung to him for support closing her eyes but she could still see Thurston with a grim smile on his face.


Chapter Eight

Angela sat next to Keith in the darkened carriage covered from head to toe in an all-concealing cloak. They were on their way to the Prince of Wales’ masquerade ball. She was tired and the evening had just begun. Ever since the discovery of Thurston’s body two days ago Angela had hardly slept and when she did she dreamed of him staring accusingly at her from his opulent bath.

She shouldn’t feel guilty, everyone kept telling her. After all Thurston was the one that had instigated the whole affair, Angela had only named the price. As if all London wasn’t shocked enough by what had happened at Madame Saisset’s, Thurston’s suicide had added the extra spice that was conducive to exaggeration. The whole town was buzzing!

Angela’s reputation was colorful already without it being added to, and now her name was linked with Thurston’s. She was credited with having affairs with him, Owen, Keith, and the Prince of Wales all at the same time. When she went out everyone pointed rudely and called her the Queen of Hearts. At twenty-one she was fast becoming a legend.

She would have to leave the city soon, it was like living in a goldfish bowl. Everyone wanted to poke their noses into her private life and discover something new. Angela was seriously thinking of closing Harrington House and spending the winter at Brightling Castle. At least there she would have some peace.

Angela smiled at the conspiracy she and Owen had entered into. The first step was successful, he was escorting Jane to the ball. She was dazzling in the costume Angela had helped to design. She was the sun, in yellow silk embroidered richly with golden rays. Her long blond hair only added to the gilded illusion. Owen’s eyes had almost popped out of his head when he had seen her.

She had to laugh when Owen had appeared dressed as a shepherd complete with a long staff. Angela threatened to evict him from the Twenty-Eight Club and Keith and Jane had stood there exchanging puzzled looks, wondering what in the world they were joking about.

The crush of carriages outside of Carlton House was an impossible jumble. It took them half an hour just to get to the front door. Fortunately Keith and Angela had made their peace and were on far friendlier terms than they had been in months. Tonight he was very happy and handsome, dressed all in green as Robin Hood.

“Don’t forget your bow and arrows,” warned Angela. “Are you sure you aren’t Cupid instead?”

“I wish I were,” he said, his blue eyes gleaming catlike in the dark. “Then I would have you at my mercy.”

“Do you want me at your mercy?”

“I want you any way at all!”

Much to Angela’s relief the door was opened and they descended from the carriage, walked through the Corinthian portico and into the hall. Just as Angela removed her cloak Jane and Owen arrived.

“Oh, Angela!” gasped Jane. “You will outshine every woman here! No wonder you wouldn’t let me know what your costume was. Where did you ever get such an idea?”

“Surely I won’t outshine the sun!”

“What are you supposed to be?” asked Owen, critically surveying Angela and glancing at Keith. “Sherwood Forest?”

“No,silly! I am autumn!”

Keith just stood there gaping.

Her dress was silk chiffon,the same creamy shade as her skin. It floated in the air as she moved giving the illusion that she was naked beneath it. Multicolored velvet leaves of yellow, russet, orange, brown, and red were strategically placed at the bodice and hips, scattering in windswept profusion over the flaring skirt. Actually it was very modest, the only skin visible was her arms gleaming through the long sheer sleeves, but at first glance it seemed otherwise.

The leaves were embroidered with realistic-looking veins, dew drops and an occasional bug or butterfly, but the crowning touch was her headdress. Over Angela’s unbound black hair was a spider web of gold threads that she had made herself. A tiny jeweled spider resided in the center and randomly caught in the web were leaves and flowers. The whole thing was spangled with minute crystals sparkling like dew on a sunny morning.

They were greeted by the prince dressed as a Roman emperor and he insisted on opening the ball with Angela.

“Marvelous, just marvelous,” he said unable to tear his eyes off her costume. “You are the most original one here. I’m afraid there are already dozens of Romans, not counting the gods and goddesses. I have already counted twenty shepherdesses, and Lady Stanton even has a lamb on a leash!”

The whole atmosphere was of a garden party, even inside. The floors were thickly strewn with new mown grass giving off an aromatic scent. Screens tapestried with moss and flowers were interspersed with illuminated arabesques providing numerous hideaways for would-be lovers. Colored lamps and thousands of flickering candles glittered like fireflies and in the ballroom, stretched across the length of one wall, was a transparent landscape of moonlight glinting off a lake. Five hundred flambeaux lighted the garden paths.

The prince started the dancing, whirling Angela out onto the ballroom floor to the strains of a waltz. They all knew who the lady was even though she was masked, and fans waved as furiously as the tongues. The prince’s new mistress, the Duchess of Brightling, who had managed to scandalize even shock-proof London. Look at the way she flaunted herself just as she flaunted her long list of lovers, reputable and disreputable. The Queen of Hearts, a predatory creature as deadly as a black widow spider. Her lovers and husbands were predisposed to dying of love for her. Hadn’t the Duke of Remington gambled everything to make her his wife, and when he lost went home and drank brandy while bleeding to death of self-inflicted wounds? She was a cool one all right.

Indians, a harem girl, knights in armor, blackamoors and exotic birds joined in the dancing making colorful circles across the floor. Angela danced with Owen unaware of the hostilities surrounding her.

“Tonight, Owen,” she murmured with a secret smile and he nodded, his green eyes blazing like emeralds.

The dining table seated two hundred and Angela found herself in a place of honor next to the prince. A small velvet-covered box lay next to her plate and she eyed it apprehensively wondering what it was.

“Open it,” urged the prince. “It’s for you, for furnishing me with one of the most stimulating and diverting evenings in years.”

The comment was overheard and whispered down the line, embellished many times over. There could be no doubt now that she was the prince’s mistress. Greedy eyes watched as Angela covertly opened the box beneath the prince’s beaming smile.

A diamond bracelet winked and sparkled on a bed of black velvet. It was set with six large heart-shaped stones and countless smaller diamonds. The beauty of it took her breath away.

“I couldn’t possibly,” Angela stammered, “accept. . .”

“Nonsense,” remarked the prince, “I had it made especially for you and you will displease me greatly if you don’t put it on now!”

“But—”

“That, my dear Duchess, is a royal command!”

So under the malevolent and amused gaze of two hundred pairs of eyes Angela allowed the prince to clasp the bracelet around her fragile wrist.

“Thank you, Your Highness,” was all she could say and Keith looked across the table at her with a contemptuous twist to his mouth.

The dinner lasted hours and they ate and drank their way through tons of food and interminable courses. The table setting was a masterpiece that must have taken a week to create. A stream of water flowed in a meandering channel down the center, surrounded by sand, rocks, moss and miniature trees. Bridges crossed the tiny river where real silver and gold fish swam. The speculation was that the whole affair was costing the prince one hundred and twenty thousand pounds!

With a firm grip on Jane’s hand Owen steered her off the garden path and led her away from the gently swinging colored lanterns into the darkness.

“I don’t want to go,” she protested but he silently propelled her on. “It’s too dark. I can’t see!”

“Just let your eyes get accustomed to the night.”

 “You are always dragging me into gardens!”

“But I want to be alone with you. There are far too many people in the house. Ah, here we are!”

The full moon chose that moment to slip from behind a concealing cloud, washing the secluded bower in a properly romantic light. Owen looked down at Jane’s moon-silvered face and hair that had turned from gold to a platinum blaze. His eyes followed the curve of brow, cheek, chin as if memorizing a beauty about to be snatched away.

“Things are not as they were before, Jane. I think it’s time we had the truth between us. I can’t stop loving you in spite of your rejection and what it did to me. I wanted to hate you for your pettiness but Angela led me to believe it wasn’t the real reason.”

His hands were warm on her shoulders and Jane felt feverish in spite of the cool breeze playing through the garden. She had known this was coming ever since Keith had wakened her at dawn several days ago and related an outrageous story. She had thought him drunk and had made him repeat it three times. But it had been true and now the lie she had told Owen didn’t matter anymore because he was rich.

Almost hesitantly she looked up into Owen’s face, partly shadowed, the rest thrown into harsh relief in the moonlight. He seemed carved out of granite, everything but his lips as they moved saying things she didn’t want to hear. His lips when smiling reminded her so much of Scott she wanted to cry, and the few times they had touched hers made her feel more alive than she had in years. Just thinking about his kisses sent her emotions into such a tangle it took days to straighten them out.

As if sensing her thoughts Owen stopped speaking, his mouth lowering slowly to hers. She could have escaped if she had wanted to. He was only touching her lightly and she could have swung away from what she knew was coming. But throwing caution to the wind Jane lifted her lips to his, twining her arms around his neck.

The touch was gentle but electrifying and their breathing merged as the kiss deepened and became a mutual possession. Their bodies molded together and liquid fire spread through her body deciding the question once and for all.

“I love you, Owen,” she whispered as his lips burned in the hollow of her throat. “Take me now!”

His head jerked up sharply at her last words. She couldn’t have said that! His imagination must be playing tricks on him.

“Now, Owen!” Jane moved his hand from her waist to her breast watching his eyes darken as his fingers curled around her softness. “I’m not teasing, and I know that you want me.”

“No!” Owen jerked his hand away. “Not here, not now! After we are married—”

She laughed and he broke off confused at the turnabout. What was happening? She had been so reluctant before and now it was as if she was seducing him.

“I never said I would marry you.”

“I don’t understand you, Jane. First you say you love me and then that you won’t marry me. Why? It doesn’t make sense.”

“But it does. People can love without getting married.”

“Now just a minute!” Owen was growing angry and more puzzled by the minute. “We love each other, we are both free and there are no more barriers to keep us from getting married.”

Pressing close to Owen again Jane kissed him. “Don’t talk, just love me. We can talk later.”

“I’m going to get to the bottom of this right now! What kind of a game are you playing and why me?”

 “All right!” Jane stepped back, her anger fueled by his. “I love you but I won’t marry you. I’ll be your mistress but not your wife! Does that explain things simply enough? For a tutor you can be incredibly stupid!”

“Why?” When she didn’t answer, Owen grasped her arms and shook her. “Why?”

“Do you insist on knowing all the deep, dark, ugly secrets in my past? Well, all right! I’m not good enough for you. No, don’t interrupt me now.” Jane’s blue eyes spit sparks at him in the half light. “I am not what you think I am. I’m no shy, retiring little maiden waiting for Prince Charming to sweep me off my feet. He already came and went and took my virginity with him. Oh, yes, I loved him and still do and, heaven help me, I love you at the same time.”

Owen was visibly shaken. “Why didn’t you marry him?”

“He wanted me to and I wanted to but he was bad, reckless—a criminal. I still would have married him but I found out that he was in love with another woman, a married woman. Do you want to know the worst?” Great silver tears slid down her cheeks as Jane relived the agony of her past. “Can you stand another shock? It was Angela, my best friend and his stepmother!”

“Scott Harrington!” Owen staggered as if he had been shot.

“Yes, he was carrying on an affair with both of us at the same time and Angela was pregnant with his child.”

 “Lorna!” The pieces of the puzzle were fitting together and the picture was not a pretty one.

“It was then that I found out the worst about him. I already knew he was a smuggler and a murderer but to discover that he could rape and beat an innocent child like Angela was too much. She was only fifteen! He still wanted to marry me, but I just couldn’t. I was sick with disgust and jealousy and hate!

“He went away for years and when he came back he married Angela. I still loved him and nothing could change that even though he was married to her and they had two children. Scott is dead now but part of me will always feel the same way about him.”

“Jane, Jane.” Owen folded her close to his chest, his cheek resting on her bright hair. “Nothing matters. The past is gone, dead, and we have to live for the future. I know exactly how you feel because I too had a lost love. Part of both of us will always feel the hurt, but the important thing is that we can feel again and love again. Be brave. Take the new chance that life is giving us.”

“I won’t marry you,” she still insisted, her tall slim body stiff in his arms.

“We will talk later. Right now I am taking you home.”

The short ride was silent except for the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves on the cobblestone streets. A great weight, that Jane had not known existed, was lifted from her and she felt like a young girl once again, not a spinster of twenty-eight.

The butler took their wraps inside the front door and as he was retreating Owen swung Jane up into his arms and started for the stairs. She gave a surprised squeal, not believing what was happening. Owen, so gentlemanly and proper, reluctant to even touch her without a ceremony had changed in to instant into a reckless adventurer.

“It’s quite all right,” he told the silent redfaced butler as he mounted the stairs. “She’s my mistress!”

“How could you?” Jane beat on his chest with her fists as he set her down in her bedroom, kicking shut the door. “Tomorrow everyone will know!”

Grasping her flailing arms firmly he couldn’t help laughing. “If you are going to be my mistress I want no secretive, hole-in-the-wall affair. You must be a proper demimondaine. I will set you up in your own house and parade you before my friends in French gowns, dripping with jewels—”

“Stop it!”

“Just as I thought. You really wouldn’t like that life. So tonight you can be my mistress.” Owen’s fingers nimbly unhooked the back of her dress. “And tomorrow you will marry me and be my wife. But we will start our family now, a little girl with your lovely blond hair and—”

His mouth found hers in the semidarkness, softly urging until the stubbornness went out of Jane. Angela was right, the language of the body was far more eloquent than even the words of a poet and he knew that now was the time to claim Jane as his own.

His hands fondled the bare skin of her back where the dress was open and as slowly as a caress Owen drew the bodice down over her shoulders and bosom. She was very still against him, as if in a daze and he pushed the straps of her chemise off her alabaster smooth shoulders. Her high pointed breasts sprang free, but when he touched her Jane lurched away half afraid of what was happening.

It had been six long years since the affair with Scott and she was suddenly embarrassed and shy, covering herself with her hands.

“Don’t,” groaned Owen, going to her and turning her around until she faced the pier glass. “Look. You are beautiful!”

And Jane couldn’t help staring at her reflection in the mirror, Owen in the shadows just behind. He pulled the pins from her hair loosing its glory, brushing it aside from one shoulder as he placed a fiery kiss on the tender flesh. His fingers cupped her quivering breasts brushing the swollen peaks until they tightened with an agony of released desire.

Her breath came faster between parted lips as he held her against him with one strong hand and with the other loosed her from the confines of the rest of her garments. They slid to the floor in a heap about her feet and Jane stood there in just her shoes and stockings. Her glazed blue eyes fastened on Owen’s passion-darkened face and his fingers traced a trail downward over her flat belly.

Then he turned her away from the mirror, his hunger past all control. He laid her on the bed, hurriedly stripping off his clothes and her shoes and stockings. When the hard, hot length of Owen’s body touched hers all the lethargy of the hypnotic moments before left Jane, and a turmoil of feeling surged wildly through her.

She was frightened and exhilarated at the same time, his expert kisses and fiery caresses only increasing her confusion. She wanted him but Scott kept getting in the way. His eyes should be brown not green, and although he was hard-muscled and lean, his shoulders weren’t as wide and he wasn’t as tall. She alternately fought him and acquiesced like a half-wild creature unsure of its end.

He could tell what she was thinking, the battle her heart and mind were waging with her lovely, passion-starved body. It had been the same with him after Beth, almost a betrayal, but a landmark hurdle that had to be passed. Leisurely he let his kisses fall on her closed eyes, her ears and cheeks and back to the sweetness of her mouth.

His tongue was bold and seeking, sending shivers of pleasure down to Jane’s very toes until she was tingling all over and soft moans formed on her lips. Owen’s head lowered to her breasts, his hands on her, stroking and exploring, discovering all the secrets that pleased her.

“No, no!” she protested trying to push him away again. “I can’t! I don’t think I can go through with it. Owen—”

He silenced her protests with his lips, this time insistent and intent on the ultimate experience. It was too late now to stop and Owen resorted to sheer force to get his own way.

He was demanding that she yield; demanding a response. Her softness surrendered beneath the assault and Jane cried out against his mouth at the searing invasion. She turned and twisted beneath Owen, trying to throw him off, like an unbroken horse mounted for the first time.

Catching her thrashing head he kissed Jane, whispering comforting love words, gentling her until she ceased struggling. Then he began moving slowly, inevitably like the rolling ocean waves, taking her blissfully past yearning, until unconsciously she responded.

The ghosts between them disappeared leaving no memories or fears, only two people whose love was all the stronger for the sorrows and trials they had been through.

“I love you,” she whispered, her breathing ragged, the compelling force of their rapture driving every thought from her head.

He was filling an aching void in her life that she had been only too aware of and she stifled a cry of pure joy against his neck as thunder exploded in her ears, reverberating endlessly through her whole being.

Angela stood in the hall outside Jane’s room, dressed in a violet robe. She paused frowning at the thought of the butler’s strange expression last night when she had asked if Jane was already home. She knocked gently on the door wondering how things had gone between Owen and Jane. There was no answer and concern overweighed any concession to privacy she might have felt.

Opening the door a crack she looked in and stood stock-still for a minute, her eyes glued to the entwined couple sleeping beneath the tumbled covers. As quickly as possible she silently closed the door, not even trying to suppress the ridiculous surge of happiness. Things had gone well, very well.

There was a knock on the front door and Angela recognized Keith’s voice below. Lifting her robe in both hands she skimmed down the stairs, bare feet flashing and laughingly drew Keith into the morning room.

“You seem in fine spirits this morning,” he observed as she danced ecstatically around the room and ended by throwing herself into his arms and giving him a brief hug.

He would have held her there but she was gone in a flash, putting the distance of a breakfast table between them and pouring two cups of steaming chocolate. Her dimples deepened as she offered him a cup and there was a bright, mischievous twinkle in her aqua eyes.

“Did Jane get home all right?” Keith wondered out loud, glancing uneasily at her bubbling merriment.

That brought a loud giggle. “Yes, she is in good hands!”

“What are you laughing about?”

“I’m just happy. This is better than winning the card game or going to a ball.”

“What is?”

“When something absolutely wonderful happens to a friend, someone you love and care about very much, don’t you feel happy too?” Angela didn’t wait for an answer. “I almost feel as if it has happened to me!”

She hugged herself, leaning back in her chair with a dreamy look in her eyes. Keith had not the slightest idea what Angela was babbling about, but he was glad she was happy for once and not moping around crying over Scott. He hadn’t realized the extent of her love for him until the day he had told her he was dead and the fact that she still felt the same way almost a year after their separation made Keith uneasy.

He had thought that once Scott had gone they could fall easily back into their old relationship. But alas, the most ingenious plans often don’t work. His one overwhelming passion in life was to finally have Angela for his wife, for her to love him as intensely as he loved her. Keith had made a pact with the devil for that and he looked into the future with anticipation and dread.

She had been uncertain from the start but all roads led to marriage with Keith. He wore away at Angela slowly, inexorably like the steady drip of water on a rock until finally the stone gave way to the unceasing persistence. She made a thousand excuses in her mind: the children needed a father, she couldn’t see herself living alone for the rest of her life, she should settle down after her latest adventures in London and be a respectable woman.

Keith’s love was obsessive, making up for her lack and he assured her that they would be happy together even if she couldn’t bring herself to love him yet. But he always assumed that Angela would love him, that at some time in the nebulous future they would have the perfect marriage.

She should have known better! Even marriage with Scott had been a struggle, no matter how much they had loved each other. And after knowing such heights of feeling could she ever forget enough to make another go at a normal life?

Even Owen had warned her against marrying Keith. He had given her no solid facts for disapproving of the match, only that there was something about Keith he didn’t like, no matter that he was his brother-in-law. She should have listened to Owen, to her own heart, but instead had plunged in, both eyes shut to what she did not want to see.

Less than six months after the fatal mistake Angela’s whole life was a muddle. The children were happy enough living at Bentwood and thrived in the country air but Keith and Angela were slowly destroying each other. Their marriage was a total disaster, and she blamed herself for her overwhelming stupidity in thinking things could ever work out.

It had been a blessed relief when Jane and Owen had arrived in April for an extended visit. Jane had insisted that she wanted to have her baby in the house where she was born. Owen had indulged her, smiling gently at his adored, golden-haired wife swelling with their first child.

Their wedding had been small and hasty. Two months after the night of the prince’s ball, Jane at last gave in to his demands to be his wife when Owen threatened to use the same tactics Scott had used to get Angela. But Jane had laughed and said she would have married him anyway since she didn’t relish giving birth to an illegitimate child.

Paul Vaughn was born at Bentwood in June, a delightful baby that came into the world with the minimum of fuss. He was three months old now and still they lingered at the insistence of Keith. Angela hated thinking about the time when they must return home. Keith would then go back to his quiet, watchful, brooding manner, drinking himself insensible on most nights and spending his days she didn’t know where.

That was better than having him underfoot though, and having nothing to look forward to but the long dreadful nights. Angela supposed that was where the trouble began—in bed. Keith had thought to pick up their old relationship where they had left off years ago and that was not possible. In the intervening time too much had happened and when he touched her it was like a betrayal of Scott. There was no passion there, at least on her side, and Angela thought of it as a distasteful duty, lying passively until he finished.

Heaven knew she had tried but that had been a pretense and Keith saw through it at once. So Angela, who had always been troubled by her hot blood found her husband accusing her of frigidity, of bringing Scott to bed with them every night.

It was true. There wasn’t a minute that passed that she didn’t think of him. When she looked at the children, especially Robert who was just like Scott, he was always in her thoughts. Everywhere she went she had been before with him, even the house she now lived in. There was no escaping it and sometimes on days when she was particularly depressed Angela rode Pegasus to the lake where they had met and loved after his long absence. That place with the blue water, brilliant green grass, and wildflowers had the power to soothe her.

Angela always went by herself to her secret place and only there did she allow her mind to slip back into the past; remembering her straw hat floating on the lake, the daffodils huge and golden, the creation of a new life. Angela wondered what would happen if Keith stumbled on her lying in the long grass by the lake’s edge watching the clouds pile into fantastic shapes.

She had lingered far too long, dreaming the afternoon away and they had guests coming for dinner. Keith had arranged it to cheer her up. Just a small dinner party, he had said, but it turned into twenty-six people. Angela sat up and ran her fingers through her long, loose hair, shaking bits of grass and flowers out. Wearily she headed home wishing the evening was over and it was tomorrow.

The night was warm and Angela dressed in a violet gown embroidered with tiny gold flowers. Small puffed sleeves left her arms bare and on impulse she clasped the bracelet that the Prince of Wales had given her on one slim wrist. She really shouldn’t wear diamonds with such a simple dress but heedlessly she slipped her wedding ring on. Keith would be furious when he saw the heart-shaped stone on her ringer but it felt so right on her hand, as if it were a part of her. She hadn’t worn it since their marriage, maybe it was just one more sign of its downfall.

Going downstairs Angela paused for a moment by the library door. It was early and the guests wouldn’t be arriving for a while so she went in. Her eyes ran swiftly over the golden titles on the spines of a myriad of books. One thing she could lose herself in was a good story, concentrating on the characters and their problems rather than her own. Choosing a novel bound in blue leather she went to the window to catch the last light of day.

Although the sun lay below the horizon now its glory lingered on. Brilliant pink clouds split the deep blue expanse looking like a vast cobblestone road. She pushed the window open watching as the beauty lingered as if unable to end such magnificence. She couldn’t stand being inside and quickly ran from the room out into the garden.

The whole sky was illuminated and changed imperceptibly to a deeper color until the clouds blazed magenta. The garden seemed on fire with glory and at that moment Angela was glad she was there and alive to enjoy the spectacle of nature. Heedless of the dew soaking her satin slippers she wandered breathing the air fragrant with the smells of flowers, newly mown grass, and wet fallen leaves.

Her skin tingled with unknown anticipation and she ran her hands up and down her bare arms as a cool breeze sprang up and played through the trees. Bending to smell a full blown rose she heard a door slam and angry but quiet voices. The window! She had forgotten to close it. It was too high for her to look in but the voices were familiar and one made her blood run cold. Captain Latham! What was he doing here?

“I don’t care if it was an emergency. I told you never to contact me! I make the payments quarterly and on time; you have no right to abuse my privacy. What if my wife saw you? She might well put out your other eye!”

Captain Latham grimaced touching the black patch briefly. He had no desire to run into that firebrand again. Twice was enough, and those times when he had been on the witness stand she had stared at him with such loathing he wouldn’t have been surprised to see her pull out a pistol and shoot him. How Lord Montgomery could stand her as a wife was more than he could understand.

“I’m short of funds,” Captain Latham explained facing the glowering Keith. “I need more!”

“Well you won’t get an advance!” Keith’s fist smashed down on the desk sending the inkwell and letter-opener dancing. “We have an agreement and I have stuck to my end of the bargain. Now get out of here!”

“No!” The word was quietly emphatic. “I did not ask for an advance; those payments will continue as before. I would like ten thousand as a gift for services rendered.”

“You bloodsucker! And if I give it to you what then? Will you be back next month for more? Will you demand more the next time? Oh, no, I’m not playing your little game!”

“You have no choice.” Captain Latham’s voice was as deadly as slow poison. “Unless you want your wife to find out—”

“You wouldn’t dare! She would kill you on sight!”

“Don’t be so sure.” Sweat popped out on Keith’s forehead as Captain Latham continued, his eye glittering evilly in the candlelight. “What do you think she will do when she finds out you were the one that dug up all the dirt to throw on Harrington, that you found Sally Grey and paid her to testify against him, that you financed the expedition to Scotland in the hope he was there?

“Oh, I’ll admit I was only too happy to go along with you in the scheme, there was no love lost between Harrington and myself, but you are the one that instigated the whole damned plot and carried it through to completion. But it didn’t work out quite the way you planned, did it? Transportation instead of hanging and your wife was left still bound to him.”

He smiled briefly, confident of the outcome. “But you managed to see to that nicely too! I wonder what Lady Montgomery would say if she found out that Harrington is—”

“Enough!” Keith shouted, then lowering his voice, “All right. Ten thousand, but I don’t have that much here.”

“Within the week will be fine. Just send it to the usual place and we will forget this whole conversation ever took place.”

Angela stood frozen beneath the window, the book clutched tightly to her bosom. Her blood congealed in her veins at the pernicious deception Keith had perpetrated. It was beyond believing, but she had heard the hateful truth with her own ears. Blackmail, lies, and murder going on right under her nose, cleverly concealed by her husband. Husband be damned!

The hot eruption of rage turned her blood to boiling lava. Keith was responsible for Scott’s death! Murderer, liar! She silently mouthed the words but the shock let no sound escape from her lips. Every curse she had ever heard fought for release and Angela slowly sank down onto the wet grass. She felt as if a mountain had just fallen on her, burying her beneath tons of rock and dirt. She hurt all over and gasped for air, at the same time fighting the sickness that threatened to engulf her.

Captain Latham’s words rang hatefully in her ears. She would kill them both! Such treachery could not go unpunished and the thought of killing them with her own hands took over, spreading like wildfire. She stood up suddenly and the darkening sky spun crazily over her head. Putting out her hand Angela steadied herself against the rough, weathered brick house.

What else had he been about to say when Keith had interrupted him? The trailing sentence was instantly of utmost importance. There was still something she didn’t know but must find out. With a burst of energy Angela ran around the back of the house and up the service stairs.

Before her dazed eyes she could see the large chest at the foot of Keith’s bed. The one that was always locked, the only key always in his possession. Once she had asked him what was in the chest and he had replied that it just contained old letters and memorabilia. But she had a feeling that the answer would be found there.

As she rounded a corner in the hallway Angela ran into Jane and Owen, barely pausing in her flight. They stared at her in astonishment and Jane started after her only to have the door of Keith’s room slammed in her face.

“Angela.” She knocked on the door. "Are you all right? Angela!”

“What’s going on?” questioned Owen, a worried frown marring his forehead.

“I don’t know,” replied Jane with a bewildered look, “but something is wrong. Did you see her face, and her dress all wet and stained with grass?”

Angela locked the door, leaning with her back against it trying to still the booming of her heart. She had barely noticed Owen and Jane and didn’t even hear the knocking on the door. The chest was there, right in front of her; solid wood, bound with brass and with a stout padlock secreting the contents. Her eyes scanned the room looking for something to break it open with.

The poker! She inserted the tip through the shackle and leaned on it with all her weight. She tried again twisting it this time, bracing it against the chest. With a snap that threw her to the floor the lock gave way and she opened the lid. At first Angela thought the chest was empty and thrust her hand into the dark recess in a panic. But paper rustled and she withdrew a sheaf of papers tied carefully with a black ribbon.

Black, a fitting color to bind such documents. She untied the bow, scattering the papers over the carpet. It was all there; receipts for hiring the ship, notations of damning incidents in Scott’s past, the price paid Sally Grey for her testimony. Impatiently she pushed aside Keith’s riding whip which had fallen off the lid of the chest.

Quickly she scanned the papers, until she came to one that took her breath away. It was the last of all of them, folded together with the letter from the captain of the convict ship telling of Scott’s death. The letter that Keith had showed her was a forgery! The original revealed something else.

He was alive! The whole thing had been a perfidious hoax, dreamed up to pull the wool over her eyes. With Scott safely out of the way the path lay clear for Keith to take over in her life as her husband and lover.

Tears coursed down Angela’s cheeks falling unheeded on her already ruined gown. Anger and joy chased each other in circles like a dog after a cat. He was alive! That’s what Captain Latham had left unsaid, the most important part of all!

Her heart leaped with jubilation. Somewhere across endless seas and oceans Scott lived, so far away that it might be impossible for a lesser woman to find him. But Angela’s love was stronger than any force bent on keeping them apart.

“I will go to him. I will find Scott,” she cried out loud pressing the blessed piece of tearstained paper against her breast. “He is not dead! My love is alive!”

But there was one more thing she must do to avenge the cunning deceit. Unconsciously she grabbed the whip she had pushed aside before, holding it tightly as a frenzy of fury shook her slim body like a storm. Keith would pay for his betrayal. The man who was her bigamous husband would regret the day he had ever laid eyes on her.

She couldn’t have caused more of a stir when she went downstairs if she had appeared stark naked. Angela stood silently, her aqua eyes blazing as they raked the guests in the drawing room. Her face was white with two bright spots of color high on each cheek and there were unmistakable signs of tears on her face. The unearthly look was only enhanced by her rumpled, stained dress, the sparkling jewels and the disorder of her black hair.

All conversation ceased as everyone stared at the shaking, distraught woman that caused sensation wherever she went. Jane eyed the dangling whip uneasily wondering what had possibly happened, and the others wondered what was going to happen. As Keith entered the room escorting several latecomers he stood stock-still, aghast at Angela’s appearance and the awesome silence that met him.

As if drawn to a magnet Angela approached him stopping several feet away. Her nostrils flared as if catching the vile scent of deception hanging about Keith and before he could move the lash curled toward him, slashing open his cheek. Blood spurted vermillion on his white shirt and she raised her arm again only to find it held tightly by Owen. He removed it from her hand releasing her, watching the drama being played out to completion.

Keith looked at her dazed, his hand pressing against the wound on his face. Hate emanated from her like a heady perfume and a spasm of terror gripped him momentarily.

“You,” Angela spat out venomously, “have just been challenged! My seconds will call on you and arrange the details.”

“You’re crazy!” Keith burst out. “A woman can’t fight a duel, it’s impossible!”

“I can and I will. I make my own rules and tomorrow I will kill you for what you have done to me and Scott!”

A quaking began in Keith at the steely look in her eyes and the determination in her voice. She would do it! Angela would dare anything, and he could see himself lying dead on the wet, green grass at sunrise. He shook his head groggily to clear it of the vision.

“Why?” The one word punctuated the silence of the room.

Angela loosed a string of words describing Keith that made the ladies present gasp in astonishment. “Bastard! I heard everything outside the library tonight while you had your secret meeting with Captain Latham. Everything but one thing and that I found upstairs!” Dramatically Angela pulled the letter from her bodice, waving it beneath Keith’s startled nose.

“You lied! Scott is not dead and I am not your wife! I belong to him in spite of all your conniving efforts to have him hanged. You do well to quake in your boots you bloody hypocrite, because this night will be your last on earth!”

With her head held high Angela swept a haughty glance over everyone present, watching them shrink from her gaze. Then as regally as a queen she slowly left the room, hearing it dissolve into chaos behind her.

“Is it true?” cried Jane rushing up to Keith and tugging on his arm.

As he nodded, anguish enveloped her. Keith, her only brother, beloved companion, had stooped lower than hell. Keith whose code of honor had always been the most important part of his life had been felled by his passionate obsession for the one woman he couldn’t possess.

Scott was alive and Jane could understand completely Angela’s wrath, but somehow it must be stopped. The duel could not occur! Her heart was split, part of her sympathizing with Keith, the other knowing Angela was right. But to threaten to kill him because of what had happened was too much. Keith’s public humiliation and the wound that would scar him for life was enough. Somehow she must talk Angela out of her folly.

Without her being aware of it the guests quickly dispersed, like a fog before a fierce wind, leaving the room devoid of everything but the terrible reverberations of angry words and the wound of a whip cutting through flesh.

Owen returned and saw brother and sister standing together unmoving in the middle of the room. Going to Jane he put his arm around her and tenderly drew her away from Keith.

“Angela has asked me to be one of her seconds,” he announced watching her face grow pale.

“You can’t. I won’t let this happen!”

“I have already agreed! The subject is closed.” Then more gently, “Go upstairs now. Keith and I have much to talk about.”

Angela wore a black riding habit in the chilly predawn mist. She had slept like a rock last night and woke determined to see this folly through. There had never been a duel fought between a man and a woman before and the word had spread all over the countryside last night. Although the time and place had been kept secret, many people were gathered. They had waited all night outside the house and had followed the participants.

It would have been impossible to get rid of them and Angela didn’t want to postpone the duel for another time. It must happen now while her anger still crackled like lightning in a stormy summer sky.

They had all tried to talk her out of the contest, everyone but Owen. He had only asked to take her place and fight Keith in her behalf. She refused and he conceded without further argument knowing it would be useless. The stage was set and they had only to wait for the morning sun to begin the action.

Jane shivered watching the combatants beneath the ancient oak trees, silvered with strands of fog, slowly dissolving into the air. She wasn’t supposed to be there but nothing, not even Owen’s orders, could have kept her away. Her husband glared at her from some distance away, disapproval evident although she couldn’t make out the expression on his face.

Neither of them had slept and Jane had cried most of the night. Nothing Owen had done or said could comfort her. Someone was going to die this morning—maybe Keith, maybe Angela or both. No, she corrected herself rubbing trembling gloved fingers together in an effort to warm them, there was no danger for Angela. Keith would never bring himself to harm her. So her heart wept for her brother; that he deserved what might happen to him did nothing to dispel her despair.

The first rays of the sun turned the field of honor into a beautiful picture-book world of brilliantly green, dew-spangled grass, slanting in undulating waves through the shifting fog and the stirring leaves. The shadows cast were long and bold as the pistols were chosen. The hush was broken only by the wind in the trees, the gurgling of a nearby brook, and the awakening birds.

The crowd huddled together for warmth safely out of range of danger, watching the scenario, avidly eager to remember every detail. Many present had attended the abortive dinner party the night before and wanted to see the quarrel through to the end. After all, what was happening this morning was a historical, if highly irregular, milestone in the long history of dueling. There had been two Italian women that had fought but nothing like this between a man and his wife—and a bigamous marriage at that!

Keith chose a pistol, his blue eyes pleading silently with Angela to put a stop to this foolishness. But her eyes were as hard and unyielding as two transparent, green-blue stones. She took the other pistol and checked it carefully although Owen had just done so a few minutes before. Then Keith grabbed Angela’s wrist, his pale face with the bruised swollen cheek close to hers, his words passionate with deep feeling.

“I know that what I did was despicable but I would do it again. No, I would do worse to have you for even the short time we were together! Just remember one thing, Angela, what I did, I did for love—and love covers a multitude of sins.”

“Not this one!” She jerked free of him, loathing in the sneer she gave him. “You went too far this time, Keith, not caring whom you hurt! You used innocent people to gain your own ends and gave no heed to the pain you would cause to those who loved you. You make me sick! All this time I thought you were my friend, that you cared about me.”

“But I did care. Too much!” He wheeled around shouting, “Let’s get on with it!” Then very quietly to Angela, “Kill me if you must but I won’t raise a weapon against you. Good-bye, my love!”

It had begun. They stood back to back in the brilliant autumn morning and Owen, his voice ringing out clearly in the sharp air, started counting. They moved thirty paces apart and both turned.

His words had nearly unnerved Angela and as she took aim her hand shook so much that she couldn’t have hit the side of a barn. Keith stood casually relaxed, his hair a golden blaze and his pistol dangling from one hand, pointed at the ground. He wasn’t even making a pretense of defending himself, like a prisoner suddenly calm awaiting the inevitability of the death sentence.

He faced her squarely, not bothering to turn sideways to offer less of a target. Keith flashed a smile and called out loudly, “No matter what happens, Angela, I love you! Get it over with. Kill me, because life without you wouldn’t be worth living!”

Now her whole body trembled and the pistol felt as heavy as a lead weight in her upraised hand. He had been everything to her in the intervening years: friend, traitor, lover, confidant, rescuer, brother, stepfather to her children, bogus husband, and cruel perpetrator of a ghastly hoax.

All those things were in the past. The only thing that mattered now was what he had done to her and Scott. He had torn them apart and would have seen him hanged except for the judge’s sentence of transportation. Keith was in effect a murderer. She had lost Scott, her unborn baby, and her parents because of the events he had set in motion. Now everything had come full circle and what happened next was up to her.

“For the man I love, my husband, Scott Harrington!”

There was no hesitation as her firm fingers took careful aim, squeezing the trigger, hearing the loud report as if it came from miles away. Keith staggered clutching at his chest where a spreading scarlet stain reddened his white shirt. In slow motion he fell to the ground and Angela ran to him fleetly, beating even the doctor.

Tears gushed from her eyes like the geyser of blood that pumped from Keith’s body, spurting all over Angela kneeling by his side. She pressed on the wound trying to stem the crimson tide that rushed hot and sticky between her fingers.

“Oh, Keith, Keith! What have we done to each other in the name of love?”

Keith’s glazed blue eyes focused briefly on the weeping woman beside him. “So you did love me a little?”

The tenseness left his body and blood bubbled between his slack lips. Jane reached them then, staring uncomprehendingly from Keith to Angela.

“He’s dead,” stated the doctor and Jane screamed throwing herself on the corpse that a few moments before had been her brother.

“Oh, lord,” whispered Angela to herself. “What have I done? Could I have done any less?”


The evening tide came in and the ship rocked gently as the anchor was weighed and they got under way. Men scrambled up the rigging like agile monkeys unfurling sails and seeing to the hundred and one odd jobs that attended departure. The bustle of activity was frantic and so were the docks. A couple stood waving, straining for a last look at loved ones departing for exotic places and ports of call.

Angela stood at the railing of the Dark Lady waving to Jane and Owen. Many other curiosity seekers were there watching her depart, wondering what other adventures she would become embroiled in. Lorna and Robert were all eyes watching with undisguised delight everything that went on around them. Molly and Angus kept a firm grip on the excited children lest they fall overboard in the excitement.

Waving at the figures growing smaller on the dock, Angela felt a wrench in the region of her heart. It would be a long time, perhaps years before she saw Jane and Owen again. The great unknown spread before her as vast as the trackless sea, beckoning her on. Scott was on the other side waiting for her and whatever dismay she felt at leaving her home and friends was just a pinprick compared with the growing joy of knowing every minute was bringing her closer to her husband.

Their course was set for the West Indies and Jamaica over her vehement objections. There had been a terrible battle of words and wills between her and Captain Darnell when they had first met. As the owner of the ship she had ordered him to set sail immediately for Australia by the shortest route. He, on the other hand, had shown her the contracts, signed and delivered that bound him to deliver cargo elsewhere. Under no circumstances would he break his word and he threatened to quit if she insisted otherwise.

It was a stalemate. If he quit it might take months before another qualified captain could be found and Angela was impatient to be off. The detour would take several months but after that the ship would be hers to command. The only other ship bound for Australia was a convict ship set to sail in the spring. So the compromise had been made, Jamaica first, then New South Wales. Whichever way she looked at it the Dark Lady would be quicker, and in Jamaica she could inspect their plantation.

Locked safely away in the cabin she had shared before with Scott was Angela’s greatest triumph. The papers that Keith had so carefully kept, documenting the travesty of a trial, had been the key to freedom for Scott. When everything had been revealed to the judge he had revoked the sentence, declaring Scott not guilty. A copy of that order rested in Angela’s jewel case, the most important of all her possessions. With that small piece of paper Scott was free and they could once again resume a normal life together. All his lands and titles were restored and she was once again his wife.

Excitement stirred Angela’s blood, warming her in spite of the stiff breeze. She stood clutching the railing tightly long after the others went below. The sailors covertly watched the beautiful woman bathed in the light of the setting sun. Occasionally they caught a glimpse of her perfect figure beneath the concealing cloak as the wind blew it aside, molding her clothes to her body.

She was as still as a carved figurehead, her eyes the color of a tropical lagoon, fastened on the receding land mass. The sunset flamed in magnificence as if putting on a show as a last farewell. The sky blazed red, then orange, golden sprays of sunbeams illuminating the high-piled, castellated clouds. For one second her thoughts turned to Scotland, to the Bratach Sith, wondering if it had exacted enough punishment at last.

The thought disappeared completely as Angela, with tears in her eyes and salt spray on her face, watched the green island that was England slip beneath the choppy sparkling waves.
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I’ve been of thousand devils caught,

And thrust into that horrid place,

Where reign dismay, despair, disgrace.

—George Crabbe




Chapter Nine

The voyage had been swift and uneventful, and Angela was thankful she was a good sailor. Molly had been dreadfully seasick the first week out and she had her hands full caring for her and the children. Robert and Lorna ran wild on the deck of the ship exploring everything, turning nut-brown beneath the warming sun. They had even tried climbing the rigging to Angela’s horror and both of them were caught and punished. Two days in the cabin had been the most excruciating of tortures for the two mischief makers and they didn’t soon forget it.

The drenching downpour of a few minutes ago left as quickly as it had come, the laden clouds dropping their burden and passing swiftly out to sea. Although it was winter it was hotter than any English summer on the green tropical island. Now that the rain was over Angela felt damp and sticky, the humidity curling the loose wisps of raven hair around her face. Squirming inside her clothes which stuck uncomfortably to her perspiring skin she watched the unloading of the Dark Lady from the deck, vowing to wear only one petticoat during her stay.

Jamaica was truly beautiful, a lush paradise set in crystal clear blue waters. The ocean was so transparent that in places Angela could see right to the bottom. There were colorful fish and assorted sea animals swimming in and out of jagged rock formations that Captain Darnell explained were coral reefs. They were formed over the centuries by the cementing together of the skeletons of tiny sea creatures that resembled plants. The children were quite taken with his explanations and Angela couldn’t help but be fascinated by the strange new sights around her.

The captain was obviously infatuated with her, though he tried to hide it, and even if she listened eagerly to his detailed descriptions of the flora and fauna she was careful not to give him any encouragement. She had been troubled enough by unwanted suitors and wasn’t about to let another man fall in love with her. The results could be disastrous. Besides, Captain Darnell was an old friend of Scott’s and she didn’t want to be the cause of any estrangement between them.

A trade wind sprang up, immediately relieving some of the heat of the day by stirring the heavy air. Angela was grateful as it played over her and she gazed at Fort Charles ensconced solidly by the shore. Port Royal, even the name seemed exotic, conjuring images of pirates and adventurers who had made the city their headquarters during their heyday in the sixteenth and seventeenth, centuries. Why a pirate had even been knighted and made lieutenant-governor of Jamaica!

To be sure there still were pirates plying the warm, blue waters but their numbers were dwindling. They hid out in the maze of thousands of tiny uncharted islands, or cays, dotting the Caribbean Sea. The archipelago curved twenty-five hundred miles from South America to the Bahamas off the coast of Florida: encompassing the West Indies, Leeward Islands, Greater and Lesser Antilles, and the Windward Islands. There were a million places for skilled buccaneers to take cover and make their base of operations.

The ride up into the foothills took well over an hour and Angela was immensely happy that the governor had insisted his carriage should transport them. Scott had bought no such fancy equipage during his stay and the only thing available from Bluehills were the rough, unsprung farm carts. The dirt road was narrow and deeply rutted as it twisted its puddled way through the ever-increasing denseness of foliage. The well-sprung carriage bobbed like a cork in the ocean shaking the passengers, to the amusement of Robert and Lorna who enjoyed the bucking ride greatly.

It had felt strange to stand on dry land again after so many weeks at sea and at first Angela had trouble walking without the gentle roll of the deck beneath her feet. She laughed to herself, they must have looked a strange bunch lurching like drunkards on the dock until their legs had once again become accustomed to firm ground. But evidently the people crowded around to see the new arrivals saw nothing amiss and Angela had been well aware of the murmurings of the ladies over her fashionable clothes. They were sadly behind the times tucked away so far from England and their clothes were provincial and out of style.

She had noted especially the auburn-haired beauty, her envious eyes coveting every stitch Angela had on, although her own clothes were expensive and more up to date than most others around her. But something about those cold ice-blue eyes had made Angela uneasy and she was glad to be gone from the press of people.

There was a veritable potpourri of different nationalities abounding on the island and Angela had heard half a dozen languages being spoken. There were the Dutch, Spaniards, Chinese, Germans, Portugese, and English but by far the largest part of the population was made up of the black slaves who were still in bondage although the slave trade had been abolished two years ago. Before that Jamaica had been one of the greatest slave marts in the entire world drawing the plantation owners like flies to honey.

There was unease among the white slave owners on the island because of the reaction of the Maroons, escaped slaves themselves, who insisted on stirring up trouble when there was none. As insidiously as their voodoo charms they instigated unrest continuously. They mistakenly believed that the law abolishing slavery meant instant emancipation, but that was not the case. There were still masters and slaves and the cruel inequality of one human owning another.

The settlers had good memories and even though things were relatively quiet at the moment it hadn’t been that long ago when revolts had taken place. The Maroons took up residence in Cockpit country, a wild almost impenetrable part of the island where they fiercely fought for independence. After years of war and uneasy peace they were offered amnesty in 1796 only to have the guarantee broken when six hundred of them were shipped to Nova Scotia. The remaining Maroons disappeared back into their hiding places distrustful and fiercer than ever.

The carriage lurched as they turned onto a long well-kept drive bordered on either side by huge royal palms, their straight silvery-gray trunks gleaming in the afternoon sun. After the regal drive the house was unpretentious, perched high on a green hill. The grounds were the real glory, lush and magnificent, spreading in flowered profusion, enhancing the house like a plain woman adorned with jewels.

Vines of yellow and amethyst trumpet-shaped flowers climbed the spreading trellises shading the wide veranda from the sun but allowing the ever-present breeze to sweep up from a golden cove. A tiny birdlike slave woman greeted them, informed just an hour ago of their arrival. In her odd singsong English she welcomed them into the house with a broad smile and sparkling black eyes.

Her name was Ruby, the housekeeper Scott had chosen to run the household. She chatted pleasantly while Angela concentrated, trying to catch the rhythm of the way she spoke. Despite the short notice everything was in readiness and Ruby showed them to their rooms. A bath was being filled in the master bedroom and cooling drinks miraculously appeared. A frown from Ruby silenced the giggling slave girls and as they left her alone Angela sank down on a chair sipping the refreshing beverage. The drink was sweet, but had a hint of tartness to it, a mixture of several fruit juices she would later learn.

The room was large and square with a high ceiling and a polished hardwood floor scattered with curious woven grass rugs. The walls were painted white, and a pale green spread covered the bed which was draped in a canopy of mosquito netting. Tall louvered shutters stood open at the windows and the door that opened onto the veranda. From her room Angela could see the turquoise waters of the cove spread below looking like a giant thumbprint indented into the coast. The sandy beach beckoned invitingly recalling long-lost days in Italy, but that would have to wait.

As Angela bathed she took in the rest of the room: the dark highly polished highboy and armoire, a mirror, several chairs and a table, a small desk. A spartan setting, relieved by the large potted plants and armfuls of artfully arranged cut flowers scattered in every corner of the room.

She could picture Scott here with her and a hot welling up of desire tightened her breasts beneath the tepid water. It had been so long and he was so far away, would she ever find him at last? Would they once again lie flesh against fevered flesh, expressing with their kisses and caresses what words would never tell? Angela longed for the day, burned for the nights when they would be reunited at last in body as well as spirit. All those months when she had been dead inside were gone and like a young tree in spring the sap ran through her invigorating and awakening once again all the dormant passion.

The brief rest here at their plantation between journeys seem too long already. Angela was anxious to be off again after only a few hours on shore. But there were those inconvenient contracts to be fulfilled. Captain Darnell assured her that they would depart within the month.

The timing was right because although it was winter in Jamaica the Southern Hemisphere was in summer. They would sail south down the coast of South America and around Cape Horn. Then they would be in the South Pacific, a vast body of water broken only by small islands until the huge unexplored continent of Australia was finally sighted.

She could have entrusted the precious pardon to Angus or some other servant and sent them off while she waited patiently at home, but that was not Angela’s way. Impatience compelled her onward, and soon she would be reunited with her husband. Then the separation would seem like only days, soon forgotten in their rediscovery of each other and their undying love.


It was almost too easy to fall into the slow, lazy pace of life on the plantation. Slaves were at her beck and call to do any task for Angela no matter how small. But something about this oppressive system didn’t sit well with her. She would have to talk with Scott about selling their property here, since she had definitely decided she didn’t like being a slave owner. Maybe they could free some of the slaves, like Ruby, the delightful, ageless little woman who had taught herself how to read and write and managed the house with a quiet, self-assured air.

Angela had come upon her one day when the rest of the household was indulging in the local custom of an afternoon nap. The book she had been reading in a quiet corner of the small library had slipped from her hands, thudding to the floor. The terror in Ruby’s black eyes had been fleeting but very evident, replaced quickly with defiance.

For a slave to read and write was unthinkable! Keep them in blissful ignorance, was the byword of the planters, that way no trouble would start. If Ruby had belonged to someone else she might have been publicly lashed to death.

But Angela wasn’t one of the high and mighty, always superior caste that must maintain their position or die trying. She had been too close with poverty herself in her childhood to ever look down haughtily on any person no matter what the color of her skin. Instead she had applauded Ruby’s nerve and daring, and in doing so made a fast friend.

She had to admit the past two weeks had been a pleasant interlude, during which she went over the books with the overseer and inspected the plantation. Everything ran like clockwork and she credited that to the system Scott had set up and the initiative and honesty of the overseer, Matthew Grey. Angela was shocked at first to find the husband of the treacherous Sally in charge but that swiftly changed as she got to know him.

He was nothing like his wife and despaired over the part she had played in having Scott transported when Angela informed him of what had happened. He was well rid of Sally and now lived peacefully with his Chinese mistress and their two small sons. She was as tiny and delicate as a doll, with slanted, almond-shaped eyes and long, straight black hair. A shy retiring creature, Angela quite intimidated her at first but on her second visit she took Lorna and Robert who broke the ice in a manner only children could.

Hibiscus, the roan mare that Angela had chosen to ride, trotted briskly along the boundary of Bluehills. She wasn’t quite sure where her plantation left off and Rosemont began. The stunning auburn-haired woman she had glimpsed on arrival was the owner of the adjoining plantation, reputed to be the richest and most lovely on the island. Annee Wallace was famous for her beauty and her colorful past. Married three times to rich, older men, her husbands died mysteriously and the word murder was whispered from slave quarters to the governor’s mansion. She was also credited with killing a number of her slaves either purposely or in fits of rage and her overseer-lovers came and went as quickly as her whims.

Breaking out of the forest Angela came quite suddenly on a waterfall too breathtaking to believe. Clear blue water foamed and sprayed, gently cascading down smooth rock shelves, almost like giant steps. The air was much cooler by the waters and Angela couldn’t resist dismounting for a closer look.

Tethering Hibiscus to a tree she walked slowly around the sapphire pool into which the waterfall emptied. The temptation was too much! With quick sure movements she began unfastening her dress, pulling off her boots until her garments lay like flowers on the green velvet grass. Testing the water with her foot Angela found it pleasantly cold and a moment later swam and splashed joyfully in the lovely virgin setting only nature could have formed.

Swimming to the first ledge she let the water cascade over her and then hauled herself up to sit on the slippery rock, the spray foaming over her legs and hips. It felt wonderful and she wished once again Scott was with her. The memory of another watery encounter flashed through her mind, but she had been unwilling and reluctant then. She wouldn’t be now.

Slowly, carefully lest she slip on the smooth slick stones Angela climbed up the steps, which had been carved with human hands. She paused when she got tired, sunning herself, never giving a thought to being discovered. The sun was hot on her bare skin and in contrast the water was icy. Cupping her hands she took a long refreshing drink, gazing with unabated wonder at the beauty surrounding her.

It never ceased to amaze her when she discovered the new and different beauties the world had to offer. The green rolling hills and flowering trees of her native Kent, the regal splendor of London, the desolate wildness of the Highlands and now the lush, tropical paradise spread out below her. What would Australia be like? She had read the reports of a harsh land, but every place had its own wonderful characteristics and unique beauty.

Angela reached the top of the staircase, standing knee deep in the stream feeding the waterfall. More jungle spread out endlessly on either side of the stream. A crashing disturbed the silence, birds flying skyward at the sound and Angela stood frozen as a huge slave broke from the forest at a run and sprawled full length into the water.

He gulped down the water noisily, panting as if he had run a long way. Hurriedly Angela turned and poised for a moment before arcing through the air and diving cleanly into the pool below. She surfaced hoping he hadn’t seen her, after all he had been quite a distance from her. A splashing commotion above caught her attention and before she could move the man jumped into the pool shattering the peace of the day.

He had seen her! With powerful strokes he swam to where she cowered half hidden from sight beneath an overhanging vine. She opened her mouth but a large wet hand clamped over it.

“Don’t make a sound!” he said pinning her against the rock ledge. “I won’t hurt you as long as you are quiet.”

Angela frowned, making no effort to free herself. He was a muscular giant, his brown skin glistening in the sun, his pleading eyes desperate. But the way he talked was not the way all the other slaves spoke. His voice was cultured, the words crisp with just a hint of a French accent. Could it be possible he was a runaway, a nègre marron?

He stiffened as the sound of barking dogs became evident in the distance and then she was sure he had escaped. With sign language Angela indicated she would be quiet and tentatively the hand moved from her mouth. She didn’t know who he was or who he belonged to but the dire situation communicated itself to her and she knew for a certainty that if she were a slave she would run too.

“My horse,” she whispered, “is just out of sight over there. Take her!”

His grip on her loosened and for one second aqua and amber eyes met in mutual understanding. “Thank you, lady!” He flashed a brief smile. “I will never forget you!”

“Hurry,” Angela urged, “and good luck!”

He disappeared as suddenly as he had appeared, running into the jungle in the direction Angela had pointed. She heard Hibiscus give a soft whinny and wondered if she would see the horse again. There wasn’t time for thinking now. The dogs were closer and she had to get dressed before someone saw her. It would be a long walk home too, in the hottest part of the day.

She dressed and began walking briskly back home. Her hair hung wet and heavy down her back soaking the riding habit but at least it kept her cooler. Breaking out of the woods, she was once again on familiar ground and made her way through the cultivated fields.

Dogs on long ropes broke into the field dragging a dozen men after them. A woman on horseback followed, sighting Angela immediately. She rode forward stopping in front of her, gazing down contemptuously at the bedraggled figure.

“Have you seen a large slave man anywhere?” asked the auburn-haired woman condescendingly.

“No,” lied Angela looking up at her, knowing immediately who she was. If what they said about her was true it was no wonder he had run away. “Have you see a roan horse?” Angela put on her most superior air, the one that had cut short even Thurston Vaughn. “I’m afraid Hibiscus was stolen while I went for a swim.”

“Damn!” cursed Annee Wallace. “The runaway probably took it. I’ll stake my life he did! Where were you—at the waterfall?”

Angela nodded and Annee wheeled shouting orders to the men, galloping off without another word or a backward glance.

“I hope he escapes, you bitch!” Angela hurled after her, though she knew she couldn’t hear her above the barking and howling of the dogs. She stood watching for a long time after they had gone, then turned and trudged towards home.

The billowing clouds were luminous, the color of iridescent pearls scattered haphazardly across an azure sky. It was early, the air cool and refreshing as Angela stood on the veranda wrapped in a thin robe and troubled thoughts. Those thoughts had kept her up most of the night and her eyes were heavy-lidded with fatigue.

Ruby appeared with a light breakfast, setting it on a small rattan table. Angela smiled her appreciation and sipped a cup of hot, spiced chocolate. The beach below glowed in the morning sun, gently ruffled by the surf and the ocean glinted like shattered glass. The tall poinciana trees with leaves as delicate as Irish lace cast long shadows, shading the lawn from emerald to forest-green. Palm fronds clattered in the breeze blending with the buzz of bees and the twittering of the birds.

She had tossed all night contemplating the fate of the runaway slave she had met so briefly. Angela shuddered to think of what would happen to him if he was caught. A slave of Annee Wallace’s would be severely punished. She hadn’t liked the woman ever since her first brief glimpse of her on the dock and yesterday’s encounter cemented the feeling. Those blue eyes had been cold and furious, angry at Angela for allowing her horse to be stolen. She wondered what Mrs. Wallace would do if she knew she had aided the man to escape.

That instant decision haunted Angela. What if the man actually was dangerous and hurt someone in the process of fleeing? That would make her partly responsible, but somehow those strange amber eyes inspired confidence. Whatever the case she would have to find out what, if anything had happened. She could not stand being in such a state of suspense much longer. Asking about her horse would be as good an excuse as any to find out whether he had been caught during the night.

Finishing breakfast Angela bathed and dressed in a new riding habit the color of a robin’s egg. The blue broadcloth was cut severely accentuating the perfection of the wearer, sure to cause envy in the eyes of the fashion conscious Mrs. Wallace. The heels of her polished black boots clicked impatiently on the wooden floors as she strode through the house and out the front door.

Another horse was waiting for her at the stable, a gray gelding, saddled and ready to be off. She mounted and started on her way, controlling the frisky animal with a sure hand. She let him run until they entered the forest and then slowed his pace. Angela was oblivious to the scenery today, anxious to get to Rosemont and find out what the situation was. She got lost once and wasted time wandering about until she found a faint trail. Following it she soon broke out of the trees, galloping across the fields where slaves looked up briefly at her passing. They were soon back to work when a man with a large whip applied it liberally to several backs.

Cruel, thought Angela, that was no way to control slaves or servants. A little common sense and a firm hand was much more logical and made for willing workers. Bluehills ran wonderfully well although by most standards Matthew Grey was an overly lax overseer in the meting out of discipline. He was too soft, a bad example, most of the planters thought, only admitting grudgingly that the plantation seemed much more profitable than the majority.

Rosemont was in the distance a large, classical, two-story house of mellow pink brick. Large white columns supported the obligatory veranda, and the lawns in the immediate area of the house bloomed with hundreds of different colored roses. It was truly a charming place with an elegance almost too severe for the carefree atmosphere of the island. It wouldn’t have been out of place transplanted to a hilltop in England.

Angela rode up the newly raked gravel drive. The place seemed deserted and she sat quietly for a moment undecided as to what to do. Slipping off the gray she tethered it and went up the wide front steps. Even the heavy brass door knocker was shaped like a rose and she let it fall sharply, the sound echoing in the hall beyond. She had to knock several times before a distraught maid appeared, her eyes wet with recently wiped away tears.

She was in such a state that Angela could barely make out what she was saying, at last figuring out that Mrs. Wallace was somewhere in the vicinity of the slave quarters. Remounting she rode around the house and along the path that must lead to the jumble of shacks that usually served as homes for the slaves. As she rounded a bend she saw that she was right.

A great crowd of slaves stood silently, blocking her view into the compound. What were they all doing just standing around? Shouldn’t they be working at this time of day? A slight whistling sound caught her attention and as she approached Angela could see over the kinky heads into the square beyond.

He had been caught! An ugly man wielded a whip, the sound sickening as it made contact with bare flesh, laying open the back of the huge man tied to a post firmly embedded in the ground. Muscles rippled and strained beneath his glistening skin, blood flecking the ground.

“Twenty-four!” The whip struck again as Annee Wallace counted, watching the procedure with a sadistic smile of enjoyment on her red lips.

It was horrible! The bound man jerked but made no sound. His back was already crisscrossed with dripping crimson lacerations. How could he stand it? She had to do something to stop the barbaric torture. No one else would.

Plowing through the thick crowd Angela came to a halt near the whipping post. Pain-hazed amber eyes looked at her, recognition dawning, then fleeting as he was struck again.

“Stop!” she shouted flinging herself off her horse.

Planting herself firmly between the slave and the overseer Angela glared at him daring him to touch her. Her eyes blazed dangerously in her pale face and the man hesitated looking to his employer for further instructions.

“How dare you treat this man like an animal! You are inhuman—vicious—”

“What do you want?” asked Annee, her eyes coldly appraising as she sauntered up to Angela.

“I told you—stop this abomination at once!”

Her laugh was as cold as her eyes. “No! Why should I? This animal belongs to me. He is a runaway and I can do whatever I want to him.”

“And what do you plan to do?”

“Why he’s to be given one hundred lashes for running away and for stealing and killing your horse.”

So Hibiscus was dead. Angela felt a pang of sadness. She had grown to like the horse, but more than an animal’s life was at stake here.

“A hundred lashes will kill him!”

The woman was a monster, evil and despicable. Somehow Angela had to get the slave out of her clutches; she didn’t exactly know why, but everything inside her clamored for his release.

“I want to buy the man,” Angela stated. “Name your price!”

“Buy him? But I don’t want to sell!” She laughed again, an ugly sound against the soft murmuring of the slaves. “I have all the money I need. . .”

Angela cut her off, quickly searching for a way to persuade her. “I have something you might want. We can make a trade!”

Curiosity gleamed in Annee’s eyes as she looked at the calm, imperious woman standing up to her. She, who had the whole island hoodwinked and twisted around her little finger. The duchess was a cool one all right and used to getting her way from the look of her.

“The governor’s ball is next month,” stated Angela. “I have a bolt of Chinese silk the color of a flame—the latest thing from England. You would look stunning in a dress of the newest fashion. The silk and the loan of my maid to make you the grandest ball gown this island has ever seen in exchange for that slave!”

Angela had hit home! She recognized immediately the greed on Annee’s face. The thought of outshining every other woman at the ball was evident.

“And accessories?” asked Annee.

“Yes, everything you need: gloves, a fan, plumes for your hair, ribbons. . .”

“Done!”

A huge collective sigh escaped the lips of the audience. Angela looked warily at Annee, not trusting her at all.

“Have the papers drawn up,” Angela told her. “We will sign them whenever you want, but I will take my slave now. Cut him loose,” she told the overseer.

The man glanced at Annee and she nodded, turned and strode briskly toward the house.

The slave crumpled into a heap on the dusty ground and the overseer with a contemptuous sneer shouted for everyone to get back to work. They scattered immediately leaving Angela quite alone with a halfconscious man in the hot, empty square.

“Damn,” she muttered to herself. “How am I going to get him home?”

Going to the well she drew a bucket of water and carried it over to the prone figure. Kneeling in the dirt Angela removed a glove and dipped her hand into the water dribbling it over his face. Those eyes flickered open, stunned at first, then he half raised himself tipping the bucket and drinking right out of it until it was half empty. Flies buzzed, gathering on the raw flesh and the sun burned down mercilessly.

“Please,” urged Angela, “you must get up. I have to get you away from here.”

Her words activated him and he struggled to his hands and knees. He could never walk home in his condition, thought Angela, going to the horse and deftly removing the saddle. She led the gelding over to the slave encouraging him to find the strength to climb on the horse. Grasping his arm she tried to help him up and breathed a sigh of relief as he staggered to his feet. He stumbled against her, ruining her clothes with dirt and blood but she didn’t notice. All her efforts were directed at getting him out of this awful place to safety.

“Don’t pass out on me now!” she ordered upending the bucket. “Here step on this and get on.”

She tried to help but the horse kept shying away. Finally she had no choice but to hold the gray’s head as the slave’s fingers gripped the mane and he struggled to get on. At last he succeeded half lying, half sitting on the nervous animal.

Through clenched teeth he groaned, “Lady—where are you taking me?”

“Shh! It’s all right,” Angela comforted wiping his sweating face with her handkerchief. “I’m taking you to my house where there are no whips and no dogs!”

“Yes, I remember. You saved me yesterday—the waterfall—your horse. Broken leg. . .

“Hold on, we’re leaving now.”

Angela grasped the reins leading the horse, slowly at first until she was sure he wouldn’t fall off, then as fast as she could walk. She was sure Annee Wallace and the overseer were somewhere secretly watching her discomfort. She wiped a hand across her moist forehead and could feel the trickle of sweat between her shoulders, and it wasn’t even close to noon yet. The morning cool had dissipated and now there were four miles to walk in the blazing sun. At least there would be shade in the forest and maybe she would meet up with someone who could help.

Her rage helped her walk faster, fleeing from the horrible plantation that was so beautiful to look at but hid disgusting secrets. She had never realized before how cheaply life was held until today. To sell a man, a fellow human, for a new ball gown made her want to scream. She would like to see Annee Wallace bound to that post in the dirty square, her soft, white flesh torn and bleeding. What right did she have to commit such atrocities? The law, answered Angela, the same law that had hung Jack and transported Scott to Botany Bay. At least in this instance she had been able to do something, but what of all the others? She was impotent to help them but she had tasted one small victory over this ugly system and she was glad.

Angela only stopped once, at the waterfall to water the horse and get a long refreshing drink for herself. Removing her hat she filled it in the pool and brought it to the slave. She couldn’t risk letting him get down now, he might not be able to get back on again. Looking at her reflection in the pool she realized what a mess she was and washed her hot red face, smoothing back her straggling hair. That was much better. She could face a dozen Annee Wallace’s now. Throwing her ruined hat on the ground she took the reins and forged ahead, the undergrowth dragging at her skirts, tearing the material beyond repair.

Matthew Grey sighted her as he inspected the fields, galloping over to give her assistance. He could hardly believe the story she blurted out, but there was her proof, clinging to the horse—and her leading it! She was the duchess, a grand lady who should have armies of servants attending to her every whim and yet she rode off alone and did battle with that dragon at Rosemont over a lowly slave! Scott sure knew how to pick them; she was as brave and daring as he was and just as stubborn. If only he had been there to see it—what a scene that must have been!

"I know him,” commented Matthew as they made their way back to the house. “Tried to buy him myself last year.”

“But the slave trade has been abolished!” Angela cried, looking up at him in confusion.

“On paper yes, but it still goes on. Illegally, it’s true, but since the economy of this place is based on slave labor everyone turns a blind eye to it. Anyway, Mrs. Wallace beat me out. Bought him for herself. His name is Ezra, a good worker. I wonder why he ran away?”

“Wouldn’t you? What about the time you were in prison and Scott had a plan to break you out, didn’t you jump at the chance to escape?”

“Yes,” pondered Matthew, “now that you put it that way I see what you are getting at. He should like it a lot better here.”

Angela wasn’t quite so sure. How could anyone like being a slave even if they were well treated and had kind masters? She shuddered, thinking of the time Scott had beaten her. That had been nothing compared to what had been done to Ezra.

They caused a stir when they arrived at the house. Angela arranged to have two of the old slave women take turns nursing him and immediately sent for the doctor. Molly was astounded when Angela insisted on accompanying the big black man and seeing that every thing was done to make him comfortable. The others milling about glanced in wonder at her disheveled appearance and whispered among themselves the snatches they had heard of what had happened. It wouldn’t be long before the whole island was buzzing. Angela once again caused a sensation wherever she went and this place was no exception.

She watched as Ezra was helped into a small sparsely furnished room in the slave quarters. At least it was clean, not like most cabins on other plantations. Matthew Grey saw to that. Dirt and squalor bred disease and he wasn’t about to lose hands to an epidemic. The two old women bathed his back, and Angela sent for a bottle of rum to help lessen his pain. When the doctor arrived all he did was apply a soothing salve and bandages, instructing that the dressing be changed frequently.

Angela went to visit Ezra every day, watching him grow stronger. At first he was wary and sullen speaking only when questioned but eventually he realized that the impending doom of Rosemont was no longer hanging over him and began reviving in spirit as well.

She had known he was special the first time their eyes had met and now she realized why. He told her his story, pouring out all the bitterness that had been lashed into him. His mother had been a slave on his father’s plantation in New Orleans and when they fell in love he set her up in a small house as his mistress. There Ezra was born twenty-nine years ago, loved and pampered never realizing the dangerous situation he was living in.

He had been well educated first by private tutors and then in boarding schools. When he was eighteen his father sent him to France to continue his education. Ezra remained there living in comfort but his activities were cut short when he received a letter saying that his mother was dying.

When he returned she was already dead, followed only a month later by her grief-stricken lover. Reeling under the blow of the deaths of his parents Ezra came face to face with the fury of his father’s widow.

Unloved and jealous, the bitterness of years had turned her into a shrew. Striking at her dead husband through his natural son she sold Ezra into slavery in Jamaica to a woman notorious for her cruelty. The sudden loss of freedom was a blow that left him stunned for months. When the haze began to clear, his first thought had been escape and that’s exactly what he attempted. When he was caught he was sure he would be killed and even that would be better than being in bondage.

Ezra looked at the woman sitting beside his bed listening so quietly. She was beautiful—no, more than beautiful, like no woman he had ever seen before. She was an angel, his rescuer, and he owed her everything; yet she also owned him. Even though he respected her and knew that she would not treat him badly, it rankled him to belong to her like a horse or a dog. Conflicting emotions fought as he lay there day after day with nothing to do but think.

Angela came every day, inquiring after his health, cringing delicacies to tempt his appetite, talking to him soothingly when the pain seemed at its worst. Sometimes Ezra thought she was truly interested in him as a person but then his mind would whisper treacherously: she was only interested in her property, waiting and watching until he could begin working in the fields. Then the other slaves would tell him what had happened that day when she had bargained for his life. Their voices always held a reverence and respect when they talked of their new mistress which irritated Ezra. But then what could he expect? They had been slaves all their lives and were taught that they were lower than dirt, but he knew differently.

She had saved his life twice. . .she owned him. . .she cared about him. . .she owned him. It always came back to that and he alternated between hate and love, respect and contempt. No matter how kind she was, no matter how she treated him, he must try and escape again. To be free was everything! He could hear the cry of liberty echoing in his ears.

Angela watched the suppressed feelings flicker briefly over his intelligent face and could feel what he was thinking. Her aqua eyes probed his searchingly and he looked away.

“Would you do me a favor?” she inquired and he looked at her in surprise.

“You don’t have to ask,” Ezra retorted bitterly. “You own me. Tell me what to do and I will do it! Well?”

So she had been right. As long as they were slave and master part of him would hate her. Even though he snapped at her as if they were equals the unvoiced idea of inequality was there. She had learned to like him and wanted to be friends. Perhaps if she had met him in an English drawing room things would have been different, but as the situation stood they could never break through the barrier of color.

“Never mind,” she said rising hastily. “I don’t think you are ready yet.”

She left and Ezra lay glowering at the window. It would be better when she left on her voyage and he hoped it was soon. It would make what he had to do that much easier. His reverie was broken when one of the house slaves opened the door carrying an armful of books. Clearly indignant at having to stoop to such a lowly task the slave in his impeccable uniform informed Ezra that these were on loan from the duchess.

He swore out loud when he was alone again. How could she bedevil him so? Tempt him with books while he was an invalid only to send him to the fields when he was well. Her mysterious smile on leaving still lingered in the room and he wondered what she was up to. She wasn’t all kindness and mercy, that he guessed. If she could stand up to Annee Wallace and get away with it there must be more to her than she had revealed to him.

He would probably find out soon enough—too soon! With a groan he picked up one of the books and opened it. How long had it been since he had even held a book, never mind read one? Ezra’s eyes devoured the words like a starving man at a feast. Once again she was his savior.


Chapter Ten


They sat in the garden on a blanket spread over the thick grass. An unconventional schoolroom but Angela had never been conventional. She had taken over the task of the children’s education herself ever since Owen had vacated the position. Robert’s task was to gather different flowers and a large collection was scattered beside Lorna. She leafed slowly through the thick, lavishly illustrated volume and cried out excitedly as she identified one. Angela smiled at her, pleased with her quick mind and zest for learning.

A commotion sounded in the house, loud excited voices. Ezra burst out of the library trailed by Ruby and Sam, the butler. Angela scrambled to her feet dismissing the distraught house slaves with a wave of her hand.

“What are you doing up? Your back will start bleeding again!” She stood with both hands on her hips, a frown of disapproval on her face.

“It is bleeding, Mama,” piped up Robert from behind him as the dark patches spread on Ezra’s white shirt.

“You know what I’m doing here!” shouted Ezra waving an important looking document under her nose. “Why did you do it?”

“Because I wanted to, and I usually get my way! Children—run off and play for a while.” She watched as they obeyed promptly and turned her attention back to the man towering over her.

Angela looked at him with a slight smile playing about her lips, just a hint of her dimples evident. His amber eyes stared back at her trying to understand her, searching for something to say. How could she have done it? It was no trick; he had the evidence of that in his hand, delivered two hours ago. He had spent both of those ensuing hours studying every word.

“What do you want me to say?” Ezra burst out.

“I didn’t ask you to come here and say anything, but you came. Obviously you had something in mind.”

He was half angry, totally elated; with just a few strokes of ink Angela had freed him, given him back the most important thing in the world—himself. By saving his life she had bound him to her with invisible chains; by freeing him she had enslaved him for life.

With a groan he fell to his knees before Angela’s startled aquamarine eyes. “I don’t know whether to thank you or curse you.” But Ezra grasped her hand and kissed it like a French courtier. “You gave me what I would have died for and you gave me back my life too! I didn’t really belong to you before, but now this has changed everything.” His voice became a hoarse whisper. “No matter what happens I will always be your slave in my heart!”

“Please, Ezra—don’t talk of slaves and masters. Don’t grovel, it’s beneath your dignity. Oh, yes,” she smiled as he got to his feet, “you have more dignity than many great lords I have met. Do you think I could have left you a slave, bound to an antiquated system for life? Could I have let them lash you to death? There is far too little concern in this world for others and for once I had it within my power to do something about it!

“I know what it’s like to be enslaved against your will, to be used at the whim of another person, beaten and treated worse than an animal. Oh, don’t you believe me? To you I am a great lady, carefully wrapped in cotton so I won’t break. Well I have news for you, my friend, I have been through more in the past seven years than you have in your whole life. But this isn’t the time to talk of the past. Your whole future is before you. What do you plan to do with it?”

“I think,” beamed Ezra, “I will go to Australia with you! If your life has been that exciting in England I’d like to be in on some of your future adventures!”

Angela’s eyes traveled mockingly over him. “Do you think you are up to it? You had better get back to bed and get well first.”

“Touché,” he said with an uplifted eyebrow, turned and left as suddenly as a tropical rain shower.

Angela looked at the broad crimson-soaked back and knew she had done the right thing. Her woman’s intuition had led her to this point and she knew that there would never be any regrets about their relationship in the future. They would be friends for life.

She didn’t feel like continuing the children’s lessons now. A long, unrestrained gallop was what she needed. It was wonderful what a ride could do for the spirit! She rode through the forest and paused for a few minutes by the enchanting waterfall. Before long she was good and lost in the thick foliage, the green-shadowed place cool even in the noonday sun. But it was pleasant and there was no rush, sooner or later she would find a familiar landmark and get her bearings.

Hours later Angela wasn’t so certain she would be able to find her way back. The air was chill and the forest as thick as ever and now there were strange noises like drums or giant heartbeats throbbing through the atmosphere. The sound went right through her and she shivered wondering what it was.

Monstrous ferns, the size of trees, swayed twenty feet over her head making her feel as if she had shrunk to Lilliputian size. Moisture dripped from the strange-looking plants and without warning she was on the precipice of a wide chasm. She reined in just in time, stilling the frantic beating of her heart with a hand on her bosom.

Plants clung tenaciously to the rocky steep-walled crevasse and a thin mist obscured the bottom. There was an otherworldly look about the place, as if it was forgotten by time and man. It scared Angela yet it was beautiful—green, leafy, and mysterious, a good setting for a ghost story. With the thought of impending darkness she began moving again following the erratic line of the cliff.

The mist moved snakelike, shimmering as if it was alive and where it thinned out Angela glimpsed the silver ribbon of a river twining its way along the valley floor. Bare twisted rock formations reared occasionally out of the overabundant undergrowth, stark in comparison with the deep green surroundings. An odd roaring sound seemed to accompany the drums, rising and falling in intensity, and Angela wondered if it could be the wind. The noise was all around her yet no softer or louder than when she had first heard it and that had been miles ago. That in itself was strange, she had to be closer or farther away from the source but seemed neither. The whole place was beginning to get on her nerves.

The gray shied suddenly and it took Angela a few minutes to bring her mount under control. The animal quivered beneath her as she sat very still carefully scanning the area around her. She could see nothing but trees, flowers, ferns, and rocks, the same scenery they had been traveling through for some time. Wrinkling her nose at a whiff of what smelled faintly like rotten eggs Angela started onward again. The odor became stronger and soon she had to put her handkerchief over her nose and mouth.

Breaking into a tiny clearing the horse stopped, nervously eyeing a bubbling, steaming spring that was the source of the smell. What a strange place, Angela thought, bypassing the hot sulfur spring. She never would have imagined this tiny island could contain so many variations. She would have some interesting new things to tell Robert and Lorna about when she got home. But where was home? Everything looked the same, but it was definitely growing more alien by the minute.

Traveling on she was still by the edge of the cliff and wondered just how large that hidden valley was and how one possibly got down there. Not that she wanted to explore it right now but it seemed so inaccessible with the high, sheer cliffs cutting it off from contact with the rest of the world. When she got home she would have to ask Matthew Grey about it, he would probably know.

Angela stopped abruptly, looking carefully behind her, all around. Had there been a noise, the crackling of a twig, a rustling footfall? And if there had what could she do? She had no weapon save her quirt and the gray was tiring. It was just her imagination. Hadn’t Scott always said it was overactive? Well he was right and she was making herself nervous for no reason. Who could possibly be out in the middle of this isolated wilderness?

The horse’s head jerked back, nostrils flaring as he caught an unfamiliar scent. With no warning a horde of half-naked black men swarmed out of the forest like ants. The horse was frightened already and a touch of the quirt sent it bounding beyond their reach. Angela rode as fast as she could within the confines of the jungle, glancing back to find the men on her heels. They were gaining on her and she saw a group breaking away from the main body to cut her off. Desperately she changed direction crashing through the undergrowth, but obviously this was their territory. They knew every tree, which put her at a disadvantage. There was no doubt in her mind that they meant to harm her, otherwise why would they be chasing her?

This was foolhardy! They would catch her eventually, in fact they were almost upon her. Time to change tactics. Wheeling the horse about so quickly that he reared she brought everything to a halt. The surprised men stopped too, some scurrying out of the way of the pawing hooves. This they hadn’t expected and stood for a moment in awe of the small woman expertly controlling her big horse.

“What do you want?” Angela asked in a loud deceptively calm voice.

They pressed in closer and the gray danced away. She was thankful they couldn’t see the fear she felt. Angela made herself sit very straight with her shoulders squared. Her defiant chin lifted slightly ready to do battle as a hand closed around her reins. And she had thought the interlude in Jamaica would be dull! It had been anything but that and she wondered what would happen next. A vision of the Bratach Sith flashed through her mind. So it hadn’t finished with her yet! A shadow of a smile touched her lips.

Repeating her question again Angela noticed one man detach himself from the group and make his way toward her. The crowd parted and he stood before her nondescript in every way except for the empty eye socket and ugly scar marring his face.

“Horse,” he answered, his one eye staring up at her.

“Very well,” she conceded. It would do no good to argue when they could just take what they wanted anyway. Let them have the horse as long as she got away safely.

Angela dismounted, still grasping the quirt firmly in one hand. They moved back slightly but not much. There must be at least thirty of them and she would be no match for them; they could tear her to pieces in a moment. She noticed the sharp knives and crudely made bows and arrows, the way the leader looked at her quirt. For an instant she thought they were more afraid of her than she was of them but changed her mind as a heated discussion broke out in pidgin. She caught a few words here and there but for the most part couldn’t understand what was being said.

Swallowing the lump in her throat Angela handed her quirt to One-Eye. It would do her no good in a fight. The gesture disconcerted him and the look in her odd-colored eyes dared him to try anything.

His eye narrowed as he thought. She must be someone of importance to be so self-assured and haughty in the midst of danger. Or was it that those ice-water Englishwomen didn’t know the meaning of fear? Either way he could take no chances. There was too much at stake now to spoil their plans and if they let her go, what had happened would reach the governor as soon as she got back. And soldiers breathing down their necks right now was just what they did not need. He would take her to the Shepherd and let him decide her fate.

“You come,” One-Eye told Angela.

“No! You have my horse. Now let me go on my way!”

“Should stay out of Maroon territory. Not let you go. . .now!”

Good lord—the Maroons! She had thought their stronghold days away and now like a fool she was right in the middle of it. Cockpit country, the Land-of-Look-Behind, the soldiers called it because of the invisibility of possible attack in the dense terrain. They were right—she hadn’t seen anything until the renegade slaves had decided to let themselves be seen. Where would they take her now? What was going to happen?

She started laughing and conversation ceased as all eyes fastened on her, trying to comprehend their strange prisoner. Once again her life was in the hands of someone else, the way it always ended up. Only on brief occasions had fate allowed her to direct her own path. Well, she thought still laughing, she hadn’t done such a great job even when she took charge, her life always ended up all botched up. What was one more challenge? She always came out of them, if not totally unscathed, at least in one piece. The curse was playing with her again, the same old cat and mouse game.

What did the legend say? That the person touching the flag would be plagued by calamities for the rest of their life. She had not only touched it but had torn it to shreds. It wouldn’t possibly give up on her this easily. Oh, she would go on living, probably for a long time just so the damned thing could see how much she could withstand. She had stood it this far, and losing Scott was the worst thing she had ever been through, so anything else would have to be anticlimactic.

One-Eye pulled the sidesaddle from her horse and climbed on himself motioning for Angela to follow. With a resigned sigh she shook off the hand of one man, stared him down and began the long walk that would end she didn’t know where. It was rough going, the undergrowth making her skirts unmanageable but in spite of it she plowed ahead not looking to the right or left at the amused smiles. She stumbled along for miles at a brisk pace, not noticing where they were going, intent only on maintaining her footing. What difference did it make? She was lost anyway and would never find her way out without help.

The shadows lengthened beneath the setting sun which glinted orange between the thick leaves. Angela was hungry and tired but she said nothing. Her hair straggled down her back and she was hot and dirty. She didn’t feel like laughing now. She would have given anything to be back at Bluehills in a hot bath with dinner and a soft bed waiting for her.

Abruptly One-Eye stopped and slipped lithely off the horse. He pulled his razor-sharp knife from his waist band and the blade reflected the dying sun blinding Angela for an instant as he approached her. Taking a step back she tried to thrust him away but the knife flashed and he began hacking her dress off just below the knees.

Her heart started beating again and she clasped her hands together so they wouldn’t see them trembling. For an instant Angela had thought she was a dead woman, but One-Eye had actually done her a service. Gone were the cumbersome dragging skirts. As they began again she moved freely, easily through the jungle, thankful for the knee-high riding boots that kept her legs from being scratched.

It was gray twilight when they broke out of the forest. One perfect large star twinkled on the edge of the far cliff and the valley was a black abyss. One by one the Maroons started disappearing as if the earth was swallowing them up and Angela was shoved forward by One-Eye toward the dark cleft in the earth.

“Go down now,” he said indicating the place where the men were vanishing.

Angela looked over and down seeing the darker shadows that were men descending into the valley like flies on a wall. It was almost a sheer drop, and she shook her head in disbelief.

“I can’t! I will fall! It must be hundreds of feet straight down!”

“Stairs, small, very small. Men can go—you can!” It was an order but she couldn’t. Just thinking about it made her dizzy and she swayed.

Quickly without speaking One-Eye fashioned a loop out of a rope that one of the others gave him and fastened one end around his waist. As he approached her she started to run but didn’t get far. Two other Maroons caught her and she screamed and struggled as the rope was tied around her waist and secured. They picked her up bodily and she thrashed and kicked in a complete panic. What if she slipped? What if the rope broke? What if One-Eye fell? She would be dashed to pieces on the sharp, jagged rocks below.

They carried her closer to the edge and a man went over, calling out that he was ready. It was pitch black out, the only visible light pinpricks of stars against the night sky, not even a moon. Angela’s heart beat frantically, in time with the fast beat of the drums. Could they be closer now? Did the sound come from the bottomless valley? What had she gotten herself into this time?

For a long frozen moment Angela swung free, out over the edge of the cliff. She screamed clutching at air. The scream echoed through the valley like the ever-decreasing sound of thunder, then returned to her ears. The rope jerked, held crushing the breath out of her. She could still see the stars but her eyes were closed and the hands of the man below were firmly on her waist pressing her against the plant-encrusted rock wall.

Her feet and fingers groped for and found the stairs. Stairs! More like handholds hacked into the unyielding rock. Steady at last and able to breathe again Angela clung to the wall, aware of the taste of blood in her mouth from biting her tongue and the sweat all over her in spite of the sharp night air.

“Go,” said One-Eye just above her.

Between the two of them they got her moving, inching down the face of the cliff against her will. Every muscle in Angela’s body hurt and she breathed heavily as if she was running. Her foot slipped and she felt the rope go taut as One-Eye braced himself, but miraculously she didn’t fall. Pausing briefly she looked down and saw tiny orange-yellow lights moving in the blackness. They were torches and she still had all that way to go!

“Do not look down!” instructed One-Eye as she started sobbing. “Do not cry!”

But Angela couldn’t stop and suppressed all sounds, tears slipping silently down her cheeks. It was just making things worse, blurring her vision, stuffing up her nose. Something slithered past her arm and Angela screeched, scrambling down fast out of its way.

“What now?” One-Eye asked, disgust evident in his voice.

“A snake,” Angela managed to say, her words trembling in the heavy air.

“Are you bit?”

“No—I don’t think so.”

“Go on. You would know if you was snake bit.”

So the agony continued, downward, slipping and sliding with One-Eye cursing beneath his breath and the other man as silent as a stone. Angela’s arms shook and her legs quaked at the unaccustomed exercise. They would never reach the bottom—she would be stuck in a horrible limbo, forever between sky and earth. Then the blessed ground was beneath her feet and she collapsed shaking into a heap of jangling nerves and twitching muscles.

There were men and women carrying torches, staring curiously at Angela as she found her handkerchief and wiped her wet face. Thank goodness for her gloves, without them her hands would have been cut and bleeding. It was a good thing One-Eye had cut part of her skirt off or she would never have been able to make it down into the valley. How in the world would she manage to get back out? The same way she got down, her mind answered, and she shuddered at the thought.

Angela was hauled up onto her aching feet again and escorted by the group of people that had gathered. This couldn’t be all of them because she could still hear the drums and now they were louder. So she had been right, the hidden valley was the source of the mysterious sounds she had heard all afternoon. The roaring noise wasn’t the wind but high excited voices chanting in a babble of different tones.

As they broke out of the jungle into a clearing all Angela was aware of were people—hundreds of people dancing, singing, swaying, staring trancelike toward the huge central bonfire. There were men, women, and children of every age, their black half-naked bodies gleaming in the dancing firelight. The noise was deafening and seemed to build and pulsate. Shouting broke out as a tall, incredibly skinny man appeared, dancing around the fire dressed in a loincloth and a multicolored feather headdress. He had a long walking stick in his hand taller than he was.

One-Eye shoved her through the vast multitude of whirling close-pressed bodies, toward the bonfire. It was warmer in the valley and humid, Angela found her clothes sticking to her damply. But the heat as they got closer to the fire intensified and she wondered how they stood it. Surreptitiously she wiped the sweat off her face with her sodden, dirty handkerchief. She was so tired, what would be next?

They broke out of the crowd into the bright, blazing firelight where the man with the stick sat in a carved wooden chair, his black eyes piercing through her. He sat there like a king on his throne granting an audience to a peasant. Angela noticed the top of the stick was carved with a skull and there was blood on it dripping down over the grisly scepter.

One-Eye bowed and gave Angela a look as if to say she would do the same, but instead she pulled her exhausted body up to her full height imposing her most haughty look on them both. The leader looked her up and down disdainfully from the top of her wild hair to the tips of her scuffed muddy boots. Then he and One-Eye began talking in that strange mixture of several languages that the people used among themselves. She watched stiffly as they conversed loudly, gesturing widely and glancing at her from time to time. Her stomach growled with hunger and she was glad it was so noisy that no one had heard.

One-Eye bowed again, the audience evidently over and she found herself being led back through the crowd and away from that horrible old man and his gory stick.

“Where are you taking me and what’s going to happen?” she asked noticing the compound.

Huts made of bamboo on wooden pilings served as shelters, the roofs of thatched palm leaves. Not very sturdy, she thought, one good wind would knock the whole lot of them down. Dogs scurried out of their way and a group of naked children followed. The huts were scattered haphazardly with no apparent plan, some of them actually built up in high trees. Smaller fires burned here and there and a smattering of women with small children tended cooking pots. But the majority of the village was congregated about the central bonfire.

They stopped before a small hut and One-Eye turned to her. “Sleep here. Someone will guard, but,” he shrugged his shoulders, “only to keep others away. You never able to find way tonight.”

“Please, could I have food and water?” Angela pleaded and he nodded.

“I will send someone. Go!” He pointed up toward the hovel and Angela started up the rickety ladder. When she reached the top he took the ladder away and spoke to one of the older children. The child ran off and One-Eye sat down to keep the first vigil.

Angela entered the shadowed interior of the hut. There was no door and no furniture, just four walls, a rough planked floor, and roof. It was tiny with only enough room for several people to stretch out on the floor and sleep, but at least she had a roof over her head. There was a rustling noise and a huge cockroach dropped from the woven roof onto her shoulder. With a stifled shriek she brushed it off and stomped on it, kicking it out the floor. A delicate shudder shook her body and Angela wondered what else she must endure. There were probably rats too. She would never be able to sleep.

Sitting down cross-legged on the floor in the middle of the room she looked out the door. She could see the bonfire in the distance, the dark bodies moving en masse to the drums. Beyond that was the darkness of the jungle and the cliffs cutting off escape. Fleeing tonight would be impossible in any case. Angela was nearing collapse from a combination of hunger, thirst, fright, and exhaustion, and the thought of tackling the cliff at night was unthinkable. One-Eye was evidently quite aware of it since he was less concerned about keeping her in the hut than keeping other people out.

“Missy!”

Angela’s head jerked and her eyes flew open. She had fallen asleep sitting up! A girl of about thirteen knelt before her naked to the waist, outlined against the light from outside. Her white teeth flashed in the darkness at Angela’s confusion.

“Missy,” she repeated. “I have brought food and water.” Unrolling a bundle she spread it on the floor. “Here is a mat for you to sleep on and a blanket. Oh!” she gasped as the light reflected in Angela’s eyes. “Your eyes are like a cat in the night.” With a hesitant yet curious finger she touched the dark mass of curls tumbling over Angela’s shoulders. “And your hair is as soft as feathers.” With a little giggle and before Angela could regain her senses sufficiently to thank her she left.

The smell of food mobilized Angela and she discovered in the half-light a hot bowl of stew and something that looked like a potato. A jug of water was beside it and she grabbed it, tipping it up to her mouth, gulping the wonderful cool liquid down. Some of the water spilled down her chin, dripping onto her bodice but she took no note of it. When the dust was washed out of her throat and her thirst was quenched she set the jug back down wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

She had forgotten to take her gloves off and with clumsy fingers peeled them off putting them in her pocket. She would need them again when she climbed out of this place. Pouring some of the water into her hands Angela rubbed them together then washed her face drying them on a clean part of her ragged petticoat.

A rumble from her stomach reminded her of her hunger and she picked up the potato and bit into it. It was delicious, the skin crispy and the inside warm and soft. It had a sweet taste unlike any potato she had ever eaten before. The stew was the best she had ever eaten and Angela smiled remembering the time Jack had made some stew and she had thought exactly the same thing. Hunger and hard exercise did wonders for the appetite, making the simplest of meals seem like gourmet quality. The food was gone too soon, she could easily have eaten twice as much.

Looking outside Angela saw that the ladder had been taken down again and One-Eye was still sitting in the dirt below her hut. The dancing and singing continued but her eyes were heavy with sleep. Rolling herself into the ragged blanket the girl had brought Angela curled up on the woven mat wondering what else they could make out of palm leaves. Probably countless other useful items she would never think of. And with that thought in mind she fell into a deep sleep.

Dark incubuses surrounded Angela poking and pulling at her in the orange blaze of the fire. She was dragged bodily from the hut in a daze, wondering where she was and what was happening. Instinctively she struggled to free herself knowing something ghastly was happening, wondering if she was in the midst of a bad dream. She shivered in the warm night air and stumbled but the hands propelling her onward wouldn’t allow her to fall.

The crowds of people again and the drums pounding in her ears. This time they parted to make way for her like the opening of the Red Sea. Every eye was on her avidly waiting as they sang and swayed in time to the barbaric music. It was still night but the moon silvered the velvet swatch of sky visible above the cliffs. The stars were pale, waning as if the day was not far off.

She had slept but for how long? Could this be the same night, the same place she had inadvertently stumbled on during her ride? What madness surrounded her embodied in the ritualistic revelry that had laid hold of the Maroons? Angela had heard whispers of voodoo and other strange rites that the slaves had brought from their native Africa and still clung to. Her stomach churned uneasily as she wondered why she was being thrust into their occult ceremony.

The skinny obeah man sat on his throne watching and he seemed to be part of the dark carved wood, only his eyes moving. Hands held Angela immobile and there was a strong arm around her throat cutting off most of her air. She couldn’t move and watched the sickening motion of the people undulating like a heavy sea. There was a puddle of blood on the ground with feathers scattered on it. She had heard they sacrificed small animals: chickens, pigs, goats in their own primitive way.

The feathered obeah stood up and the drums stopped. With a nod of his head Angela’s arms were jerked, held outstretched, and one of her sleeves was ripped off. The silence was more horrible than the incessant racket and the breath whistled through Angela’s clenched teeth. She was completely, totally in their power, unable to move an inch. She saw everything through a mist as if she were very far away and what they were doing was not happening to her.

A large gleaming knife appeared in the obeah man’s gnarled hand and she knew that this time it wouldn’t be used to chop off her skirts. She tried to fight but all of the strength was sapped out of her from the long day and fitful sleep. The leader moved, standing in front of her, his black eyes gleaming evilly into her outraged aqua ones. He raised the knife and Angela shut her eyes, unable to look.

She didn’t want to die! There had been a time when she had prayed for the oblivion of death, the long endless sleep, so she could be relieved of her suffering and heartbreak. When she had thought Scott dead her only wish had been to join him and living had been an ordeal. But now she struggled against it, her whole life ahead of her once more.

Angela opened her eyes to find the man frozen in a trancelike state, the knife held high. She couldn’t stand it any more.

“Get it over with, damn you!" she screamed. The arm tightened around her throat choking her off.

The blade moved swiftly and Angela gasped as a searing pain sliced through her wrist. The drums began again and in confusion she looked at her arm, the blood spurting from her veins. An extremely fat man knelt catching the crimson stream in a bowl. All she could think of was Thurston Vaughn lying pale and dead in his bloody bath and she wondered how long it took for a person to bleed to death. She felt sick, dizzy, and cold, and went limp against the iron hands.

“No, no!” she moaned between trembling lips as the drums and chanting increased in tempo.

She had been transported to a devilish orgy where she was the sacrifice. Some of the people screamed and rolled about on the ground as if possessed, others whirled and danced, and some just stared with unseeing eyes right through her into the fire beyond. The obeah man cavorted around her brandishing the bloody knife in one hand and the grisly stick in his other. His feathered headdress brushed her face causing her to cringe and waves of nausea coursed through her.

As suddenly as they had seized her the hands let go and Angela fell to her knees pressing her wrist tightly against her midriff. Through the veil of her hair she saw the bowl proffered to the leader by the fat man. He accepted it and dipped the top of his stick into it sprinkling the blood onto the eagerly upturned faces of the people. It was an outrageous travesty, the melding of pagan worship with Christianity. Angela had seen priests in Italy doing the same thing but with holy water.

The fat man took the stick and the obeah man held the bowl up for everyone to see. The drums ceased again and the ones writhing on the ground got to their feet. All eyes were on the bowl including Angela’s as he slowly lowered it. She watched in horror as the leader put it to his lips and drank deeply of her blood in a depraved cannibalistic ceremony. The blood dripped down his chin and as he smiled revealing bloodied teeth. Angela vomited violently on the ground.

They were fiendish evil people, especially their wicked leader, and had made Angela their innocent victim. Somehow she was led back to the hut amazed to find herself still alive. The girl who had brought her food spoke soothingly in meaningless words as she bathed Angela’s face and made her drink a fiery liquid. Too weak to protest she yielded to the ministrations. She cried out as the girl washed her wrist and applied some odd-looking leaves to the wound. She bound it tightly with strips torn from what remained of Angela’s petticoats.

Her whole arm burned and throbbed, on fire from the attack and small tremors shook her as she lay curled in the blanket. Too weary to even raise her head Angela saw the dawn bathing the world in cleansing light wiping out the dark, diabolical events of the night. But when she closed her eyes all she could see were glistening, black dancing bodies, fire and blood.

Slowly, imperceptibly Angela came awake, the light outside blinding her. She turned over, every bone and muscle in her body aching at the effort. What a nightmare she had had last night! The terror of it lingered still. She stretched and felt a constricting band about her wrist. Frowning, fully awake she looked at the torn strips of cloth stained with blood.

It had been real! All those ghastly dreams had happened! With trembling fingers and a sick feeling in her stomach she undid the improvised bandage and removed the crushed leaves. An ugly diagonal gash married the delicate skin of her wrist but at least it wasn’t infected and seemed to be healing. Angela washed the wound with some of the remaining water and bound it again.

She had to get out of the valley! The Maroons were mad and she wasn’t about to stay and see what they would do to her next. Cautiously Angela poked her head out of the doorway and looked around. Everything was deserted. They were probably sleeping off the excesses of their long night. There was no one guarding the hut now but the ladder was lying below and it was a good drop to the ground. Mustering up her courage she decided to jump, hoping she wouldn’t twist an ankle or worse.

Before she could put her escape into action One-Eye appeared in the distance. Angela swore under her breath as he approached the hut, put down what he was carrying and propped the ladder up against the hut. Then he sat down and waited for her to come down.

Descending the rickety ladder Angela looked hungrily at the food spread out before One-Eye. She hadn’t had much to eat yesterday and barely had time to digest it before getting sick. One-Eye gestured at the food and she sat down on the hard packed earth grabbing one of the potatoes. It was cold but good and she eyed the rest of the food suspiciously. Most of it was unrecognisable and she didn’t want any stew wondering what it might contain. So instead she had some fruit and more potatoes washing it all down with cool mountain water.

“I want to go home,” she told One-Eye. “If you help me get away safely I will pay you anything you want, enough to get off this island and start a new life for yourself somewhere else.” He looked at her silently eating the remains of the meal. “Please, I can’t stay here after last night. You saw what they did to me!” She held out her bandaged wrist as a reminder.

One-Eye only grunted and Angela wondered uneasily if he had been one of the men holding her last night while they drained off some of her blood.

“Stay one more day,” he said at last getting to his feet. “Do not try to run away. Guards at steps.” Then he left.

One more day! But he had not exactly said that he would help her to escape. What if he went straight to the leader with her offer of a bribe? Guards at the cliffs! She could never escape on her own but must have an accomplice. One-Eye must be going to help her otherwise why warn her of possible danger from the guards?

There was no choice but to trust him. So far he had been concerned about her safety, tying the rope around her for the dangerous climb, guarding the hut most of the night so she would be unmolested. But he hadn’t been able to stop them from taking her to the bonfire.

All day long Angela stayed near the hut, fearful to stray too far beyond the watchful sight of the women. She could see them building a huge fire again and the thought of a repeat performance of last night sent cold shudders through her. One-Eye came in the evening with more food and he insisted on putting more of the crumpled leaves on her wrist. Try as she might Angela couldn’t get another word out of him about fleeing, but why would he be worried about her cut if he knew they would kill her?

Convinced at last that One-Eye would help her Angela devoured all the food and huddled in her hut. As the darkness descended like a curtain, sweeping around the valley, closing it off from the rest of the world, the Maroons began gathering. The bonfire was lit and the drums began again. Angela put her hands over her ears trying to shut out the noise but the sound vibrated right through her. Finally in spite of the uproar and her own fears of what would happen she fell asleep.

One-Eye shaking her violently woke her. Angela was alert instantly, surprised to find she had slept the night and morning through with no disturbances.

“Today big day,” One-Eye said, “Maroons have big plans. You come where we go. Be ready soon!”

Less than half an hour later he returned and led an uneasy Angela through the dense foliage toward the cliffs. He was his usual uncommunicative self, ignoring her questions. She followed him apprehensively, noting other people, men and women heading in the same direction. Come to think of it the village was almost deserted, peopled only by the babies, minded by the young girls.

She almost fainted when she saw the cliff. A huge crowd milled around the bottom each one waiting their turn to scale the perpendicular rock face. It was a mass exodus of practically every adult Maroon. Tiny human figures climbed agilely clinging to the rough handholds as if they did it every day.

“What is going on?” she whispered to One-Eye. “I thought you would help me get away. Where is everyone going?”

All he kept muttering was that it was a big day, an important day for the Maroons. Wherever they were going and whatever they meant to do Angela was once again caught up in their midst. She watched them and they watched her and she hoped that once past the cliff top she could slip away quietly into the jungle. It was worth a try but the first obstacle was the dizzying climb ahead and that was a formidable one.

This time there was no rope binding her safely to One-Eye, she was on her own. He was right behind her but if she slipped it would be all over. So Angela concentrated on one step at a time, moving carefully and trying not to think of what lay ahead. Safety and escape lay at the summit and that was her goal.

She made it and lay breathing heavily for several minutes in the long grass. The greatest hurdle had been overcome and now there were just small ones to contend with. Hadn’t she always managed in the past?

They walked silently through the thick green forest all day long, stopping only to drink from the clear bubbling streams that interspersed the island. With dawning uncertainty Angela noticed that every man and woman carried some sort of weapon. Most had sharp knives tucked into waistbands, some had the crudely made bows and arrows she had noticed on her first meeting with the Maroons. One-Eye kept close to her, his ever watchful black eye alert in his ugly scarred face. She felt like a lamb being led to the slaughter with no opportunity to escape.

Dusk came swiftly in the forest beneath the overshadowing branches of a hundred different kinds of trees. The Maroons broke into smaller groups passing single file like silent apparitions between the trees. After the raucous uproar of the last two nights it was odd indeed.

They marched on and on into the night and when Angela paused to inquire of One-Eye she was hushed immediately. Even in the darkness the area seemed familiar and Angela kept herself alert for any opportunity to get away. Sensing her intent One-Eye grabbed her arm firmly and wouldn’t let her go. At last they stopped, crouching in the bushes, waiting.

The moon rose lemon-yellow in the sky, caught in the high branches like a large exotic fruit. Pale wisps of clouds raced across the moon’s face like gray tendrils of smoke. Angela sat on the ground with her back against a tree trunk. She was exhausted after walking all day and part of the night. It must be close to midnight and still no camp was made nor fires built. None of them had eaten since the beginning of the journey. She shifted restlessly and immediately one glowing eye was on her. Would he never give up his vigil?

They sat there for hours making no sounds, not sleeping but watching and waiting. Angela felt herself going limp and tried to keep her eyes from closing. The more she struggled to keep them open the harder the battle became.

Rustling sounds woke her up and she noticed the Maroons were moving again. One-Eye took her arm heaving her to her feet and she made her weary feet follow. At the forest’s edge they halted and Angela knew where she was—Rosemont! It must be very late because the mansion was dark, no lights showing at the windows. So close to home if only she could escape now!

Sleepily her brain began functioning again. What could they be doing at Rosemont? The thought struck her like a blow and Angela opened her mouth to scream a warning but One-Eye’s hard hand closed it. Of course. What a fool she had been. It was a full-fledged revolt and Rosemont was the first target of the night. Would Bluehills be next? It was the closest.

Angela struggled to no avail, watching as other shadows moved in the fields, joining themselves to the Maroons. The slaves were creeping out of their quarters to join forces with the renegades. It had all been prearranged! No wonder they hadn’t been able to let her go when she had stumbled on them several days ago. There was too much at stake. And those terrifying ceremonies had been part of the magic to get their courage up for the raid.

Dogs began barking and lights went on in the great house but it was too late. Wave after black wave descended on Rosemont in a surprise attack that the inhabitants of the house were unprepared for. They had begun with the worst plantation first, many of them having fled to the Cockpit country away from Annee Wallace and her whip. Angela couldn’t blame them, not with the incident of Ezra’s flogging so fresh in her mind.

Shots were fired from the house and some Maroons fell wounded or dead but they had sheer force of numbers on their side. Rosemont was stormed and taken, and from her vantage point Angela watched as Annee Wallace was dragged kicking and screaming from her house.

One-Eye propelled her forward now that the fighting was virtually over. What would they do to her? She was white, a slave owner, just like Annee Wallace. Her chances were over. Whatever they did to Annee would probably happen to her also. She kicked and scratched but One-Eye had her by the throat just like that awful night. Only when she stopped fighting did he allow her tortured lungs enough air to breathe. Half dragging, half carrying Angela he made his way toward the house.

It was on fire already and a stream of slaves rushed out the door carrying all the plunder they could hold. Annee had been stripped naked and tied to a tree in front of the house. She dangled from her arms, her toes barely reaching the ground. The crowd was dense, excited, and Angela went unnoticed for the moment. The overseer was on the ground with ropes tied around each leg and wrist. Other white employees of the plantation were gathered and bound.

This would be no quickly staged battle; the Maroons were out for blood. They wanted to see Annee Wallace suffer as she had made so many of them suffer.

One-Eye held her tightly, avidly watching the drama unfold and Angela had absolutely no choice but to watch too. She tried to close her eyes but couldn’t and stared as the overseer was tied between four horses. Nausea rose in her throat but the restricting arm cut it off. They were going to torture them, tear them to pieces! A knife flashed and the man screamed like a woman as his intestines spilled from his belly. Then before the life had drained out of him the horses were whipped up, pulling tautly on his arms and legs. Still screaming the overseer was ripped apart into obscene, bleeding chunks of flesh.

Not a sound came from Angela as blood dripped down her chin from her bitten lip. It was ghastly, she couldn’t think of words bad enough to describe the Maroons. Stunned by what had happened, held upright by One-Eye and the tight press of the mob she couldn’t stir. A living nightmare was taking place right before her, a disgusting event the likes of which she had never seen before. Her temples pounded. What would happen when it was her turn?

Shouting broke out as they turned their attention to Annee. Her curses had died down since the overseer’s ugly death and she strained to keep her balance on tiptoe, relieving some of the weight on her arms. Angela jerked at the same time Annee did as the lead-tipped lash cut into her back. She was braver than her overseer not uttering a sound as the whip flayed the skin from her back. Only when the lash curled around her body, bursting open her breast like a ripe plum did she loose her screams.

Angela lay half fainting against One-Eye, his grip loosened in the wild exhilaration that shook him as he watched the flogging. She had wished not long ago to see Annee Wallace whipped but this was beyond believing. How could that shredded, lacerated thing be still alive? Could it have once been a woman? She fell onto the ground forgotten by One-Eye and the fact that she was free revived her. This was her chance, maybe the only chance she had to free herself.

Wriggling on her stomach, Angela crawled between the legs of the rabble. Clawing with her fingers, digging into the earth with her elbows she made her painful progress at a snail’s pace. Thank heavens the Maroons were so occupied with the torture that she went unnoticed. But how long would it be before One-Eye discovered her gone? Speed was of the essence now and she concentrated all her energy on the task ahead.

She was out of the press but still wary. There was a lot of open space between where she crouched behind a rose bush and the dark concealing forest. A cloud of black smoke choked her, causing tears to run down her cheeks. Angela could feel the heat from the fire and sparks flew perilously around her. Another gust of wind encompassed her in smoke, and she realized it rendered her almost invisible. Doubled over with another coughing fit she made her way running and falling into the beckoning safety of the forest.

Just a moment to rest and breathe fresh air and she was up again racing in the direction of Bluehills. The territory was familiar and Angela wondered why in the world she had allowed herself to get lost. It had been stupid of her to wander off not thinking and she had paid the consequences of her absentmindedness. Breaking into a clearing she fell down beside the pool that the waterfall emptied into. Immersing her face she lapped up the energizing cold water.

Shouts broke out and Angela was on her feet again running as fast as she could away from Rosemont and destruction. She had to escape, had to reach home and warn them of what was happening. If Bluehills was next then Lorna and Robert were in imminent danger. Her mother’s protective instinct lent wings to her feet and she fairly flew out of the woods and through the empty fields.

Horses! She crouched between the tall entangled sugar cane praying that no snakes lurked near. They were closer now and she backed into the sharp swaying leaves listening. There was more than one rider, that she could tell from the sound of the hooves on the dirt-packed road. The shadows became visible and the moon peeped shyly from between the clouds.

“Angus! Ezra! Matthew!” Angela popped out of her hiding place frightening one of the horses and startling all of the men.

“Good God, lassie! Where ’ave ye been?”

“I got lost and wandered into Cockpit country and was held by the Maroons! They are at Rosemont now and the house is on fire and they killed Annee Wallace and the overseer!”

“We were just going to investigate the fire,” said Matthew. “Maroons! I had better ride and get word to the other planters and the governor.”

“Be as quick as you can, Matthew,” Angela pleaded, the sickening sight of Annee hanging from the tree before her eyes. “We have to evacuate Bluehills. I think they plan to attack here next and they are on a killing rampage!”

Matthew was off like a shot and Angela rode behind Ezra to the house. She could see the churning smoke and the red glow as the fire took complete hold and raced through Rosemont. It would be all too easy to collapse now from the ordeal she had been through but she braced herself for more to come. Not until everyone at Bluehills was safe in Kingston could she relax. Never would she allow what had occurred there to happen to the people she loved; not while there was a breath left in her body.

Molly almost didn’t recognize her bedraggled, filthy mistress and stood open-mouthed as she marched in the door. Only the snapping aqua eyes gave her away and Angela issued a dozen brisk commands alerting the servants of what was taking place. Robert and Lorna were roused from their beds and dressed while Ezra saw that horses were saddled and waiting. Angus galloped madly to Matthew’s house to alert his mistress and children and round up all who wanted to flee.

They were a strange-looking bunch when finally they galloped away from the house. The men held the sleepy-eyed children in front of them urging the women on. Angela felt the stiff crackle of the paper she had thrust hastily into her bodice. As long as they got away with their lives and the precious pardon for Scott nothing else was important.

Her eyes met Ezra’s in the darkness as he held Robert securely. There had been no time for talking but from the few hurried words she had had from Molly and Ruby she discovered that he had been indefatigable in the search for her. Practically the whole island had looked for her but Angus and Ezra continued on long after the others ceased, searching long into the night with lanterns.

It was a hard ride in the night, the dirt road twisting down from the mountains. A brief rain shower drenched them to the skin and left them shivering. Angela noticed a bulging pouch hanging around Ezra’s neck and wondered what it was but there was no time for questions.

They met others on the road fleeing from unknown danger, mostly women and children. Alerted by Matthew as he raced past some had decided to stay and fight it out, others ran for their lives or sent their wives to safety with the children.

They reached the town and everyone dispersed seeking out the homes of friends to stay with for the night. Sherry McNab the plump friendly widow Angela had met not long ago insisted that everyone from Bluehills should stay with her. While she bustled off with the children Matthew approached to say that the governor wanted to talk with Angela. With a resigned sigh she decided she wouldn’t see a bath or a bed until dawn and checking to see that her papers were safe trailed wearily after Matthew.

She was right, the morning sun was just washing over the island, sparkling on the sea when she returned to Sherry’s. The brisk little woman was still awake waiting for her with a smile and a cup of hot chocolate. Apologizing for having to stuff the children, Molly, and Angela into one room she ordered a hot bath for her drooping guest.

“After you arrived,” Sherry explained, “the Murrays and the Baldwins came. My little house is packed to the ceiling with people. If there is anything you need just ask and I’ll see if it can be had. You poor thing, everyone thought you had met with an untimely accident.”

“I would love a brandy,” said Angela pushing back her hair with a trembling hand.

“Of course—after all you have been through!” Sherry poured her the drink and a maid announced that Angela’s bath was ready. “Just run along, dear, and take your brandy with you. Sleep as late as you want. I think you will find everything you need upstairs.”

Sherry was right, although Molly and the children slept on cots, the narrow bed looked so inviting Angela almost flopped down on it fully dressed. But a glimpse of herself in the mirror was so appalling she couldn’t. Behind a screen in a corner of the room was a steaming bath and a clean nightgown and robe.

The hot water was just the tonic she needed and she luxuriated in the bath scrubbing herself several times and washing her hair. By the time she had finished, the water was a dirty gray and she wrinkled her nose in disgust, stifling a giggle. No wonder the governor and his wife hadn’t recognized her. What a mess she had been. The nightgown was too big, trailing onto the floor, having been made for a taller woman. Just as she was about to collapse on the bed a quiet knock sounded and she rolled her eyes heavenward wondering what else she would be required to do.

Belting the voluminous robe about her slender waist she opened the door a crack to find an exhausted Ezra. Slipping into the vacant hallway and closing the door behind her Angela looked at the bag he held in one hand.

“I had to give this to you, my lady,” he explained putting the leather bag into her hands.

It was heavy and she pulled the drawstring to find a jumble of sparkling jewels inside. The aquamarines, opals, gold locket, and her wedding ring; everything she had forgotten in her jewel case in the pandemonium of the night. Angela closed it and looked up into his amber eyes. They were worth a lot of money—enough to make him rich for the rest of his life—yet instead of keeping them, with no one the wiser, he had returned the gems that held a special value because of the events in her life that they commemorated.

“Oh, Ezra,” she whispered, tears starting in her eyes. “Thank you!”

Reaching up on tiptoe she brushed a soft kiss against his cheek and he quickly stepped back, his face a study in turmoil.

“Don’t,” he said, “don’t thank me. I would do anything for you! When I thought you were dead I wanted to die, but instead I vowed to see your children safely to their father—to take the pardon Molly told me about and free him the way you freed me!”

The soldiers arrived at Bluehills as it was being ransacked and quickly doused the small fire that had been started. Some of the slaves had run off with the retreating Maroons but the majority stayed in the only home they had ever known. Several days later Angela returned home fully rested from her stay with Sherry and set about reorganizing the house. Fortunately the soldiers had arrived soon after the Maroons and not much destruction had occurred. It was mostly a matter of putting everything back in its proper place and setting men to work repairing the partially burned sitting room. Since the house was small the task was easily accomplished.

Angela was still uneasy, wondering if the Maroons dared to come back and finish the job they had started. Sometimes she was sure she saw One-Eye lurking, waiting to capture her again. But the nightmares she had were the worst of all, a repetition of the atrocities at Rosemont and the night she had been the unwilling victim in the voodoo ceremony. The slaves avoided the burned-out shell of Rosemont like the plague claiming it was haunted by the people massacred, and even Angela couldn’t bring herself to ride over and inspect the scene.

Soldiers were searching the Land-of-Look-Behind for the Maroons, helped only slightly by Angela’s description of the valley and the access to it. But the renegade slaves had a way of melting into that territory like dew evaporating on a sunny morning. It was very unlikely they would ever be found and brought to justice which only added to the armed camp feeling of the whole island. Slave revolts were serious business and even if no one mourned the death of Annee Wallace a repeat would not be tolerated.

As the weeks passed and nothing else happened everyone settled back into the slow easy pace of Jamaica and things returned to normal. Angela was delighted when Ezra took over the duties as the children’s tutor and they took to him like fish to water. She was anxious to be off to New South Wales and every day rode down to Kingston accompanied by Angus to see if the Dark Lady had put in. It should arrive any day and she could be ready to leave within hours. Of course the ship would have to be provisioned for the long journey and that would take several days at least. So she fretted and fumed at each day that slipped by and tried to contain the trepidation she felt. The sooner they were gone from the Caribbean the better she would feel. There were too many hidden perils, and she didn’t want to be around when the situation became dangerous. It was like sitting on top of a powder keg, only a matter of time before the Maroons exploded out of their inaccessible valley again.

On the morning that Angela slept late the Dark Lady put in. An exuberant Angus burst in while she ate breakfast and the meal was immediately forgotten in the excitement. Angela quickly dressed for the ride into town. Angus led the horses to the front of the house just as she went out the door eager to be off. Mounting a bay mare, she mused that in a matter of a few months she had gone through more horses than she ever had in England. At least she hadn’t grown too attached to any of them the way she was to Pegasus.

She didn’t notice the heat or the dusty rutted road as they wound their way down through the foothills. The horses were fresh and she set Angus a brisk pace. He rode slightly behind her cursing the humid weather that he had hoped never to experience again. But for Scott’s sake he would have faced anything and besides Angela needed protection. Trouble followed her like a bloodhound and she always managed to get into the worst scrapes. Grudgingly he admitted to himself that he admired her spunk and courage, at the same time swearing not to let her out of his sight again. Her encounter with the Maroons had rattled him and he wanted nothing more than to deliver her to her husband in one piece and let Scott take over the job of keeping her out of danger. So between him and Ezra they managed to trail after her like benevolent shadows, his regard for the big man increasing with each day.

At the dock Angela gazed in dismay at the wounded, bedraggled ship that had limped into port. The rigging was riddled with shot, the sails hanging limply, a large hole near the waterline had been hastily but temporarily repaired.

“Captain Darnell!” Angela caught sight of him issuing orders farther down the dock and started after him. “What happened?” She noticed his arm was in a sling.

“Pirates!” he barked applying a few choice words to the breed in general. “Look what they did to her!” The tone of his voice indicated he thought of the ship as a person—or lover. For him the sea and his ship meant more than any woman ever could, encompassing his whole life.

“How long will it take to repair her?”

“At least a month. Damn that little scar-faced Frenchy! He has had it in for the Dark Lady ever since our first encounter. This is the second time we have slipped through his fingers. The way he fought I almost thought he didn’t care about booty only about sending us to the bottom as efficiently as possible. We escaped but by the skin of our teeth. I wouldn’t want to run into him again!”

“So you know the man?”

“Man? Monster is more the word!” And Captain Darnell stomped off totally ignoring a further string of questions Angela flung after him.

“Damn the man, as uncommunicative as a clam,” she complained to Angus. “Well, this will mean another month’s delay—or more. I suppose we will have to wait to talk to the busy Captain Darnell later! If only he wasn’t such a good captain, then I wouldn’t put up with such—such insubordination!”

Angus couldn’t help smiling. There were always bound to be confrontations when two such strong-willed individuals met. Hadn’t he witnessed more than enough clashes between Scott and Angela in the past? And he was certain there would be more—as sure as the heather bloomed in the Highlands.

So the Dark Lady was repaired and provisioned while Captain Darnell’s arm had a chance to heal from the wound acquired defending the ship. He spent the time overseeing the work and getting his charts in order for the gruelling voyage. It would be no picnic, that he knew. Although never sailing to Australia before, he had sailed the Pacific as first mate and the going had been rough. A cyclone had almost sunk the ship and they had spent several months on a tropical island for repairs.

That interval had been one of the most enjoyable he could remember with long, sunlit days and dusky, scantily clad native women for companions. They were so uncomplicated and generous, beautiful in their own exotic way. The lovemaking had been sinfully delicious and free.

Edward Darnell muttered beneath his breath thrusting a chart angrily into its place in his cramped desk. He had been to Bluehills more times than he could count and each time he saw Angela he felt his feelings slipping more and more. She was too lovely for her own good—and his. The sea had always been his life, but Angela could make him forget even that. And she knew what was happening although neither one of them spoke and he kept his distance. Stay away, her unforgettable eyes warned, just making him want her more.

He knew all the stories about her, had rehashed them a thousand times in his mind. But what entrancing woman didn’t have a dubious past? Her string of dead lovers and the fact that she was married to his friend made him behave; after all seagoing men were known for their superstitions. The thought of the long months together aboard the Dark Lady had frazzled his nerves already and slamming his cabin door Captain Darnell headed for the closest brothel.


Chapter Eleven


They were moving at last, skimming free and easy over the gently rolling Caribbean. Angela stood with her feet firmly planted on the deck, her face wreathed in smiles. The deep-hued blues of the ocean and sky were two things she never tired of and their familiar hazy merging at the horizon sent a thrill through her. Finally, bound for Australia, for Scott! The Dark Lady was as good as new, freshly painted and repaired, flying like a bird before the wind.

Could anything be more beautiful than a sailing ship with all its sails unfurled and curved beneath the breath of the wind? How majestically it danced upon the waters, trailing a froth of white foam in its wake. It was a live thing: the sounds of creaking sails and screeching gulls; the men shouting from the rigging; the tangy smell of the salt air and a distant whiff of a tropical island; the feeling of the waves rocking it like a baby in its mother’s arms; the sight of sun, sky, water, and occasionally a passing ship or land mass. The total experience was exhilarating and Angela stood there by the hour drinking it all in, heedless of the sun kissing her nose with pink.

Ezra joined her smiling broadly, then laughing. “It’s wonderful! Now I feel really free! Somehow the whole time in Jamaica I didn’t. I was always looking over my shoulder to see if dogs were after me.”

“I know,” she said as the sun slipped lower in the sky turning into a huge reddish-pink pomegranate. “Just think, out there somewhere is our destiny!” She swept her arm toward the ever distant horizon.

“And do you know what yours is?”

“Oh, yes! I think I have always known, ever since Scott appeared out of the mist on a black stallion looking like the devil himself! Could I have only been fifteen? So much has happened since then, so many wasted years.”

“Are years or experiences ever wasted?” mused Ezra. “I think not—even the worst. Somehow we muddle through and grow and learn from what went before.”

“Even being a slave?”

“Even that,” he said with a grimace. “Oh, it’s painful at the time but afterwards we can look back and laugh at the most harrowing things. Besides, I would never have met you if I hadn’t been a slave in Jamaica. That would have been a great loss.”

“Are you sure you aren’t Irish?” laughed Angela as he turned a puzzled look in her direction.

“As a matter of fact my father was part Irish. Why?”

“Because you are full of blarney!”

And they stood there laughing as the sun fractured the sky with its flaming, dying rays.

The gray watery light of dawn woke her, creeping insidiously in the small curtained window. Angela sat up, the ship heaved violently and she banged her head against the bunk. Clinging to the bunk she rubbed the lump rising beneath her loose black hair and came wide awake as a tremendous explosion thundered and shook the whole ship.

A storm? An accident? Another explosion and shouting from the deck and Angela knew what was happening. Pirates! They were under attack! Wrapping her robe about her she slid her feet into her slippers and ran up to the deck. Men swarmed over the deck and rigging and she clutched a hand tightly over her mouth as the Dark Lady's cannon answered the frigate bearing down upon them. It had appeared suddenly from behind a cay, a ghost ship painted blue-gray with gray sails. In the early morning light it was virtually invisible except at close range.

“Get below and lock the door!” shouted a passing Captain Darnell giving her a shove. “It’s Gaston Laporte—the damned Frenchy and he’s hell-bent on sinking us!”

On shaking legs Angela made her way back to her cabin pounding on the door next to it occupied by Molly and the children.

“Molly, Molly! It’s me—open the door!”

With a gurgle of fright Molly stood aside as Angela rushed into the room and encompassed the frightened children in her arms. “It’s all right, my babies. We are being chased by pirates but they will be gone soon. . .”

“Pirates!” shouted Lorna reviving instantly. “I want to go on deck and fight them myself.”

“Me too,” echoed Robert unsure of what was going on.

“Molly, get them dressed. There’s no telling what will happen. I have to get some clothes on—then come to my cabin.”

With clumsy fingers she pulled on her garments cursing as the ship maneuvered and threw her about the cabin. The same pirate that had attacked the ship twice before was trying again. Thrusting the pardon into her bodice she buttoned it up to her neck and then pulled on her boots. No time to do more than tie her hair out of the way with a ribbon before turning her attention to her pistols.

Molly and the children scurried into her cabin and the maid locked the door, terror shining in her brown eyes. Robert and Lorna watched fascinated as their mother deftly loaded the two gleaming pistols inlaid with mother-of-pearl. The sound of cannons and guns was deafening but above that was the sound of the wounded and dying. Where was Ezra and Angus? Probably on deck helping with whatever they could. Angela wished she could go and help but above all the children must be protected and if the worst came she might be the only one capable of that.

With Molly’s help they pushed a trunk in front of the door and Angela shoved her dresses out of the way making the children hide in the built-in closet. Her heart thudded against her ribs. If only she knew what was happening above.

The ship lurched and thuds sounded then the clash of rapiers. They had been boarded by a band of buccaneers and Molly huddled on the disordered bunk pulling the covers over her head. Angela stood as far from the door as possible but in a line that made her aim sure. She had only two shots and what would occur after that she tried not to think about. Surely they would hold such valuable passengers for ransom.

A sickening thud sounded on the door, then more and Angela braced herself for battle. Stifled sobs came from the cowering Molly as the lock sheared off the door and splintering wood banged against the trunk. Angela swallowed the dry lump in her throat and took a deep breath.

The trunk gave way slowly against the persistent barrage and the first filthy pirate into the cabin jerked in surprise as a crimson flower of blood bloomed on his chest. Spewing blood from his mouth he fell and Angela saw that the ball had passed through him and winged one of the men beyond. A frozen calm descended on her as she shoved the pistol at Molly telling her to reload it. Her unexpected attack had momentarily stopped the flow of buccaneers into the cabin.

Molly just sat staring at the pistol and angrily Angela grabbed it from her hurriedly reloading. A shot was fired into the cabin and Angela fell to the floor making herself as small a target as possible. Another shot followed and Molly began screaming.

“Women!” came the shout from outside and Angela gritted, her teeth against the impulse to slap her maid soundly. There were other voices in French and English that she couldn’t quite make out and then a slight movement in the shadowed doorway.

Angela lay unmoving until the man, confident that there would be no more resistance or perhaps imagining her wounded, became foolhardy and showed himself. Moving as smoothly as a coiled cobra she took aim and fired, the ball catching him in the stomach. He fell backward out the door screeching in agony and was hauled unceremoniously out of the way by unseen hands. Frantically she began reloading again but before she could finish a numbing pain burst in her shoulder and the pirates rushed the cabin together.

She killed the first man in with her one remaining shot, then used the smoking pistol as a weapon, cracking the nearest skull. For a full five minutes she was loose in the cabin like a concentrated hurricane inflicting blows, kicks, scratches and bites on anyone foolhardy enough to come within range. The pirates were baffled at first by the tiny, pink-ruffled witch that fought like an Amazon.

She held them off longer than she had thought possible but her strength was giving out and at any moment she would be at their mercy. Angela tripped on her flying skirts as one of the crew made a grab for her and she went down heavily. They were on her immediately, cruelly hauling her to her feet and twisting her arms behind her.

“What spirit! How would ya like to lie with that spitfire?”

“Damned good piece,” said a large straggly-haired man with no front teeth, running an expert hand appraisingly over her body. He grasped the top of her bodice but another voice rang out.

“Enough!” A wiry little Frenchman limped stiffly into the cabin, his thin brown face horribly scarred. Angela shuddered at the scar that ran from temple to chin distorting one eye and drawing the corner of his mouth down in an evil grimace. His cold, almost colorless green eyes glittered appreciatively as he inspected the she-devil that had held his men off for so long. He had watched the whole battle from the shadowed safety of the doorway while Angela had made laughingstocks out of his men.

“Your name?” he asked tipping her defiant chin up with one long finger.

Haughtily she replied, “Angela Harrington, Duchess of Brightling!”

The grooves on either side of his mouth deepened in a travesty of a smile and he loosed peals of dry harsh laughter. Sweeping her a mocking bow he said, “Enchanted, Your Grace. I never thought my coup would yield such a prize. Gaston Laporte at your service!” Running a hand through his thin, wispy brown hair he continued immensely pleased with himself, “You don’t know how happy I am to make your acquaintance.”

“Will you hold me for ransom?” she asked hopefully, very much aware of the sticky warmth spreading down her arm.

“But of course! Release her you swine, and never let me catch any of you touching her again!”

With the support gone Angela slumped against the bunk clutching her shoulder.

“You are wounded,” Laporte observed touching her fleetingly and she shrank away from his hand sensing a viciousness in him.

“I have two children and my servants,” Angela began.

“Tant mieux!" Laporte rubbed his hands together in an irritatingly effeminate gesture. “And where is your—husband?”

“He is not with me on this trip. I was to meet him later.”

Laporte gave a Gallic shrug of his shoulders. “C’est la vie. Perhaps he will be my guest at another time.”

As Angela was escorted on deck leaning on Molly and with the children clinging to her skirts she looked around desperately for Angus, Ezra, and Captain Darnell. Bodies lay everywhere and the deck was slippery with blood as the pirates expertly looted the Dark Lady.

“Mama—look!” Robert pointed to the yardarm where a body dangled like a puppet from a rope, twisting and turning in the wind. It was Captain Darnell.

They stumbled over a severed arm and the children’s eyes were as large as saucers at the total devastation surrounding them. A sudden commotion broke out as a wounded man revived and began fighting anew. Blood streamed over his head and face obscuring his features, and several burly pirates hefted him and strode to the railing. Feebly he struggled.

“Angus! Angus!” screamed Angela with an outraged shriek of terror. “No! Don’t let them!”

She rushed at them with what little strength she had left but was too late. Deftly they tossed Angus over the side and he landed with a splash in the sea. Angela leaned over the side clinging to the railing shouting his name over and over. He surfaced and she felt a momentary relief, replaced by dread as he went under again.

The men who had thrown him overboard laughed and pointed to the triangular fins breaking the surface of the waves. She stared in panic as they circled closer and closer and then he was jerked beneath the water again and again like a bobbing cork. A hoarse cry broke from his throat as he went under for the last time leaving behind the churning crimson ocean amid a frenzy of fins.

Angela’s grip loosened on the railing and she would have pitched forward into the sea if Laporte hadn’t grabbed her just in time. As it was she slid to the deck in a faint, her face as pale as the death that surrounded her.


Two aquamarine eyes opened, focused on the high ceiling in confusion and then swept slowly around the unfamiliar room. The bedroom was an opulent hodgepodge of exquisite furniture. A French writing desk stood daintily beneath an open window, a dark massive armoire was obviously Spanish and the four-poster bed and chairs were English. A magnificent Oriental carpet in bright jewel-like colors of red, blue, yellow, green, and brown covered the terra cotta tile floor. One white stucco wall was hung with an antique tapestry of medieval ladies, sheep, and thousands of flowers. On either side of the arched, carved wood door were glass curio cabinets containing priceless objects of art.

Angela pushed aside the mosquito netting and winced as a pain throbbed in her shoulder. A constricting bandage met her inquisitive touch beneath her sheer lawn nightgown. In an instantaneous flash the fog cleared and she sat bolt upright oblivious to her wound. She could see the boiling scarlet water, a purple-faced corpse swinging by its neck high above her head, blood washing over the deck of the Dark Lady like a high tide, pirates bursting through her cabin door. Everyone was dead but Molly, the children, and herself and they were in the clutches of the notorious Gaston Laporte.

Her sorrow quickly gave way to anger and she dashed the tears from her eyes. There would be time enough for crying later, right now she must find a way out of this new predicament. Trying the door Angela found it locked as she had known it would be. She looked out a large high window by standing on a chair to find she was on the second floor of a large Spanish-style house built around a central courtyard. In the center of the high-walled courtyard a fountain splashed and chairs and tables were scattered invitingly over the large flagstones. The late afternoon sun cast deep shadows burnishing the dull orange tiled roof.

Angela almost fell off the chair as a choking panic shook her. Where were the clothes she had been wearing and most importantly where was the pardon she had so hastily concealed in her bodice? She ran around the room in a flurry, finding nothing, but when she flung open the doors of the armoire there were all her clothes hanging there as neatly as if she had always lived there. On the shelf was her jewelry box and she opened it to find the contents intact and she wondered why Laporte hadn’t plundered it. Swiftly opening drawers she found her undergarments and accessories and pushed them aside impatiently. Where was the pardon?

The tapestry billowed away from the wall and Angela stifled a scream as Molly slid from behind it.

“Milady, what are you doing out of bed?”

“Is there a door behind there?” asked Angela going to investigate.

Sure enough there was a door concealed by the tapestry. Angela opened it to find it led to another bedroom where Robert and Lorna played together. The thick walls had kept any sound from penetrating her room.

“Mama!” they both cried in unison, their faces lighting up at the sight of her.

Thank heavens they were fine. Angela dropped to her knees cuddling both of them in her embrace. Nothing must be allowed to harm her precious children, nothing, and she would somehow see to their safety no matter what she had to do. Her shoulder was beginning to hurt and Molly made her get back into bed assuring Angela that she had only sustained a flesh wound.

“Molly, did you undress me?” The maid nodded.“

The papers—where are they?”

“I’ve hidden them,” Molly answered with a secretive smile. Leaning closer to Angela she whispered, “I sewed it into your petticoat—the one with blue flowers embroidered on it.”

“Bring it here!” said Angela, eagerly reaching for the frothy confection Molly unearthed from the armoire. “Very clever,” she complimented, able to tell where it was by only a slight thickness beneath the ruffles and the stiffness of the paper.

“The only way to get it out is to slit it open,” explained Molly beaming proudly.

“Thank you, Molly. What would I do without you? Now sit down,” Angela said patting the edge of the bed, “and tell me everything that happened while I was unconscious.”

“Well. . .” the maid began not exactly anxious to relive this particular day. “They took us on that pirate ship along with everything that they could carry off the Dark Lady. An ugly, dangerous lot they are too! I don’t like it one bit!”

“Neither do I but we are stuck here temporarily. Do go on.”

“Then they blew the Dark Lady to smithereens. It didn’t take long for her to sink.”

“Damn, they scuttled her!”

“Yes. We sailed for most of the day; must have passed a hundred islands, little spits of sand in the ocean. Then they turned into a sort of hidden cove and anchored. Well here we are in that ugly little Frenchy’s house locked in our rooms.”

“Did you see anyone from the Dark Lady on the pirate ship? Is everyone dead but us?”

“No,” Molly stated. “If anyone else survived I didn’t see them. Poor Angus! Poor Captain Darnell!”

A loud knock sounded on the door and a key was inserted into the lock making only a small click. It opened slowly and Gaston Laporte stood there for a moment surveying the scene before entering the bedroom with his exaggerated limp.

“Ah, Your Grace, I see you have recovered from the excitement of the morning. You look entrancing and much calmer than before.” The words slid from his throat with an oily smoothness. “And how are you feeling?”

“I’m not sure,” replied Angela watching his every movement. This was an enemy. The more she learned about him the better she could protect herself and the children. “Suppose you tell me. What do you plan to do with us and when can we leave?”

The awful smile that affected only one corner of his mouth, the other side dragged downward in a perpetual distortion, crossed his face. “How direct and to the point you English are, so matter-of-fact about all your affairs. Shall I soothe your mind?” He sat on one of the chairs near the bed carefully crossing his bad leg over his other one. “I will request a ransom, a very large one, in exchange for you, your two charming children, and the servants. Until it arrives you shall all be my guests here.”

“With locked doors?” queried Angela, positive that more lay hidden beneath the surface than he was telling.

“You are very astute,” Laporte observed letting his cold eyes slowly size her up.

He had never met a woman like her before. By the time he and his men boarded the ships the women were usually having hysterics, screaming and crying for mercy. But this one had not only beauty but courage. She had defended herself fiercely with pistols and her bare hands even though wounded. A fitting match for Scott Harrington!

The thought of her husband sent a vicious look fleetingly over his face. He concealed it immediately behind outward formality but Angela had seen it and he knew she had. So she was intelligent as well—a formidable adversary. The game grew more complicated and enjoyable with each new discovery. After all what was a battle without a worthy opponent?

“You may have the freedom of the island, but I would advise you not to venture outside the house alone. My men are not angels and you wouldn’t want to be dragged into the bushes and ravished would you?” That brief grimace again as he attempted a smile. Angela shuddered inwardly with revulsion each time she saw it. “As for trying to escape—no, don’t protest. A woman like you would naturally try it. We are on a small cay, surrounded by water. The only way off is by boat. I have ordered all the small boats to be chained and locked; and, of course, my ship is always manned by the crew.” With a shrug of his thin shoulders, which was an irritating habit, he continued, “So you see you have no choice but to remain here as my guest.”

“Your prisoner!” Angela spat, her eyes cold with fury.

“Au contraire. You will be accorded every courtesy. The slaves have been instructed to care for your every desire.” Getting up from the chair Laporte crossed to the door and opened it. “Bring him in now!”

“Ezra!” The cry was torn from Angela’s throat as the huge man shuffled in and relief made her go limp. But something was wrong; his amber eyes were vacant and his mouth slack. His movements usually regal and precise were slow and haphazard. There was a bloodstained bandage around his head. Had the blow affected him?

“The man is your slave?” inquired Laporte watching her as ever.

She looked at Ezra again and he flashed a lightning-quick wink at her, his face momentarily assuming his old alertness. Then the eyes went vacant again so that when Laporte’s glance fell on him he was as before.

“Yes,” Angela said decisively, thinking fast. “Simple-minded. He was useless in the fields and I was considering selling him but the children became fond of him, like a pet, so we keep him. He’s entirely harmless—like a big, good-natured dog and devoted to the children.”

“Just what I thought,” said Laporte. “He doesn’t talk much does he?”

“No.”

“I shall leave you now. Here are the keys to your rooms. You may do what you wish within the limits of common sense. Shall I have dinner sent up?”

“Yes, please,” she said watching as he left the room. “Quickly, Molly, make sure he has left and no one is listening at the door and then lock it!”

Molly did as she was told informing her that the coast was clear and locking the three of them into the room.

“Ezra!” Angela held her hands out to him and he smiled kneeling beside her bed and kissing both her hands. “I have never been so glad to see anyone in my life! I thought you were dead! Did you see what they did to Angus and the captain? It was horrible! How did you escape?”

“By pretending to be an idiot!” Ezra laughed. “I was desperate.”

“How clever—and what an actor! I thought you had lost your senses from a crack on the head. What can we do? We must get away. I don’t trust Laporte at all. I feel like he is playing with me and when I find out what is afoot it will be too late.”

“Yes, I got the same impression and I think it has to do with the two previous attempts to capture the Dark Lady. But it’s going to be difficult to get away. I wasn’t watched very closely today since they think I’m a halfwit and I managed to get a look around.”

“Searched out the lay of the land?”

“Yes, exactly. I pretended to be inordinately fond of collecting sea shells and wandered off. The island is not very big, maybe five miles around. Most of the pirate crew live in cabins on the other side, well away from Laporte’s house—doesn’t want his view spoiled by a lot of riffraff. He’s got this place rigged up like a museum. You should see the paintings downstairs! He must choose the best of the booty for himself.”

“How do we get off?” asked Angela concentrating on every detail.

“The only way is by sea and all the damned boats are chained up tighter than a miser’s strongbox. We can only hope someone will get careless. . .”

“And if we can get a boat—what then?” ’

“That’s the problem. There are armed guards all around the house and you would in all probability be followed. Then we would have to know where to head for. At the moment I’m not quite sure where we are. I have a sneaking suspicion that we are in the Bahamas and if that’s the case we could head northwest and hit Florida—but I would like to make sure.”

“Yes,” Angela pondered. “So would I. We must plan everything with care. Laporte’s no fool! He’s asking for ransom but there is probably not enough gold on the whole of Jamaica to meet his demands. That will mean sending to England for the money which may give us the time we need, but then again there’s no telling what a pirate may do.”

“Except the unexpected is what I say. I think he has more up his sleeve than his arm!”

“I feel like someone is walking over my grave every time I see him!” she said shuddering delicately.

“An ugly character. I heard he got that way in a fight with a man as vicious as he is. Cut him up frightfully and crippled him for life—now he is out for revenge. How is your shoulder?”

“All right I guess. Molly said it was just a flesh wound though it hurts like the devil right now!” She leaned wearily back on the pillows.

“I heard how well you fought. That’s all the pirates can talk about. They think you’re some kind of a sea-witch and a lot of them think you will bring bad luck to their island. Humm,” Ezra contemplated, “maybe we can play on that fear and stir up a nice little mutiny. . .”

“I wouldn’t put it past you,” Angela laughed.

After Angela tucked the children into bed for the night she peeked cautiously out her bedroom door into the dimly lit hall. Ezra lay curled on a pallet in front of the children’s door and he looked up at the slight noise, flashing a brief smile as she confidently closed and locked her door. What a relief to know he was there only a few feet away if she needed him. Nothing would get by Ezra in the night. The fact that he had chosen to guard Robert and Lorna with his life had inspired the utmost confidence in her. He knew how much the children meant to her and that their safety was more important than hers.

Settling herself into bed and arranging the netting she let herself drift. True to his word Laporte had sent dinner up, expertly prepared by his staff. The slaves had glided in and out silently as if afraid of their own shadows—and no wonder considering who their master was. Afterward Molly had changed the dressing on Angela’s shoulder and she had insisted on a mirror so she could inspect the damage. It wasn’t bad at all and if it didn’t get infected she should be as good as new in a few days.

Looking down at her wrist in the candlelight she mused that when she was an old woman she would have fascinating tales to spin for her grandchildren. Then Angela smiled at the thought: here she was only in her early twenties and she felt old in experiences. This was no worse than what had happened with Jack, in fact there was a greater degree of comfort here than in the cold shack. But Laporte was not a man she could easily entrance like Jack and even if he was she wouldn’t have wanted to.

Blowing out the candle she closed her eyes and let scenes flash brilliant in the darkness. She hadn’t thought of Jack in a long time and was surprised to find the memory was still painful. Time was supposed to heal wounds like that according to almost everyone who had tried to comfort her after Scott’s fictitious demise. But Owen had been right, some things are always alive, though dead, and some people make impressions that are never forgotten.


Bougainvillaea bloomed fuchsia against the cream-colored walls of the garden, each one of the profuse flowers like a tiny open heart dripping blood. The delicate scent of jasmine perfumed the gently stirring air and a sun the color of butter beat down with the heat of midday. But the garden with its small pond filled with water lilies and the overhanging trees kept the atmosphere pleasantly cool. Sitting on a stone bench beneath a tree Angela smiled on the children’s antics as they capered all over the garden chasing butterflies.

It was two weeks since their arrival and her shoulder was healed leaving only a nasty red scar that would fade with time. Her daily encounters with Laporte when he came to inquire after her health left her no more enlightened than the first. He was always polite and distant which was just fine with Angela. The less she saw of him the better! He seemed to realize that and never stayed longer than necessary.

She had written to Matthew Grey in Jamaica telling of her plight and requesting him to take care of the matters relating to the ransom demand. How the letter got to the island she had no idea but not long after that the reply came, commiserating with her plight and assuring Angela that everything would be taken care of as quickly and efficiently as possible. She didn’t know how much Laporte had requested nor did she care. Any amount would be cheap to get off the island and away from him and his cohorts.

In order to avoid running into him she and the children kept to themselves dining in their rooms and venturing into the garden for exercise. Ezra kept her informed of what was happening outside their confined world and that wasn’t much. No one had been careless about leaving the boats unchained, the threat of death probably hung over their heads if they did. So Ezra continued to play his idiot’s role and the pirates became accustomed to seeing the big slave muttering incoherently to himself as he combed the beaches for shells.

The door in the wall opened and Angela looked up expecting Molly or Ezra only to find Laporte. Her face fell and this seemed to amuse him as he came toward her and sat down on the bench. She made a quick move to get up but his hand clamped around her arm surprisingly strong in spite of his delicate appearance.

“Take your hands off me right now or I will make both sides of your face match!”

“Do I disgust you that much?” Laporte’s pale green eyes slithered over her and he grabbed her other hand before she struck him. “You wouldn’t want the children to witness any more unpleasantness would you, chérie?”

His hands made her flesh crawl and the use of that deliberate endearment made her shudder against his restraint. So Laporte was making a move at last and she didn’t like it at all. Why did men always demand more of her than she was willing to give? Why couldn’t they leave her alone? Angela tried to pull from his grasp in a silent battle of strength and wills but he held fast bruising her flesh.

“There is no need to get upset. I wouldn’t have touched you if you hadn’t tried to run away. If you will stay here until our conversation is finished I will let you go.”

“Very well.” Angela compromised rubbing the marks on her arms. “Say what you want and then get out!”

“But after all, this is my house and you are the guest. Are you going to throw me out of my own house? Will you get your half-wit slave to do it or will you do it yourself?”

“Damn!” she cried exasperated at the way he had of fencing with words. “Get to the point and make it short!”

“So you don’t appreciate my presence or my feeble attempts at humor—no matter. I am in charge here and what I want I get!” Laporte smiled briefly and Angela looked away revolted. “My face doesn’t please you? I assure you that it used to be much easier to look upon not long ago but I lead a violent life. Tell me chérie, what would you do if someone scarred you like this?”

Angela looked him full in the face deliberately staring at the deeply puckered scar that disfigured one whole side of his face. “The man would not be alive today,” she said simply. “I would have killed him with my own hands.”

“But, unfortunately, my adversary has vanished off the face of the earth. I do have, however, something very precious to him—perhaps more than his own life.” His eyes were amused although his face was grim. “So I can and will exact my revenge!”

“Why tell me about all this? I am not in the least interested and what happened to you has nothing to do with me.”

“Oui, you are right but you are such a bloodthirsty little animal I thought my plan might interest you. But no matter.” Laporte stood up and looked down at her with something between regret and disdain. “I won’t bore you any further. You know it really is a pity you took an instant dislike to me because I think we are much alike. What a pair we could have made!”

“Us—alike? You are insane,” Angela said springing to her feet. “You insult me by the comparison, you bastard!”

He listened to her long string of insults and when she paused for a much needed breath said, “You are a duchess? I thought maybe a fishwife—even my man would be shocked at the language you have just used to describe me.” He gave a short laugh. “But I am enchanted because it proves that you are not indifferent to me. You are spectacular when you are angry, rather like a hurricane flashing silver-white lightning.”

She felt like screaming; she insulted him with the vilest words dredged from her memory and he complimented her. As quickly as the lightning he likened her to she slapped him across his scarred face making it uglier still with the red imprint of her hand. After his first reaction of surprise, Laporte drew himself stiffly up to his full size gazing at her with eyes more dangerous than any she had ever seen.

“You will regret that, chérie,” he said evenly in the usual distant manner. “But let me get to the matter I sought you out for originally. I would like to invite you to dine with me tonight, just a small party for some of my friends.”

“You know what you can do with your dinner invitation, don’t you?” Angela retorted with flushed angry cheeks.

“You need not elaborate. It doesn’t greatly overtax my imagination to guess, but we shall see.”


Chapter Twelve



It took Angela most of the day to calm down after the confrontation with Laporte. The gall of the pirate to touch her, call her chérie, insult her and then invite her to dinner. He was probably downstairs right now entertaining his bunch of cutthroats with the finest vintage wines plundered from two dozen different ships. How many lives had this great opulent house devoured so he could live in style? The painful vision of the Dark Lady as she had last seen her—bloodstained and littered with dead—made her angry all over again.

Molly, the children, and Angela sat at the small round table where they dined alone each evening. With a knock on the door slaves appeared bearing large covered serving dishes. Arranging them on the table as usual they left on silent feet, their eyes big with apprehension. Ezra entered just then and Angela greeted him as he pulled up a chair.

“I’m starved,” he informed them. “I have combed this island thoroughly at least three times today with the same bad luck.”

“Nothing?” asked Angela lifting a chased silver lid.

Molly screamed and jumped to her feet just as the lid hit the floor clanging on the tiles. On a bed of seaweed a large, rotten, glassy-eyed fish reposed filling the room with its stench. With a muttered oath Angela uncovered the other dishes to find a jellyfish lying on white sand, a mound of jagged coral rocks laced with spider crabs, and a dead seagull.

So this was how he would pay her back for slapping him and refusing to eat dinner with him. The children danced excitedly around the table while Ezra quickly covered the abominations. She saw everything through a veil of red rage and before anyone could stop her was running for the door.

“My lady,” Ezra called, “don’t do anything you will regret later!”

“If I don’t do this then I will regret it!” Holding up her skirts she took the stairs two at a time brushing past several startled slaves. With a heaving chest and half tumbled hair she flung open the dining room doors.

The men looked up at her sudden entrance from beneath a blaze of candles set in a crystal chandelier. Laporte stood up and made a slight mocking bow and the others rose too.

“Thank you for joining us, chérie. I knew I wouldn’t be disappointed. I told you she would appear before the soup, gentlemen, didn’t I?”

Struck speechless Angela picked up the heavy crystal decanter on the snowy damask-covered table and threw it at Laporte. He sidestepped the heavy object and it missed him by only a fraction of an inch and crashed into the large mirror behind him shattering it into a thousand pieces. Laughing at the spectacle the other pirates watched in amusement as Laporte rounded the table and grabbed Angela by her long dark hair twisting one arm up behind her. Pushing her into a chair he turned to his guests.

“Didn’t I promise you an exciting and unusual evening? Angela meets all the prerequisites for a savage lady.” Sitting down and turning to her Laporte whispered, “You ought to be thankful I didn’t have you served for dinner on a silver platter  à la John the Baptist!”

“Let me go this instant! I refuse to remain in your odious company. You stink worse than that rotten fish you sent up!”

“Careful, Duchess, you are here now and will stay—unless you would rather entertain my guests upstairs.” Angela flinched at his crude remark noting that the barbarous side of him was never far from the surface. He was used to getting his way and he had succeeded in getting her downstairs and into the dining room. If she left now she didn’t know what would occur. Could he possibly make true his threat?

“I mean what I say!” Laporte released her but clamped a hand on her knee squeezing viciously. “I wish you to have dinner with me—nothing more, nothing less. Furthermore you will dine with me every night hereafter or you will receive the same delicacies in your room morning, noon, and night! Did your children enjoy their dinner? Well, as soon as we begin here I will have a proper meal sent to them.”

“You are a monster!”

“Hardly,” Laporte parried. “You will find that I am much more than that!”

Removing his hand from Angela’s knee Laporte signaled for dinner to begin. She sat in a daze of anger and humiliation through several courses touching nothing and staring at the table. The other pirates talked, ate and drank with gusto but she didn’t notice.

“You don’t eat,” Laporte observed.

“How can I with your ugly face before me? You make me sick to my stomach!”

“But you are not looking at me. For the past half hour you have been staring at your lap.”

“Leave me alone! I am here. That’s all you requested—my presence—and you have that.”

Slowly her hearing became attuned to the conversation and she was shocked at what they were discussing. They had an intimate knowledge of sailing routes and plans of most of the large ships plying the Caribbean waters. She heard several ships she knew mentioned and they cold-bloodedly assessed their chances for taking them. They spoke of tonnage, cannons, cargo, and the times they were expected in a particular place. Laporte must have a network of spys in his employ gathering and dispensing the vital news that kept his empire thriving.

The men present were captains of their own ships and in return for the information they cut Laporte in on a percentage of their take. He got a nice tidy slice of the profits even though he wouldn’t have to lift a finger. Surely he was the king of the pirates using his brains and letting others use the brawn and take the risks. Why then had he himself taken the Dark Lady? While Angela pondered that point she let her secretive gaze wander over the ten men present. They were all quiet and ordinary looking at first glance except for one, a youth directly across from her who didn’t seem to be participating in the talk.

He was beautiful. That was the only word to describe his shining angelic looks. His hair was the color of gilt, and his eyes, a startling violet, narrowed suddenly staring back at Angela. There was a petulant look to his full sensual mouth as he studied her. No man had ever looked at her like that before—as if she was an opponent. The only times she had received such poisonous glances was from other women, rivals.

The business out of the way the talk became more general and the boy across the table engaged Laporte in conversation. Angela touched her lips to a glass of wine only wetting her mouth and watched as the pirate captains settled down to serious drinking. Never in her life had she seen such quantities of liquor consumed so fast. At the rate they were going they would all soon be reeling.

A red-bearded man next to her smiled bleary-eyed at Angela and fumbled beneath the table finding her thigh and stroking it. Surreptitiously she pushed him away but he leaned toward her with a leer on his face determined to continue with his fumbling. No one else noticed what was happening as a tussle started under the tablecloth. Finally exasperated and with a dangerous glint in her aqua eyes Angela deliberately picked up the sharp fruit knife beside her plate and stabbed the pirate’s other hand pinning it to the table.

With a howl of pain and outrage he sprang up knocking over his chair, diverting the attention of everyone present. Laporte took one look and burst out laughing, the harsh sound only enraging the man more. One of the other captains pulled the knife from his friend’s hand and wrapped it in a napkin.

“Just a trifle, Smith,” he told him with an amused corner-of-the-eye look at Angela. “You’ve had worse before. That’ll teach you to fool with a lady!”

The pirates were all entertained by the incident but regarded Angela with a new respect. She heard murmurs of shrew, bitch, and vixen, and not one of them could take their eyes from her. What a woman!

Getting to her feet Angela said, “Dinner is over and I have been thoroughly insulted, so with your permission Monsieur Pirate,” she addressed Laporte with contempt, “I will retire for the night.”

“Bien entendu,” he replied standing and dismissing her with his curt bow. “You have provided us with a most diverting evening!”

So that was all he had been after, an entertaining evening! She had been summoned to perform like a circus act and had provided an adequate show. With a sneer at Laporte Angela moved regally toward the door but the red-bearded pirate grabbed her arm as she passed him and raised his uninjured hand to slap her.

“Touch her, Smith, and you are a dead man!” Laporte’s voice was crisp in the silence of the room. But the man had not heard in his anger or was too drunk to care.

The blow exploded against the whole side of Angela’s face, the force catapulting her out of his grasp and onto the floor. She lay stunned, unmoving, a trickle of blood running from the corner of her mouth. When she opened her eyes they focused on Smith’s body on the floor not far from her and across the room stood Laporte with a smoking pistol in his hand.

“If anyone else even dares look askance at the duchess again, the same thing will happen.” Laporte put the pistol on the table and went to Angela helping her to her feet. With unexpected concern and gentleness he wiped the blood from her face. Supporting her with an arm about her waist he escorted the half-fainting woman across the room.

At the door she looked up confused at the gilt-haired youth blocking their way. His violet eyes shot venomous hate at her and she wondered what she had done to deserve that.

“Gaston,” he complained pettishly, “let one of the servants take her upstairs.”

With a withering look Laporte put him in his place. “You try my patience, Jules. You are not indispensable.”

As they left the dining room Angela heard Jules calling after them, his voice several tones higher than before, “I won’t put up with it, Gaston. Get rid of her!”

Angela joined Laporte every evening for dinner during which she ate nothing. Sometimes there were guests and sometimes just the three of them: Jules, Laporte, and Angela. She had made a concession, it was true but it went no further than an hour or two spent in the dining room beneath Jules’s malevolent looks and Laporte’s secretive gaze. After that she was free and her days were her own insofar as she could be free confined against her will on a tiny dot of sand lost in the ocean.

Ezra had at last found out where they were by gleaning information from the pirates and the unexpected discovery of a chart that was left on Laporte’s desk in the library. It was just as he had surmised, they were on one of the thousands of cays making up the archipelago of the Bahamas. They could remain hidden away here for a hundred years and no one would ever find them. His shell collection grew to mammoth proportions as he unceasingly searched for a way of escape. If they didn’t get away soon he felt as if he would turn into the idiot he was playing. Having to act like that continually was becoming tiresome.

Leaving the children in the garden under Molly’s loyal care Angela went into the house intent on finding a book to relieve the boredom. If only she could ride, that could occupy her for hours but the thought of asking a favor of Laporte went against the grain. He did have a stable with several fine horses. She had seen him and Jules riding out several times.

Laporte had introduced Jules as his friend and protégé but there was something just beneath the surface of their relationship that didn’t ring true. She had thought that maybe Jules was his illegitimate son but threw that idea aside. If he was he would have acknowledged him as such; being the virtual ruler of the cay, no one would gainsay him or look down on the fact. After all most of the men who lived there were the lowest scum and of dubious backgrounds themselves. So Angela watched and listened puzzled by the eighteen-year-old’s obvious jealousy of any attention directed at her by Laporte.

Pushing open the already slightly open library door Angela turned to stone, only her wide shocked eyes moving in her suddenly pale face. So that was their relationship! What a fool she had been not to have realized it sooner.

They sat on the brown silk loveseat too wrapped up in each other to even notice Angela staring at the disgusting sight. Laporte’s arm was around Jules’s broad shoulders and the younger man stroked his hand over Laporte’s bared chest. He had unbuttoned his shirt to the waist and bent to caress the flat hard nipple with his flicking tongue. Laporte’s eyes closed and his hand clutched in the thick golden hair brushing his chin. When their lips met in a long demanding kiss Angela must have made a stunned sound because they both looked up straight at her as she turned and ran from the loathsome scene.

Blindly she found her way to the veranda and was sick all over the tiled floor. Spasms still shook her as she straightened up to find they had followed her. Laporte’s bared chest heaved with malicious laughter and Jules joined in thoroughly amused by her reaction.

“You revolting perverts!” she screamed at them beside herself with abhorrence at their unusual behavior.

She had been plunged into a den of iniquity, a squalid indecent hellhole of sin. Never in her life had Angela been confronted with such debased people. Once she had called Scott a pervert but she hadn’t known the meaning of the word till now. Even the voodoo ceremony paled to insignificance next to this.

“Look at her, Jules,” laughed Laporte doubling over with mirth. “She doesn’t blink an eyelash at shooting a man, stabbed Smith without a second thought, would have brained me with pleasure, and walked through bodies strewn about the deck of her ship like a queen strolling through a rose garden—yet at a little sign of affection between us she pukes up her guts!” He looked straight at her and said with a sneer, “Chacun à son gout!"

Angela fled from them, their laughter resounding through the halls and up the stairs after her. With shaking fingers she locked the door and sank down on the bed with her hands over her ears. She still felt nauseous, still almost couldn’t believe the degenerate tableau she had witnessed.

Everything fell into place, all the unrelated pieces joining to make up an obscene picture. So that was why Laporte had never made any advances toward her—he was a homosexual! Through her disgust at having to reside in the same house with them came a dawning realization that now she need not fear any violation by Laporte. That worry had always been in the back of her mind especially since he killed Smith for daring to lay a hand on her.

That night she didn’t go down to dinner and wondered if Laporte would retaliate in the same way he had before. But dinner was served punctually in her room and everyone ate but her. She was still sick over this afternoon and the retelling of it to Ezra did nothing to settle her stomach. So while they ate she wandered downstairs and into the courtyard.

Sitting on the edge of the fountain she trailed her fingers in the lukewarm water turned golden in the setting sun. The surface rippled where her hand passed and where the dolphins spouted water from their perpetually open bronze mouths. A cooling breeze stirred the skirt of her simple linen dress, the thin, almost sheer, white material decorated with cut work around the hem, neckline, and short sleeves. She looked like an innocent young girl lost in a daydream, only her sad aqua eyes evidence of the things she had been through.

“You look like a white rose,” commented Laporte. “But so melancholy. Come, come, is it that bad?”

“Leave me alone, Laporte,” Angela told him, her wet hand clenching into a fist beneath the water. If she had a weapon handy she would have killed him.

“But you didn’t come to dinner. I thought you might be sick.”

“I am sick—sick of the whole situation! You are the vilest creature on earth; yes, not even a man but a slimy creature! Do you think I could stand to be in your company? Did you ever wonder why I could not eat in your presence? Even before I found out, you revolted me but now, now, I can’t even find words to describe the monster you are!”

The smile had faded from his face leaving it shadowed and grim. “So you hate me, loath me. Good! It will make your surrender that much more enjoyable.”

“What are you talking about?” Angela stood up and moved warily around the fountain placing it between them. He started after her but she was quicker, easily keeping away from him.

“So you will make me chase you? I think not. You will come to me of your own free will. I have persuasive ways to get what I want.”

“And what do you want?” she screamed frightened by what was implied.

“Why, you, chérie—naked in my bed—my mistress, my whore!”

“But, but—” Surely she couldn’t be hearing him right, not after this afternoon and Jules.

He smiled again, the familiar grimace contorting his face. “So I lulled you into a false sense of security. Did you think I only liked men? They are far less complicated than you women and better companions. But I like it both ways and am willing to make an exception in your case.”

“You are mad!” she cried running for the door into the house. “You are a loathsome reptile and I hate you! Never, never would I let you make love to me!” Her heart failed as she tried to open the door and found he had locked it. Swiftly lifting her skirts in both hands she fled to the other door giving Laporte an enticing glimpse of her shapely legs. Tugging frantically at that door she found that it too had been locked and Laporte was bearing down on her determinedly.

“Damn you. If you lay a finger on me I will scream the house down around your ears. . .”

“Ma foi! That will hardly matter since no one will dare interfere. But don’t worry, I have no intention of raping you here in the courtyard. In fact I have no intention of raping you at all. You are the one that will make love to me—willingly,” he repeated watching her lips curl in disgust. “Oh, yes, you will beg me to master you and then proclaim to the world that you are my whore!”

It was gray dusk now but Angela could see his cold eyes as hard as diamonds glittering at her from the other side of the splashing jets of water. She was weak with fear at the unspeakable things he was saying. She would rather die than let him touch her. “Never, never, never!”

“Yes! You will come to my room tonight at midnight and consummate our relationship. If you don’t—well—let me just say you will regret it. Remember what happened before when you refused me? This will be much worse....”

“Stop threatening me! I won’t have it! You will never get away with whatever your scheme is. I would kill you or myself first!”

“What, and leave your precious children alone and at the mercy of a pervert?” Laporte said pulling a large key from his pocket. “We shall see.” Unlocking the door he held it open and waited for her to pass through but she hesitated.

“Move away from the door,” Angela told him not trusting him at all.

“No. If you want to leave do so now. I already said I would not attack you and I keep my promises. You should know that by now.”

Hesitantly she moved toward the beckoning doorway ready to defend herself with tooth and nail but he made no move toward her. As she passed quickly by him Laporte bowed sharply and murmured, “Midnight!” She fled up the stairs as if the furies were after her and burst into her room frightening Molly.

“Are you all right?” questioned the maid.

“No! Take the children. I must talk to Ezra alone.” Sitting down on a chair Angela buried her face in her trembling hands and drew in great shuddering breaths.

“What is it? What happened?” Ezra moved to her side shaken because she was upset.

Slowly, then building up momentum she blurted out every word that Laporte had said to her.

“I’ll kill him,” burst out Ezra. “I will tear that disgusting little pervert limb from limb!”

“And leave us open to attack from his men? Think, Ezra, with their leader killed it would just be a matter of time before they would turn on us. What about the children? Could we chance it?”

“No, you are right. I was just so damned angry. . .”

“At least if we play along with him we will gain one thing—time, but how much I don’t know.”

“You’re not going to him tonight?” Ezra was aghast.

“No, of course not. The very thought makes me shrivel up inside. But we have to get away, and soon. I’m not so sure that even after the ransom is paid he will let us go. There is something diabolical about the man and I don’t think he has played all his cards yet.”

“I wonder what he will do when you don’t show up at his room,” pondered Ezra pacing the floor. “It will be something drastic—that much I know. His men are afraid of his unpredictability.”

“Whatever it is we will have to wait and see, but please hurry and find a way of escape. I don’t think we have much time left.”

“I’ll sleep outside your door tonight. I will guard you with my life.”

“Thank you, Ezra, but I don’t think he would try and force his way into my room. He is much too wily for that. He is sure he will get his way and I shudder to think of how he will succeed.”

“But he won’t.”

“I have the most awful feeling that he will. And if he does—I don’t think I will ever be the same again.”

“Don’t say it! Don’t even think it!”

“Did I ever tell you about the Bratach Sith?” asked Angela looking up at him sadly.

“The what?”

“It’s a long story and I’m afraid it will get longer still!”

One day passed and then another while Angela and the children holed up in their rooms expecting the worst. They didn’t even venture into the courtyard or garden so apprehensive was Angela over the situation. Laporte had not tried to see her or send her any kind of a message and she could only guess that he was thinking up a punishment so hideous as to stagger the mind. She almost wished it was over with—whatever he planned to do—because the waiting was grueling.

Ezra wanted to stick close to her side in case anything happened but she had other ideas. They must get away at any cost so he was sent out to try and find a way. There still was no probable escape off the island but Ezra didn’t tell Angela about the project he was working on. Not long after their arrival he had started constructing a raft of bamboo and odd pieces of wood but it was far from completion and very small. They could only use it as a last resort.

Inspecting it critically he admitted to himself that he would have to be absolutely desperate to set out to sea on the flimsy thing and chance shipwreck or drowning. But he continued working on it and hid it carefully at the end of each day on the secluded beach he had chosen. It was rather inaccessible there so not many people ventured near and it was perfect for his secretive work.

Angela went into the children’s room for the fifth time and looked around perplexed. Molly still wasn’t back. Shoving a chair beneath one of the high windows she stood on it and looked down into the courtyard. She wasn’t down there either. It was highly unlike Molly to be gone all morning without telling her where she was going—unless she had been overcome with a sudden urge to get out of the room and away from the children.

She had to admit that the enforced confinement of two very active children hadn’t been easy on either of them. Molly had probably just gone for a stroll in the garden and lost track of time. That has to be it, Angela told herself logically.

“Lorna,” she called, and her daughter looked up from the toy soldiers she and Robert were playing with. “Did you see Molly at all today?”

“No, Mama,” replied the precocious six-year-old. “When I woke up she wasn’t in the room and I haven’t seen her all day. Do you think she is all right?”

“I hope so, baby.”

“Really, Mama, I am not a baby anymore. I can see what is going on around us. I’m not stupid.”

Angela couldn’t help laughing. “Of course, you are my grown up little girl. When I was your age I didn’t know half what you do.”

“You didn’t have a mother like you or a father like mine,” observed Lorna.

“Yes, sometimes parents seem to forget how observant their children are and we haven’t had an exactly tranquil existence, have we?”

“I don’t know. I never remember a tranquil time—everything is always upside down.” With a little sigh she crossed the room and asked the repetitive question she had asked so many times before: “When will we find Papa again? I miss him so!”

“Soon, baby,” she said, sighing herself at the thought.

“I’m not a baby!”

“Of course not,” said Angela watching as Lorna went back to her game. She is too much like me, she thought, too much for her own good.

The evening brought Ezra back to the house after another fruitless search and a long hard day working on the raft. Today he had tried bribing one of the pirates to let him have a boat. He had offered him Angela’s diamond necklace but the man had refused backing away from him as if he were poison. Laporte had instilled terror into their hearts, and loyalty.

“Ezra,” she cried throwing up her hands as he entered the room, “have you seen Molly today? She has been gone all day and I have been frantic over her whereabouts!”

“No, I haven’t. All day? Let me go and see what I can find out.”

“I’m afraid; scared that something has happened to her. What if she went for a walk and ran into one of Laporte’s men? What if. . .”

“Don’t start speculating. I’ll go now and I won’t come back before I find her.”

“Please, please find her quickly! I have the most terrible foreboding. . .”

He was gone leaving Angela and the children to dine alone but she couldn’t eat a bite. Something was very wrong. Good, reliable Molly who had loved her since she was born, whom she often took for granted. She found herself praying that she was all right and was surprised when the meal was over so quickly.

Angela put the children to bed and then paced the floor like a caged lioness. Several times she tried to read or embroider but she threw down the book or work after just a few minutes. How could she concentrate on anything but the missing Molly?

It was close to ten when Ezra returned bleak-faced. “Nothing! I could find out nothing! It’s as if she has disappeared from the face of the earth. No one has seen anything—I think they have all been struck dumb, deaf and blind!”

“There is only one thing to do,” said Angela with a determined set to her chin that Ezra was becoming familiar with. “Laporte will know where she is; he knows every leaf that drops on this island. I’ll go to him.”

“Hell!” cried Ezra slapping his hand to his forehead. “That’s it!”

“What?”

“Laporte’s playing his card at last. He will know where Molly is because he took her! Look, my lady, I don’t like this at all. It’s a trap and Molly is the bait!”

“And I am the mouse to be lured into his lair.” Comprehension of his treachery only reinforced her hatred. To use an innocent bystander as a pawn in his game was going too far. “I will write him a note and you will deliver it.”

The note was short and curt, to the point. Angela folded it in half and handed it to Ezra. “Please, hurry!”

It was an hour before he came back and Angela rushed at him, her nerves worn to a frazzle from the suspense.

“What did he say?”

“I don’t know,” replied Ezra handing her a note. “I don’t read other people’s letters—no matter how great the urge!”

With shaking hands she unfolded the crisp paper almost dropping it. It was even shorter than hers had been.


Midnight in my room.

Gaston Laporte



Dropping the note on the floor she burst into tears at the quandary. He hadn’t said he had Molly, but in her heart she knew he did. He made no threats or promises; if there were any negotiations to be made it would be up to her. There was only one thing he wanted of her, the one thing she was not willing to give to him or any man but Scott.

Ezra picked up the paper and scanned the terse words. “He’s bluffing! You are not going, even if I have to tie you up and stand guard over you!”

“What am I going to do?” she sobbed wildly, torn in half by the emotions raging inside her.

“There is nothing you can do,” he stated forthrightly. “I have made the decision for you!”

Neither one of them slept that night. They sat staring at the floor or pacing up and down the room sure Laporte would come pounding on the door at any moment wanting admittance. With the coming of dawn Ezra picked up the sleeping Angela from her chair and deposited her on the bed. Making sure the door was locked he went into the children’s room to await their waking up.

With a start Angela sat bolt upright on the bed aware instantly of the late afternoon sunlight streaming through the window. Without bothering to even smooth her rumpled clothes she flew to the other room to find Ezra reading aloud on the small sofa, Lorna and Robert on either side of him. They greeted her but her mind wasn’t on anything but her maid.

“Molly?” she whispered, despair showing on her sleepy face. Ezra only shook his head and her heart sank right down to the carpet.

“How would you like to look after these two hellions while I get some sleep? I’m dead!”

“Of course,” she said drawing him aside. “See if you can find out anything. She has to be all right!”

“I’ll do my best.”

When the slaves brought dinner one of them pressed a letter into her hand and left. This is it, thought Angela unfolding it hurriedly.


If you wish to see your maid

before she dies meet me in the

library in fifteen minutes.



Gaston Laporte


Springing to her feet she stifled a cry crushing the note into a crumpled ball. He did have Molly and since her rejection of last night was admitting it. Could she do it—actually let Laporte touch her, lie with her to save Molly’s life? She had to, no matter how detestable it was to her. How could she let him destroy the life of her faithful maid who was only in this predicament because of her? There was no alternative.

“Lorna, I have to go on an errand,” Angela explained. “You are in charge until Ezra gets back. Lock the door after I’m gone and don’t let anyone in but him or me. Do you understand? Not anyone!”

“But where are you going?”

“To find Molly!”

“I promise, Mama, I won’t let anyone in.”

Angela dragged slowly downstairs, each step bringing her closer to doom. Laporte’s words rang in her ears, the awful suggestive things he had said to her when he cornered her in the courtyard. Had it only been a few days ago? It seemed years. At the foot of the stairs she turned around and started back up.

“I can’t, I can’t!” she whispered to herself.

“Ah, there you are,” said the hated voice. “You are late. I did specify a certain time.”

Angela jumped like a frightened rabbit and grasped the balustrade. “I have changed my mind. I can’t do it!”

“Do what? My note just said if you wanted to see Molly again to meet me downstairs—nothing else. You read between the lines.”

“You made it perfectly clear the other day what you wanted from me and now you are trying to get it by threatening Molly!”

“Come, come,” Laporte soothed reaching the level where she stood. “I promise not to touch you. All I want is your presence on board my ship. I have planned an entertainment and you are the guest of honor.”

“Is Molly on the ship?”

“Yes, waiting for you. She can return with you as soon as the party is over. You see—I have no ulterior motive in mind.”

“Like hell you don’t! I know what that note said as well as you do. You threatened her life.”

“Just a little scheme to get you out of your room.” Laporte took her elbow. “Have I ever broken any promise I have made you?”

“No. . .” Angela admitted hesitantly. He never had.

“Then come along.”

He steered her down the stairs and out the front door. Angela shook off his hand. “You promised not to touch me.”

“So I did.” She saw his teeth flash in the moonlight. “I will lead the way then.”

They walked in silence to the cove where a boat was waiting to take them out to the ship. It blended into the night like an apparition and only the lanterns on board were visible, like fireflies dancing over the sea. She sat far away from Laporte as they were rowed out to the ghost ship and a shiver of apprehension went through her.

Stars were just appearing, pale in the bright overpowering light of the moon. The island and cove were beautiful in the fractured silvery rays, the palm trees swaying across the stretch of water like shadows of great fans. In any other circumstance Angela would have found it peaceful and romantic but not now with Laporte sitting next to her and what she feared was an unwelcome surprise waiting for her on the ship.

Once on board Laporte led her to the forecastle deck and she looked around in vain for Molly. In fact the ship was deserted but for the four men that had rowed them out to it. With a curt nod of his head two of the pirates grabbed Angela and began tying her hands in front of her. She fought kicking one in the shins and bringing her knee up hard between the legs of another. For a moment she staggered free but the others lunged at her, completing the job and then tying her hands to the railing with another length of rope.

“You son of a bitch!” she screamed. “So much for your promises!”

“But I haven’t laid a hand on you,” he laughed.

Her head jerked up defiantly. “So it was a trap after all.”

“Could you expect any less from me?” Laporte moved very close to her, still not touching her. His cold green eyes bored into hers with malevolent determination. “Don’t worry. You are safe. I just had you bound so you wouldn’t get hurt. You are far too impulsive and I wouldn’t want you injured during the coming entertainment.”

She was magnificent, truly spectacular, thought Laporte, as she stood bound with fiery defiant eyes and nostrils delicately flared in anger. He longed for the time when she would grovel at his feet. Oh yes, he would humiliate her so completely that he would finally break her proud spirit and turn her into his slave. He smiled in anticipation of the event and then stepped back in surprise as Angela spat in his face.

She stared at him daring him to slap her as he wiped his face with a lace-edged handkerchief. “You are lower than a snake,” she taunted, “and I will make you a promise now. Someday I will kill you. I keep my promises too!”

“My weapons are more formidable than yours are, chérie. ”He circled around her inspecting her as if he owned her. “Tonight you will find out what a strong hold I do have over you!” He left her standing there alone while he and his men went below deck.

Angela pulled at the ropes trying to work herself free and only succeeded in rubbing her wrists raw. Sailors were expert with knots and they held just as they were intended to. Swearing beneath her breath she looked down to the main deck as Molly was brought into sight, held firmly by two pirates.

“Molly, Molly,” she cried straining forward, leaning over the rail. “You are all right, you’re not dead!” The maid looked up in bewilderment to find her mistress tied on the forecastle. “Milady! I’m so glad to see you. I have been locked up on this ship for two days!”

“Sound the bell,” ordered Laporte and Molly was dragged from Angela’s sight.

The bell sounded, some sort of a signal, because within minutes the deck was swarming with pirates, spewed forth from the bowels of the ship. Laporte joined Angela again watching with amusement her baffled look.

“Do you have a good view?” he inquired solicitously.

“Of what?” she snapped.

“You will see!”

There was a commotion on the deck below as Molly was pushed out among the mass of men. She started fighting and screaming as they ripped pieces of her clothing off shoving her from one man to another and laughing at her distress. Reeling wildly she tried to cover her naked bosom only to have her hands caught and twisted behind her. One man held her while another rooted at her breast.

“Stop it!” screamed Angela her voice hardly heard over the noise below. “You can’t do this! You can’t let this happen!”

“I can do anything I want.”

“Then stop what is happening and I will....” She gulped hesitating, painfully aware of what would be happening in just a moment, “I will do what you want.”

“It is too late for that now. I gave you a chance to save her last night but you didn’t take it.” Laporte explained it very clearly as if speaking to a backward child. “One chance is all I ever give—so what happens to Molly is your fault.”

“No! I don’t believe you!”

“Look, you are missing the fun.”

Angela’s eyes widened in terror as the first man took Molly. Her mouth opened like a large cavern screaming and screaming until Angela thought she would go deaf. The grunting, groaning men fell upon her in swift succession as four pirates held her pinned to the deck. It was a scene of horror as the lantern light played over the writhing forms, the pale outstretched limbs of Molly and the filthy pirates naked and waiting their turns.

Angela fell to her knees hiding her face against one upstretched arm but she could still hear the sounds. Tears soaked through her sleeve and she could still see the gang rape etched on her closed eyelids.

There were at least thirty men below raping Molly, the spinster who had never known a man before. It had to be over soon; it just had to! And what then—would Laporte turn her over to the crew to have sport of? The vileness of the man was utterly unbelievable. If only she had gone to him last night. Nothing he could have done to her could be as bad as what was happening to Molly.

The screaming stopped and Angela couldn’t help peering between the balusters to see what had happened. Molly was unconscious and Angela hoped she stayed that way. At least then she would be spared further pain and humiliation. She looked up at Laporte to find that he was not watching the deck below but her. His eyes glittered as evilly as the devil’s.

“You may take her back to the house when they are finished with her, but I don’t think they will be through for quite some time. My men have lusty appetites!”

“I hate you!” she spat out, her teeth barred like a wild animal about to spring.

“You compliment me.”

The nightmare went on for hours and Angela wondered in despair how much one woman could stand. The pirates were enjoying themselves now, drawing out the sensations and taking more time to complete each act. Molly hadn’t stirred and Angela was hoarse from alternately pleading with Laporte and screaming abuses at him.

Finally Laporte untied the rope and firmly led her below into a small, elegant cabin. Pouring her a goblet of wine he offered it to her and though she wanted to toss it in his face her throat was so dry and scratchy that she downed it in several big gulps. Angela drank several more glasses while Laporte settled himself in a chair watching her.

Slowly her eyes searched the room with a possible weapon to use on him but there was nothing—as if he knew how dangerous she would be in her present state. Numb with shock and dizzy from the wine Angela sat down on a chair.

“What now?” she murmured to herself but he overheard it.

“Why whatever you choose. I always consult you before making a decision affecting you. You must learn to take me seriously, chérie. ”

“Shut up! I don’t want to see you or hear what you have to say!”

“Very well then. Bon soir. Sleep well!”

Laporte locked her in but she could still tell what was going on beyond the door. Sleep well—how could she when Molly was still out there? Hurriedly she searched the drawers and closets but found not even a letter opener to use in case she needed protection.

But sleep did come because of her exhaustion and the wine. When Laporte entered the room in the morning she was curled up on the narrow bunk, her loose hair fanned out like drifting seaweed on the white pillow. He looked at her for a long time drinking in her beauty all soft and unaware. Her eyelashes were long and spiky with crying stirring gently against her high cheeks, the slightly parted lips quivered and he couldn’t help touching them with one fingertip. Soon she would be sleeping in his bed, turning to him all drowsy to waken him with melting kisses.

Angela’s eyes opened and the first thing she saw was Laporte. She closed them again and rolled over thinking it was a dream.

“Wake up, chérie!” His voice was unusually soft. He touched the curling hair at the nape of her neck and she sprang up cringing away.

It was real, all of it! She was in Laporte’s cabin where he had locked her up after—after Molly! Pain passed over her features like a dark cloud obscuring the sun.

“Where is Molly? I must tend to her and get her off this ship!”

“I regret to tell you that Molly did not survive the night. I’m sorry, chérie. . . ”

“Stop it! Stop calling me that. You’re a liar!” Her full bottom lip trembled uncontrollably.

“It is true. She is dead. My men were too much for her, didn’t finish till dawn and she was dead hours before that.”

Screaming with grief and rage Angela launched herself at him raking his face with her nails, kicking him, biting the hand he threw up to ward off the attack. She reached for his pistol but he thrust her away and she fell against the bunk cracking her head on the wood. She was temporarily incapacitated and this gave Laporte enough time to bind her wrists together again with the discarded rope from last night.

Damn the bitch! She had scarred the other side of his face. He could feel the blood dripping from the deep gouges and his hand smarted where her sharp teeth had attacked. He couldn’t let this go unpunished.

Hauling her up onto the bunk he slapped her twice vowing never to underestimate her again. Their first meeting should have forewarned him to be cautious when handling this wild animal. She was the devil’s daughter—this petite woman that looked like an angel and fought more valiantly than a man. If she had gotten hold of his pistol he would be dead now.

She was crying, great, heaving, silent sobs and Laporte cursed himself for losing his self-control. Both cheeks were bright red from his blows and her eyes were wide open, watching him, dropping tears like rain. Slipping both of his hands into the thick mass of her hair he held her struggling head still and ground his mouth into her soft lips.

Stiffening with revulsion as the grotesque mouth moved on hers, Angela tried to fight back despite her bound hands. Pressing her onto the bunk his body came on her and his tongue thrust obscenely into her mouth. A great wave of nausea overcame her and she gagged, startled to find herself immediately released.

“I’m going to be sick,” she moaned and before he could move she was—all over Laporte. If she hadn’t felt so ill she would have laughed at his stunned expression.

She never saw him move so quickly, stripping off his sticky, soiled clothes and kicking them with revulsion into a corner of the room. She averted her eyes when he began removing his small clothes. Angela heard the splash of water and the opening of the closet door as he searched for fresh clothes.

Through it all he didn’t say a word, couldn’t think of anything to say. His kisses made her violently sick, even his presence made her cringe. There was only one way as he had known from the beginning—make her have to suppress her feelings; threaten her with something so perfidious she would do anything he asked.

Looking at her demure profile and her downcast eyes Laporte knew exactly what to do to bring her around. She wouldn’t reject his next overtures, not if he was any judge of character. No, the next threat would be impossible to ignore.

After he finished dressing again Laporte escorted a subdued Angela off the ship, watching her carefully to make sure she didn’t attack him again. Her face was white as if she was feeling sick again and the four pirates rowing cast covert glances at them both, wondering if Laporte had taken her. There had been a battle by the look of him but that always added spice to the conquest.

Jules met them as they walked up from the cove and he went stiff as he surveyed their demeanor. Laporte wore a triumphant smile and Angela’s usual spirit was quenched. So, she was now his rival—displaced by a mere woman! He would just have to bide his time and wait for an opportunity to get rid of her.

Seeing the look on Jules’s face Angela took flight, running into the house and up the stairs. She had no key so she knocked on the door.

“Who’s there?”

“Ezra—let me in!” The door opened and she ran into his arms badly in need of comfort. They folded protectively around her for an instant and then thrust her away.

“The children,” he cautioned and went to close the adjoining door. “What happened? You didn’t. . .”

“No—no!” Angela collapsed on a chair and looked up at him with a woebegone expression. “I would have but he had something else in mind.”

“What?”

“Molly is dead!” She closed her eyes as if to shut out the sights of last night. “Laporte gave her to his men. They raped her all night. It was awful, horrible! He tied me to the rail and made me watch. It’s my fault, all my fault!”

“No,” he said going down on his knees beside her and taking her cold hands in his. “How can you blame yourself? It was that devil’s doing!”

“The note—I didn’t go.”

“I wouldn’t let you.”

“Because of that! I could have saved her life.”

“But at what sacrifice?”

“Not as great as her’s.” Angela’s eyes flew open brimming with sadness. “I killed her, Ezra, as surely as if I shot her. I killed Molly!”


Chapter Thirteen


The void Molly’s death made in their lives was vast. They all felt it in different ways, even Ezra who had been a part of their lives for such a short time. It was the little things they took for granted that took their toll, and Angela found herself on the verge of calling Molly a dozen times a day. Robert and Lorna bounced back as children will but even they could not get used to the upheaval in their lives.

At odd moments the hellish scene from the pirate’s ghost ship would flash through Angela’s mind and a pained expression would cross her face. She had betrayed Molly’s loyalty with abandonment and couldn’t begin to forget it. It was at just such a moment when she was wrapped up in her own thoughts that it happened.

The children played beside the lily-covered pond and Angela leaned with her back against a tree off in her own world of torment over what should not have been. She looked up suddenly at a commotion just in time to see Robert attack Laporte, kicking him in the shin of his stiff leg.

“Let go of my sister, you bloody pirate!” he shouted getting another kick in at the man holding tightly onto Lorna’s arm.

With an enraged cry Angela flew to the rescue and Laporte hurled Lorna at her saying scoffingly, “Your daughter, chérie, has too much of you in her—a little savage. Look what she did to my hand.” He displayed the red teeth marks.

Angela fell to her knees gathering both children into her arms. “Don’t ever, ever touch either of them again!” She pressed them close to her protectively, almost snarling at Laporte like a lioness with cubs.

“We shall see,” he replied maddeningly as the three of them looked accusingly at him. He gave them a well-pleased smile but his voice was as cold and unyielding as steel. “Yes, we shall definitely see!”

The words entered like ice into Angela’s heart, and though she tried not to react he saw the way she tightened her hold on the children. She had gotten his message. Before she could speak he turned on his heel and strode away as quickly as he could with his lame leg.

With a feeling of dread inside Angela questioned Lorna. “What happened? Why did you bite him?”

“I hate him! He had Angus and Molly killed and he hung Captain Darnell! He started talking to me, saying how pretty I am and how much he likes little girls. He said I was just like you and then he touched my hair. I didn’t like him touching me so I bit him and he grabbed me and Robert kicked him. I hate him!”

“If I had a sword I would cut him up in little pieces and feed him to the gulls!” added Robert emphatically, not to be outdone.

“Children, listen carefully. You must never let him touch you again. You did very well, both of you, and I’m proud of your courage. If he ever talks to you again, run away and find me or Ezra. He is a bad man.”

“A very bad man!” echoed Lorna.

Angela’s heart beat erratically, angry and scared to death at the same time. Laporte was a master of subtlety and his actions today were a threat. He had never given the children so much as a second glance after their meeting on the Dark Lady. The fact that he was interested in them now meant only one thing: they were a means to an end—and that was her.

Laporte had played his game cleverly, using Molly as a pawn to prove what lengths he would go to. Now he would move in for the kill—the children or her. This time she knew he wasn’t bluffing. When the next note came requesting her presence, she knew exactly what she had to do. Checkmate—she had lost!

They went back to their rooms, Angela sure the note would be there waiting for her: Midnight in my room. It wasn’t there. Dinner arrived but not Ezra and while Lorna and Robert ate she paced quickly, her skirts swishing. She was on tenterhooks, starting violently at every knock on the door, but it was only the slaves efficiently removing the remains of the meal.

“Oh lord, Ezra, where are you when I need you?” she muttered wringing her hands. Maybe he had at last found a boat. Yes, that had to be why he was late; Ezra would provide the miracle needed to save them all.

He came late tapping softly on her door. “I almost got caught!” Ezra burst out. “I hid in the bushes for hours. I thought they would never leave!”

“What are you talking about?”

“The raft. I wasn’t going to tell you until it was finished. I have been building a raft and hiding it every evening near a deserted beach. Today some pirate and his doxy decided to have a frolic and stayed all evening.” He gave a sigh of relief now that it was over. “I was sure they would discover me and raise a hue and cry all over the island.”

“A raft!” Angela seized on the news as her last hope. “When will it be finished?”

“It will take at least two weeks, probably three—if no one finds it.”

“Three weeks! I don’t know if I can hold out that long.” Angela sank down on a chair hugging herself tightly. It was an eternity when she was expecting a note tonight.

There was no way she could tell Ezra about the threat. What if he interfered as he had in Molly’s case? The burden was on her but she must make sure of one thing.

“Ezra,” her voice was desperate and he looked at her frowning. Something was wrong. “I want you to promise me something very important.”

“You know I will do anything for you.”

“But this might be difficult,” Angela said hesitatingly. “Promise that no matter what happens, Robert and Lorna come first—that you will get them and the pardon to Scott in Australia.”

“You’re talking as if you won’t be. . .”

“Please! I’m not finished. You must guard the children with your life and never leave them alone no matter what you see or hear. Even if I beg you to help me, if it means deserting them, you won’t do it; you will do nothing to jeopardize their lives.”

“All right—what happened?” he asked suspiciously.

“Nothing,” she replied. It was true. Only the faintest of hints had tinged Laporte’s actions. Maybe she was blowing it all out of proportion. “I’ve just been thinking, and if you promise, I will be able to sleep better at night.”

“All right,” Ezra gave in not at all convinced.

“No—you must promise, on your word of honor, on our friendship!”

“I promise—the children come first, then you, then me. Does that satisfy you?”

Weak with relief she gave him a wavering smile. “Oh yes, you don’t know how much! Thank you, Ezra.”

Three days passed and Ezra worked with frantic energy on the raft driven by he knew not what. The promise upset him greatly once he mulled it over in his mind. It was like having one hand tied behind his back in a fight. It wasn’t like Angela to give up and he felt that something vital had gone out of her. She seemed to be waiting calmly for the inevitable, but every knock on the door made her jump like a nervous cat.

Angela sat mending a torn dress of Lorna’s. The note had not come much to her relief and last night she had managed to grab a few hours sleep. Had she been mistaken—dreamed up the whole thing from a perfectly innocent incident? Sometimes she thought she had and at other times she was positive Laporte was drawing out the torture, playing with her as he had done so often before.

Lorna was at her lessons while Robert took his afternoon nap and she sat at the table in Angela’s room with a frown of concentration on her face. Angela watched Lorna squirming in the chair, secretly amused. How she had hated the dull lessons when she had been a child too, the enforced hours inside when she had longed to be outside. It had been excruciating on fine days when the sun shone.

“When Robert wakes up how would you like to get out of the house and go play in the garden?”

Lorna’s head popped up and the frown vanished, replaced with her dimpled smile. “Oh, yes! Mama,” she cried and then her voice grew contemplative. “I wish we could leave here today—get on a ship and sail away. I want to go home. I miss Aunt Jane and Uncle Owen and my pony. . .”

“First we must find your father, baby. We have to make it to Australia!”

“I know, but sometimes I don’t think we will ever get there. Nothing is going right! It’s so far away and horrible things keep happening.” The frown was back.

“There is no way to accurately foresee or stop what is in the future, Lorna; it’s part of life and things often don’t turn out the way we expect them to.” Angela’s eyes took on a faraway look. “I know that better than anyone. Time and circumstance take over and we become as helpless as a leaf blowing in the wind.”

A knock interrupted their discussion and Angela called out to make sure it was safe to open the door. It was one of the slaves who slipped an envelope swiftly through the crack in the door. Angela’s fingers tightened on the thick white paper until her knuckles showed the same color. She stood staring at the closed door afraid to breathe or move.

It had come at last, the dreaded summons and she wanted to rip it into tiny pieces without opening it and scatter it before the wind. But that would never do, not with the lives of her children at stake.

“Mama, are you all right?” Lorna touched Angela’s arm looking up at her distressed face.

Angela looked back at her beautiful black-haired daughter, so small and innocent. She was only six years old, Robert three and they were both dependent on her for everything. She would fight a tiger with her bare hands to protect them. “Yes, baby. I’m all right.” And she knelt down hugging Lorna tightly to her, eyes closed against the thing she would have to do.

With dread Angela forced herself to open the envelope and unfold the paper. Laporte’s bold writing scrawled across the page:


Dinner at eight in the

courtyard. Wear the white

dress and your diamonds.



Laporte


She ripped the letter up now as she had wanted to do originally. So Laporte had looked through her belongings. Her white dress was the one with a daring décolletage and now Angela knew why he had allowed her to keep her jewelry—to deck herself out as his whore. But she would drive a hard bargain, making him promise never to harm Robert and Lorna in exchange for what he wanted.

The expected words, midnight in my room, had not been written, perhaps because she had anticipated that. No, Laporte would gloat over his victory all evening, savoring every moment until he made Angela do exactly what he wanted. She shivered. He had predicted that she would kneel at his feet and beg him to let her make love to him. The thought was totally revolting but she steeled herself. Laporte always got what he wanted.

The dress was thin silk, shimmering like mother-of-pearl with narrow gold ribbon-belts crisscrossing around her slim waist. It was plain, only the hemline embroidered in delicate scallops, white on white. Angela did as she was instructed clasping the diamonds the Prince of Wales had given her around her wrist. Percy’s pendant dangled against the hollow of her breasts and her wedding ring sparkled like fire on her hand.

It was warm out but she was freezing, shaking so that it took twice as long to do her hair. “Stop it,” she told her reflection in the mirror, “you must be calm!” But the huge tragic eyes staring back at her were accusing. “I have to. There’s no choice, none at all!”

‘‘Where are you going?” asked Ezra taking in her festive appearance as she emerged from the bedroom.

“I—I am having dinner with Laporte,” she stammered under his scrutiny.

“Why?”

“I have to talk with him, find out when we can leave and if the ransom has been paid.”

“Not looking like that!” Ezra bellowed. “Go and get changed into something more—”

“No, Ezra!” Angela stated bluntly. “This is none of your business.” Then very softly, “Remember your promise.”

Angela raced away from the startled giant, upset at the way she had treated him. But what could she have said? That she was going to make a bargain with the devil and become Laporte’s mistress in exchange for a promise? She was going to give herself to the man responsible for countless deaths including those of Molly, Angus, and Captain Darnell; a man viler even than Thurston Vaughn?

Laporte stood up and made a smart bow, his cold green eyes revealing a flicker of triumph. The table was set for two, gleaming with gold plate and cut crystal against an old ivory lace tablecloth. Crimson roses released their elusive fragrance from the center of the table and candles set in heavy silver candelabra cast swaying points of light in the dark courtyard.

“I knew you would come,” said Laporte seating Angela. Her face was closed, as white as her dress.

“I had no choice.” Laporte was dressed in scarlet and she thought how fitting for one that had spilled so much blood.

He poured champagne into their glasses and raised his with a grimacing smile. “To our—bargain and our new relationship.”

“We have made no bargain yet,” Angela asserted, “and we have no relationship other than jailor and prisoner!”

“But we will,” he assured her, his eyes devouring the swell of her breasts. “You can be certain of that!” Laporte made no more attempt at conversation as dinner was served silently by the flawlessly dressed slaves. Angela looked down at her plate, not eating just taking an occasional sip of wine. She could feel his eyes on her, but she forced herself to make no reaction.

Oh, yes, she had been quite right about his intentions. Laporte would stoop to any depth to make her his. He was the scum of the earth but Angela had learned never to underestimate him. Right now he was reveling in his accomplishment, dragging out every glorious minute.

Dinner was over and the slaves left them alone with fruit, cheese, and sherry. Angela looked up at Laporte across the expanse of antique lace destined no doubt for a wealthy table. Her aquamarine eyes glinted hard and uncompromising.

“Shall we strike our bargain now?” Angela asked calmly.

Laporte’s diabolical smirk gave him the guise of a fiend. “Why not? You are eager, chérie.”

“You begin. Tell me what you want and what I will get in exchange.”

“Ah, very businesslike. Will you make me sign a contract?” She ignored the question and he sipped his sherry, then began peeling an orange. “You know what I want already, Angela—you.”

Her eyes never left his face and she nodded. “You told me that weeks ago, Laporte, and then shortly thereafter proved to what lengths you would go to acquire me as your property.”

“Not property, chérie—since we are being so straightforward—I want you to be my mistress. But you must perform all the duties associated with that position—de bonne grâce. . . ”

“Never willingly! Only under threat, fear of what you may do next. You have had Molly killed to prove a point to me and I am not stupid! So what is it now? What will you do if I don’t give in to your demands?

“You love your children very much, do you not, chérie?”

It was out in the open at last, and though she had been expecting it the reality of the spoken words shook Angela to the core. Her hand fastened around the crystal stem of the goblet until she thought it would snap and her eyes glowed catlike as the breeze extinguished half the candles. Smoke spiraled in thin streams into the starry sky, hazing the air between them.

“What about Robert and Lorna?” she hissed touching the fruit knife beside her plate. Surely it wasn’t long enough to pierce his heart—if he had one.

“They would be in danger if you refused me.”

“You would kill two innocent children?” Angela’s voice rose and the sherry spilled, spreading across the lace. “Then what—throw me to your men? Because with my children gone what hold would you have over me then?”

“An excellent point—one I thought of myself.” Laporte poured more wine into her goblet. “I had almost decided to have them tortured in front of you, but changed my mind. So. . .” One dark eyebrow lifted in anticipation, his cold voice drawing out the process infinitely. “Jules gave me the perfect plan. You see, besides being enamored of me, he also has a fondness for children and I had to admit it might be quite amusing to initiate them into—”

Angela choked and rushed at Laporte, the knife clenched firmly in her hand. “You pervert!” she screamed as the blade sliced through his coat. But Laporte had been expecting something of this sort and threw himself backward so that they both went crashing to the ground.

Twisting he grabbed her wrist slamming it repeatedly against the wooden leg of the overturned chair until she was sobbing and her fingers flew open. The knife clattered to the tiles and he kicked it away into a dark corner of the courtyard. Laporte stood up unharmed glancing down at the shaking blur of white silk at his feet.

“Monster, monster—they are only children!”

“And they have nothing to fear if their mother does as she’s told. I promise they won’t be harmed—everything will continue as before—if you become my whore!”

What Laporte proposed to do if he didn’t get his way was worse than killing them. It would shatter their lives and affect her children for as long as they lived. The man was worse than a monster. There was no way out now.

Struggling to her knees Angela turned a tearstreaked face up to the hated man. “I have no choice. I will do what you want.”

She started to get up but Laporte’s hand clamped down on her shoulder digging in cruelly, bruising her flesh. “Now tell me,” he said in a strangely excited croak, “just what you want.”

“I—I want to be your mistress!”

“Beg me! Tell me what you will do to me!” His eyes glittered fanatically and his mouth was slack and wet.

Jack’s words returned to haunt her: “Never on your knees. . . not for any man!”

No, she whispered inwardly, feeling caught up once more in something worse than a nightmare. No dream could be as bad as the reality!

“Please,” she cried, the faces of her children before her eyes, “I want to be your whore—make love to you. . .” A wave of nausea almost overcame her but she choked it back.

Her words magically wiped the expression from his face and Laporte helped Angela to her feet, righting his chair. “Now we will have our toast,” he proclaimed.

Angela sank into the chair and he handed her the sherry. She wished the earth would open up and swallow her but it didn’t happen.

“The bargain is made!” He raised his glass. “To my new whore!” Triumphantly he tossed off the sherry and watched as she touched it to her lips.

“And now,” whispered Angela, “I would like to proclaim a toast. To Gaston Laporte—may he have all the luck that the Bratach Sith has brought me.”

He frowned at the foreign words she uttered, unable to decide what they meant. Then with a shrug of his shoulders he refilled his glass and drank, wondering briefly why her smile was so genuinely pleased.

But the night was far from over and it wiped the brief smile from her lips. He escorted her to his room, all the time cool and distant except for that one brief flash of emotion when she had attacked him.

Laporte’s room was dark, decorated in silver and black absorbing even the candlelight like a deep cavern. Other than that first brief impression, Angela had no time for observing the rest of the room. Once the door was closed and locked the night crashed down on her like an avalanche sweeping her along inexorably.

“Take your clothes off!” commanded Laporte sitting on a silver embroidered chair and with trembling fingers she obeyed.

Everything was happening in slow motion: the whisper of silk as it slipped down her body and pooled like white foam around her feet on the carpet; the soft thud as her kid slippers joined it; the clink of gold and diamonds laid on a nearby table; the way Laporte’s breath caught in his throat when Angela stood naked and defenseless in the middle of the room lifting her arms to undo her hair and shake it like a dark concealing curtain about her body.

She was exquisite, the statue of a goddess come to life and she was his to command. Laporte stood up and walked around her, brushing aside the tumble of midnight curls. She stood perfectly still except for tremors that quivered over her satin-smooth skin and when he cupped her left breast he felt the frightened pounding of her heart.

“Ma foi!” he said hoarsely, feeling his need of her rise within him. “Undress me—now!”

Angela wanted to refuse but she made herself touch him though she shrank from her task. There was more at stake here than just her feelings of revulsion and she tried to suppress everything beneath a calm surface.

“Look at me,” he ordered when he was finally undressed and her wide eyes traveled down his wiry body, recoiling at the ugly scars. There were many old wounds but the newest and most vivid was the deeply puckered purple one that ran from upper thigh to ankle, twisting his leg slightly. It was a wonder he had recovered from it or could even walk again.

“I wasn’t so hard on the eyes a few years ago,” Laporte explained, “but that was before a dog of an Englishman carved me up. Not very pretty now, am I?”

Angela remained mute and closed her eyes against the sight of his rising passion. But then he was beside her kissing her face with that awful lopsided mouth that had recently kissed Jules. When his mouth found hers she gagged as he thrust his tongue between her teeth.

“Not this time!” he warned. “You will not get sick! Now, behave like my mistress. Put your arms around me, touch me.” And she obeyed.

At first he was gentle but when he lowered her onto the bed he turned into a madman biting and hurting, leaving ugly bruises all over her flinching body. Angela clamped her mouth shut so she wouldn’t scream and only small sounds came from the back of her throat.

Then he fell on her violating her brutally, taking delight in her squirming body beneath him. And all Angela could think of was that she was betraying Scott, her marriage vows, everything she held sacred.

When the sadistic attack was over, Laporte wrapped his arms tightly around her, not allowing her to escape from him. Angela’s mind was numb and her body throbbed protestingly as he squeezed her against him. She bit her lips so she wouldn’t cry and give him the satisfaction of humiliating her even more.

“Did I hurt you, chérie?” he asked and then went on not bothering to wait for an answer. “Tant mieux! I want to hurt you the way I have been hurt, to dishonor you the way I was.”

What was he talking about?

He kept murmuring obscene French phrases in her ear, touching her curves lightly then punishingly. Rolling her over onto her stomach he pressed her down into the soft bed. Before she could even move Laporte took her again, but this time in his own debased, perverted way.

Angela couldn’t suppress a cry at the abomination he was performing on her. No man had ever hurt her like this before. Would he never finish? Pain too intense to bear tore her apart.

“Come, my little slut,” he whispered in her ear, “don’t you like the refinements of lovemaking? You are my mistress, my whore; whatever I want, you will do! I know you think you are a noble, self-sacrificing lady—doing it for your children.” Laporte laughed prolonging the act agonizingly. “Don’t fool yourself. You are no better than a prostitute selling herself on the street for food or money. They do it to survive; you’re doing it to protect your children!

“Just think, if you hadn’t been so stubborn Molly would be alive today. You only gained time, but you ended up where I said you would—in my bed.”

Angela buried her head in a pillow stifling a scream, trying not to hear what he was saying. But he was right. She had sold herself to him to buy her children’s safety.

“Whore, whore!” He kept repeating the word over and over again. “Tell me what you are, chérie—tell me!”

“I’m—your—whore,” she moaned as he redoubled his efforts to shame her. “A whore, whore, whore!”

Laporte took her twice more that night and then dismissed her abruptly. “You can go now; I want to sleep.” He rolled over and as she dragged herself from his bed he began to snore.

It took an eternity to put her clothes back on and Angela only did up enough hooks to keep the dress on her. Every movement sent shocks of pain rippling through her. Gathering her jewelry in one hand she staggered back to her room leaning for support on the wall.

Ezra stirred on his pallet outside the children’s door and his ears picked up at a sound. He sprang up, instantly alert, seeing a white apparition lurching toward the door.

“My lady!”

She was bent over, one hand on her abdomen, the other clenched against the wall. Her mouth was a red swollen wound in the stark white of her face and an ugly bruise showed on the swell of one breast disappearing from sight beneath her bodice. Ezra’s nostrils flared at the unmistakable scent.

“You were with Laporte!” The statement was like an accusation and she couldn’t help a moan of despair and agony. “Did he rape you?”

“Yes—no. Lord, Ezra, I can’t talk now!”

“I’ll kill the swine! Pull him apart with my bare hands!”

“No—no!” she protested putting a restraining hand on his arm. “Remember your promise. I did it of my own free will; I’m his mistress now.”

“No!” He shrank from her touch.

“Yes,” Angela said fumbling with the key. “I’m dirty. I’m his whore!” And she entered her room slamming the door in Ezra’s face.

He stood in silent shock staring at the dark carved wood of the door just inches from his nose. Then he heard the sounds, sobs torn from her throat, but it sounded more like the cries of a dying animal.


The trap Laporte had so carefully laid sprang shut behind Angela with no way out. She was his mistress now, a fact that he broadcast all over the island and took delight in telling the other captains that came to dine with him occasionally.

In public he was as ever, distant and aloof but once the door of the black and silver torture chamber closed on them he was a different person. Her degradation was his pleasure and he dreamed up new, inventive ways to disgrace her. He controlled her like a master puppeteer by the mere mention of Lorna and Robert.

All of the vitality was drained from Angela and she felt herself an empty shell devoid of any emotion except where the children were concerned. Her real self shrank and hid in a small corner of her being until she was a mere zombie commanded by the man that owned her.

Her life had changed drastically in just the space of a few weeks. Ezra watched the slow destruction of the woman who had saved him twice, helpless to do anything about it. That damned promise kept him immobilized and he agonized over why this was happening. Angela refused to speak with him about it, withdrawing and not talking to him for days after he broached the subject. So he learned to keep silent and watch but things went from bad to worse.

Angela learned to divorce her mind from the things Laporte did to her body and she seemed to float above it all, looking down in disgust at the man and woman battling on the black velvet bed. But each time it was over and she dragged herself back to the haven of her room it became more difficult to become herself again. She moved in a haze and sometimes couldn’t remember days at a time, just vague shadowy recollections where the only solid things in her crumbling world were the children and Ezra.

But showing attention to the children became difficult too. She didn’t want to kiss or touch them lest she contaminate their purity with the thing Laporte had turned her into. She was dirty, a slut, the whore of a pirate, a fact he never tired telling her of—until Angela too came to believe it.

She sat in the courtyard with a blank look on her face and was so still that a bird glided down to pick up a few crumbs at her feet. A tropical breeze gently stirred tendrils of blue-black hair and the sun was warm on the green muslin dress.

Jules uttered an exclamation of surprise and turned to leave but thought better of it. Angela looked like a vacant-eyed doll and he walked toward her inspecting this rival for Gaston’s affections. She didn’t move, was unaware of his presence and he felt an uplifting surge of joy. It wouldn’t be long before Gaston tired of the lifeless thing he had turned Angela into and then he, Jules, would be back in his former position.

She was very slender and had hips almost like a young boy’s, only the curve of her breasts spoiled her lines. Jules’s thoughts turned introspective: he had never had a woman before, never wanted to until now. Gaston had told him some of the things he had done to her and suddenly he couldn’t keep himself from touching her.

Jules’s hand slid over her smooth shoulder and down to her waist. Hesitatingly he cupped a hand around one warm breast feeling the slight movement as she breathed. It wasn’t bad at all! He had thought to be repulsed but her young body was firm when he had expected a flaccid softness. Fascinated by his discovery he rubbed his thumb against the delicate crest and felt the hard, tightening nipple that oddly excited him.

Bending over he pressed his lips against the beating hollow at the base of her throat and suddenly found himself sprawled on the floor. She had come out of her trance! Angela picked up the chair she had been sitting in and threw it at him grazing his head. Jules rolled swiftly away from a kick she directed at him and sprang to his feet. He hadn’t seen her so animated in weeks.

“Beast!” she screamed looking for another object to hurl at him.

Angela was frightened, not of Jules but of herself. How long had he been there touching her while she hadn’t even known it? What was happening to her? Was she losing her mind because of the viciousness of the madman that held her in the palm of his hand? She had to get away before she lost her sanity completely—but how?

Jules sneered at her, his violet eyes wary as she went limp again, but her eyes were alert. “Gaston is tiring of you—before long he will get rid of you for good!”

“I wish he would! But what about you, Jules? Do you want me gone? Without me,” she purred, “you would have no rival.” Angela paused, letting her words sink in. “It would be so easy.”

“Easy? What are you talking about?”

“All I need is a boat, large enough for four people, provisions. . .” She smiled letting her voice trail off. “I would trouble you no longer; you would have Laporte all to yourself.”

A cunning smile lit up the too handsome features of Jules and he gazed at her appreciatively. “You are so right; it would be very easy but will take some arranging. I wouldn’t want Gaston to find out.”

“Of course not. It must be carefully planned—but hurry!”

“I will let you know.”

As he left a small seed of hope germinated inside Angela and she went back to her room rejoicing at the brainstorm that had led her to proposition Jules about helping them. Lying down on the bed she closed her eyes and a great weariness washed over her. There had been no summons to Laporte’s room last night and she had slept like one dead but she was still tired.

“I must pull myself together,” Angela told herself, “I have to get away.”

She woke just before dinner and hurried to dress. Her presence was required as hostess to the dozen or more pirates that were dining with Laporte tonight. How low she had sunk! Less than a year ago some of the most powerful men in England had coveted her, but she had been untouchable then. If Thurston Vaughn had known her one weakness he might be alive today and she would still be in England.

Her dress was of burgundy velvet and rubies winked on her throat and fingers and she reluctantly greeted the guests. Laporte stood by her side ignoring her while the others couldn’t tear their eyes from Angela. But they kept their distance, very much aware of what could happen to the man daring to touch Laporte’s new mistress. The story of her debut and Smith’s death was bandied about the islands freely, only enhancing both their reputations. In a society where corruption and daring were virtues Laporte led the pack.

Jules sauntered in with a smile on his face but it told her nothing. He did look immensely pleased with himself however. Could he have secured a boat already? Lord, she hoped so! Once off the island, away from Laporte, she would be able to breathe again, try and forget—if that was possible.

After the usual dinnertime discussion of cargos, ships, and routes the men got down to the serious business of drinking. Usually Laporte drank little but tonight he imbibed freely, leaning toward Jules. The two of them laughed and whispered and Laporte’s eyes took on a hard dangerous glint.

The blond youth was drunk already and Angela felt a qualm when he looked her full in the face and began laughing, unable to stop. Panic took over. Could Jules have told Laporte that she had tried to bribe him to help her escape? He wouldn’t! He wanted to get rid of her as much as she wanted to go.

She jumped as Laporte’s hand settled on her thigh, stroking gently. Tonight he would want her but the caresses would stop and he would take her like a beast, trying in every way he knew to hurt her. His fingers tightened and she made herself go limp. Struggling never helped but only incensed him more.

“Angela wants to make an announcement!” he told the brigands. Then lowering his voice he murmured, “Tell them what you are to me, what you delight in telling me every night.”

Jules had told him! Angela swallowed the lump of pure terror that rose in her throat. Never had Laporte treated her like this in public. This was his way of punishing her for what she had tried to do.

“Come, come, chérie.” The hand tightened until she wanted to scream. “Speak up!”

She opened her mouth but no words came out. Closing her eyes she tried again. “I am Gaston Laporte’s mistress,” Angela said, mimicking the words he forced out of her every night. “I’m his whore.”

“Bravo!” whispered Laporte. “Now invite them all upstairs to sample your charms. . .”

“No!” Angela protested digging her nails into his hand. “No!”

“All right. I won’t force the issue—this time. I’m glad to see you still have some spirit left.” He sounded amused. “I have a special surprise for you later tonight.”

Laporte turned his attention back to Jules and she sat in abject misery through the rest of the evening, trying not to think of later.

But later came as it always did and as Laporte escorted a reluctant Angela to his room he staggered, leaning on her and cursing. She had never seen him drunk and trembled to think of what havoc he might create in such a state. But maybe he would be too overcome by the alcohol to be able to function properly.

The door opened before her and a nervous giggle came from the huge bed. Laporte pushed her inside and it was then that she saw Jules, his magnificent sun-gilded body rising naked from the bed.

“Oh, no!” She turned to flee but Laporte brought her up short.

“I thought that I would share you tonight with my very loyal friend,” Laporte said slurring his words together. “Oh, yes, he told me all about your little conversation today and as a reward I arranged this—initiation party you could call it. You see, Jules has never had a woman before!”

“Please, Laporte,” Angela pleaded, all her hopes dashed to pieces. “Not this, please!”

“Yes, that’s right, chérie. Why don’t you grovel at my feet like you did last week.”

The ignominy of that reminder stiffened her resistance. They could do their worst before she would let them see her fear or shame.

Laporte shoved her toward the bed and Jules caught her deftly throwing her down, ripping the dress to shreds.

“She has the most mysterious mark on her derrière, Jules; I’ll have to show it to you when you get all her clothes off. A brand with her husband’s initials. She must have been a slut then too!”

Angela fought both of them fiercely using her nails and teeth, kicking at their most vulnerable parts. But it was useless since they quickly overpowered her and pinned her to the bed.

Jules had the honor of raping her first and he did it in the only way he knew, sodomizing her until she was half fainting from his attack.

They used her viciously for half the night drinking wine in between and laughing at their accomplishments. They were drunk, complimenting each other on how clever they were and the words barely penetrated Angela’s benumbed mind.

“Look at her—dead to the world and we have only begun,” said Jules downing some more wine. They drank right from the bottle now not bothering with the delicate glasses. “She needs more peine forte et dure!”

“If her husband could only see her now,” croaked Laporte, his eyes lit from within by a fanatical glow. “The great Duke of Brightling and his whore of a wife! What revenge! I couldn’t reach him but I got the next best thing, his wife and his children. When he finds out what I’ve done to them. . .” He gave way to paroxysms of laughter. “This is better than killing him for what he did. I have his family! The most precious thing an Englishman possesses.”

“What happens when you get the ransom?”

“They will be of no use to me any more. We’ll use them as shark bait, but first we will have a little fun with the children.”

“And make her watch,” suggested Jules.

The horrendous words drove like sharp needles into Angela’s brain. He had lied! His promise meant nothing and all her pain and anguish meant nothing. The threats of the past would be carried out by the dirty little Frenchman!

Everything was coming together now, making up a picture that grew clearer with each passing minute. Scott had scarred Laporte, almost killed him during the first attack on the Dark Lady. That was why Laporte had repeatedly attacked the ship—to avenge himself on the man that had crippled him. The third time had been his lucky day, capturing not only the vessel but Angela and the children as well.

From the very beginning he knew what the ending would be, subtly playing on all of Angela’s fears and dragging her into the plot. And at the proper moment she had fallen into his bed like a ripe apple shaken from a carefully cultivated tree.

Now she knew but what would she do? Anything, her mind screamed, to escape from this demented killer. She could never let Robert and Lorna fall into his evil clutches. Tell Ezra. Yes, that was it. She must let him know and help her decide. Everything was so fuzzy, she could hardly move but she must tell Ezra.

Angela’s slight movement caught Laporte’s eye and he put the bottle down and rolled onto her limply sprawling body. There was no fight left in her now.

“Whore!” he told her and she moaned at the new hurt he was inflicting on her. “The next time my friends come to dinner you will entertain all of them. They won’t be as gentle as we were, will they, Jules?”

“Hurry up, Gaston,” whined Jules watching the entwined figures on the bed. “I want her again too. Look, I am ready.”

“You young stallion,” laughed Laporte. “I’ve just started—but wait.”

Holding her tightly he rolled over, still a part of her, until she was lying full length on him.

“Be inventive, Jules. Have you ever thought to have a woman at the same time as another man? Their unique anatomy makes it quite possible!”

His hands touched her buttocks and she felt his weight crush down on her. It was then that she began screaming as both of them moved—two beasts tearing her to pieces.

Ezra was jerked awake by the screams echoing down the hallway. It was Angela, it could be no one else. In the weeks she had been Laporte’s mistress there had been no complaints, no sounds or cries for help. He must be murdering her! He started down the hall only to be brought up short by the promise. Damn the promise! But her words pounded in his ears: The children come first, never leave them alone no matter what you see or hear. . .even if I beg you to help me.

He was torn in two. His heart propelled him toward the source of her cries; his conscience told him no, remember the promise; his mind damned him for a fool.

“Ezra?” Sleepy-eyed Lorna stood in the doorway to her room looking small and defenseless in her white nightgown. “What is happening?”

The screams went on and on. But how could he explain to a child? He picked her up and took her back into the room closing the door against the terror of the night.

“Go back to sleep,” he soothed. “It is only a dream—”

“No,” Lorna protested. “He’s hurting my mother—make him stop!” Tears welled up out of her eyes, spilling down her cheeks and that decided him. Angela was right—the children first.

Consciousness was pain so Angela let herself slip back toward the beckoning blackness that was a blessing. But something brought her up short; Lorna, Robert—they needed her as they never had before.

She opened her eyes slowly to the faint predawn glow and even that hurt her eyes and seemed to jolt through her whole body. She tried to move but her bones had turned to jelly and then she saw the wine bottles strewn over the carpet, one broken with the drops still clinging to the green glass—the color of blood. Even the disgrace of the night crashing down on her seemed distant because of the plot that had been revealed.

They were going to hurt her babies—torture them and throw them to the sharks the way they had Angus. Red water boiled before her eyes, fins cutting the surface and a spark of life energized her.

Through a veil of crimson fury Angela got off the bed and stood leaning on the bedpost looking at the degraded monsters who threatened the existence of something more important than her life. Pure instinct took over and she couldn’t have stopped herself if she tried. Bending down she picked up a bottle feeling the slick stickiness of the blood between her thighs. But that didn’t matter, nothing mattered but her children.

Raising her arm she brought the bottle smashing down on the gilt head, the shattered glass green against the sudden welling of scarlet. The neck of the bottle was still firmly clenched in her fingers, great jagged edges glinting in the half light.

Laporte was sprawled on his back, head thrown back, snoring loudly, oblivious to the destruction being wrought. The light gleamed on his neck urging Angela onward.

There was a buzzing in her ears as she walked around the bed and stood momentarily gazing down at the pirate who had turned her into a whore and murderess. The sharp-edged bottle flashed swiftly cutting easily into the unprotected flesh of his neck. Laporte jerked, a sickening gurgle taking the place of his snores. Instantly the blood spurted from his neck and mouth like red-hot lava from an erupting volcano bathing Angela in the spray.


Ezra sat with his back to the children’s door. Sleep had been impossible and if anyone wanted to get at the children they would have to go through him first. A rustle sounded in the hall—or had he imagined it? Getting to his feet he strained to see in the dim light.

Angela walked toward him like a somnambulist, stark naked and dripping with blood. There was part of a bottle clutched in one hand trailing red drops behind her. Ezra was so shaken that for a moment he froze, sure she was bleeding to death.

“I killed Laporte.” Her voice was completely without emotion. “He was going to kill my children.”

Angela’s eyes fastened on him desperately pleading, wide with terror. Ezra caught her as she pitched forward in a dead faint.

He carried her into the bedroom and put her gently on the bed, his mind working feverishly as he examined her to make sure she was not hurt. If what she said was true they had to get away immediately. There was no time to spare because as soon as the word was out they would be as good as dead. It was only Laporte’s blood on her and he felt relieved but what the pirate had done to her was not pretty.

Minutes flew by, too precious to waste. Grabbing a blanket he flung it over Angela and grabbed her nightgown off the chair. They would need a head start and he had to see that they got one. Dunking the nightgown in the tub of water she hadn’t used last night Ezra wrung it out: He locked her in and then carefully mopped up the trail of blood from her room to Laporte’s with the damp cloth.

The door was partially open and one glance at the gory mess on the bed convinced him she had told the truth. Jules too! Taking the key from inside the lock he closed it, locked it from the outside and pocketed he key. After the wild night the slaves would probably leave Laporte undisturbed all day—he hoped.

Birds sang in the courtyard heralding the morning, urging Ezra to hurry before the household was astir. It took him a full fifteen minutes to bring Angela around and then she was in a daze. Depositing her in the cold bath with instructions to hurry he went to wake the children.

When he returned with the children in tow Angela was dressed, her wet hair coiled into a knot at the back of her head. Her face was white in stark contrast to the darkening bruise on her cheek and her red bitten lips. Huge dark circles were smudged beneath her reddened eyes.

“I have the pardon,” she said. “What else?”

“Bring your jewelry—we’ll need it if we make it off this island!”

She gave him a ghost of her old smile. “You are always rescuing my jewelry!”

“And this time you. I shouldn’t have let it go this far!” Ezra’s voice grew reproachful. “You should have confided in me.”

Angela dumped the contents of the jewel box into a scarf and knotted it. Her eyes swept the room that had been her prison for almost two months and she wasn’t sorry to leave. If only she could forget what had happened, erase it from her mind like wiping a slate clean. It wouldn’t be easy but she would have to try.

Concentrate on now, she told herself, they had to keep their wits about them and make good their escape before the bodies were discovered. Picking up a groggy Robert she nodded to Ezra and followed him out of the room.

They used the back way out of the house and the guards were not in sight. Probably snoring in the bushes beside an empty rum bottle, she mused, putting one foot in front of the other with great difficulty. The night had taken a severe toll on her and she was functioning on pure nerve—and fright.

Ezra carried a huge bundle and they made their way through the scrub brush as the day dawned clear. They would need fair skies on their journey on the flimsy raft.

The sky was the color of raspberries and the distorted curve of the sun appeared, wavering on the ocean. A flock of gulls took flight and Angers of light streaked upward from behind a cloud.

Angela put Robert down and took his hand as the small party hurried toward the beach. In the tangled vegetation Ezra began tearing aside branches and palm fronds, small bushes flew in every direction. Not to be left out of the excitement Robert then Lorna joined in and in a matter of minutes the raft was revealed.

Angela looked uncertainly from the raft to Ezra and back again, pressing a shaking hand to her head. It was so tiny and the sea so vast. No more than six feet square, it was made up of logs, discarded rum barrels, and bamboo all lashed tightly together with stout ropes.

“We have no choice, my lady,” said Ezra, no more sure of his creation than she was. “We just have to take our chances and pray a lot!”

Between the four of them they pushed and dragged it down the beach and into the foaming surf. The ocean was a clear transparent blue enticing them into danger like a siren. Ezra put the enthusiastic children on the raft and he and Angela worked against the tide until they were waist deep.

“Get on!” he shouted, helping her when she floundered weakly. Only when the water was over his head did he slither aboard sopping wet but with a huge grin splitting his face. “It floats!”

Lorna and Robert clapped and Angela just sat there with a half smile on her face and tears slipping down her cheeks.

Then she resolutely turned her eyes toward the future—toward the vast, blue, beckoning ocean. The horror and degradation of the night were over, and a new day had just been born. Somewhere she would find Scott. Someday they would meet their destiny together.

Like a phoenix rising from the ashes of her own destruction she would spring forth—fresh and new and eternally beautiful—to find her one true love.
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