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CAPTAIN’S COURTSHIP

“HERE YOU go, my dear.” Edward Lancaster delivered his daughter to the milliner’s shop as though she had never seen the place before. “Two bonnets of sturdy stuff—you know best on that account—and a good warm cape with a hood and fur lining. Nova Scotia is very far north, you know!”

“Yes, Papa, I know.” Cynthia Lancaster wondered if this was how her deceased mother had felt when Mr. Lancaster announced that the family was leaving their comfortable home in Southampton and taking ship for America. Did he really think a new bonnet would console her for the loss of the life she would be leaving behind?

“Will half an hour be time enough for you?”

“Indeed it will, sir. Thank you.” She escaped into the warmth of the milliner’s and exchanged a distracted greeting with Mistress Bracegirdle, the proprietress. “Something for the vast frozen reaches, if you please.”

“Oh, my dear girl—is he truly set on leaving Trenton, then?”

“It seems so.” Cynthia sighed. “When my father makes up his mind, it’s no good wishing otherwise. Do you have anything to flatter this silly moon-face?”

“Miss Lancaster, you would not speak so meanly of yourself if you saw how sad some girls look in a bonnet. Narrow-faced as a bony pony.” Comfortably plump herself, Mrs. Bracegirdle truly pitied the less generously endowed. “And you have such a fine complexion. I believe there is a gray wool that would be just lovely with your eyes!”

Cynthia took the well-meaning compliments with a grain of salt. She did have a good complexion, and though her eyes were of a nondescript blue-gray, her vision was clear and keen. But Cynthia had no illusions about her own beauty. Her face was round, her skin soft and rosy, her hair long, thick, and golden—but like her elder brother, Winston, she more closely resembled her sturdy John Bull of a father than her angelically beautiful mother. The long, straight nose that had looked so elegant on her mother’s face was out of place on her own. All the beauty in the family had gone to her youngest brother, Geoffrey, and her only consolation for that was that he was apparently unaware of his own attractiveness.

Mrs. Bracegirdle bustled out of the back room of her shop. “Here you are. Now, isn’t that fine? Very neat and ladylike, I’m sure. And I have a bit of black lambswool that will make it snug as ever you could wish, even in the wilds of Nova Scotia.”

“Thank you, that will suit me exactly.” It really would; the fabric was a cool blue-gray, much better for her coloring than a warmer shade. “My father would like me to have something with a hood, as well—a cape, perhaps, short enough to fall clear of mud and snow.”

“Oh, my. It makes me shiver just to think of it.” And shiver she did, though the September weather in New Jersey had not yet brought a frost. “Still, it is handsome of your father to be sure you have warm clothing! Many men would never think of it.”

“He enjoyed buying beautiful things for my mother. He is very generous,” Cynthia admitted. “Though I would forgo a hundred bonnets if only I did not have to leave!”

“And you have only been here for a few years,” Mrs. Bracegirdle said regretfully. “I suppose it seems a long time to you.”

“Nine years,” she said. “I was nearly eleven when we left England. I believe my father enjoys new beginnings much more than I do myself.”

“I had hoped to make your wedding dress,” Mrs. Bracegirdle said. “Mrs. Humboldt hinted, when I last saw her, that you and her son Evelyn….” A mistress of suggestive pauses, she let the sentence trail off, obviously hoping for some further information.

Cynthia chose her words carefully. Mrs. B was a font of information for every woman who visited her shop, which meant that anything uttered to her might as well be posted on a handbill. “My father has suggested that young Mr. Humboldt might be a good choice for me,” she said. “Very good for the family business too, since he already works for Father.”

“He’s a solid lad, I must say.”

“Yes, he is that,” Cynthia said honestly. She refrained from adding that a plank table was solid, too, and considerably more interesting. Evelyn was a good man, sober and hardworking, and he would make some lucky young woman a fine husband. However, Cynthia did not intend to be that young woman.

A streak of mischief tempted her. “I do wonder if my father has ever noticed how much Mrs. Humboldt seems to admire him. It must be difficult for her, being a widow with her only son a man grown. I think she and my father would suit one another quite well.” They really would; Evelyn was more like her father than Geoffrey was, and Mrs. Humboldt did get cow-eyed every time Cynthia’s father was nearby.

She must give that some thought in the little time she had left. A bit of matchmaking might bring Evelyn into the family firm in a way that would leave all of them much happier.

“You could be right, my dear. I had not thought of it, but Mrs. Humboldt did say how much she would enjoy having the two families joined in marriage. I’m sure I could produce whatever you might need if you were to have a double wedding.” She turned to a cedar chest and took out a roll of heavy fabric, dark blue but with a lighter thread woven through it, something that would not show every speck of dust. “This would do for the cape, I believe. Wedding clothes might require a special order, unless your father’s ship is bringing finer stuff.”

“I—” She stopped herself from saying, “I shouldn’t be surprised.” It would be just like her father to order a wedding dress made up for her, assuming that she would placidly consent to his choice of bridegroom. “I hardly think so,” Cynthia said finally. “Since no one has proposed to anyone as yet, this is all idle speculation.” She felt the soft folds of the new material. “Oh, yes! If this were lined, it would be wonderfully warm. And what a lovely blue! You have such excellent taste, Mrs. B—I shall miss your shop particularly.”

“When will you need these finished?” Mrs. Bracegirdle asked. She was a seamstress as well as a milliner, and was training up her two daughters in the crafts. When the three of them worked in concert, they could perform miracles of speed. “Surely you will stay until spring?”

“I fear not. We are to be out by the end of the month. My father wishes to remove before winter locks us in or out. I have never been so far north as Nova Scotia, though they do say the climate in the Maritimes is much like what we know here.”

“Thank Heavens your brother has gone on ahead so you are sure of a place to live!”

“Yes, I suppose that is fortunate.”

Winston had established the family import business in Nova Scotia a year earlier, as more Loyalist families began sensing a disruption in the colonies of New England. People were becoming so divided in their feelings as to make life quite unpleasant for those who simply wanted to get on with their lives. Winston had written that the warehouse was full of furs, just waiting for the ship to take them back to England. He had joined the Loyalist Society as well, and stood ready (he said) to repel any colonial Patriots who dared venture north.

But if Winston was an unquestioning Loyalist, her younger brother Geoffrey had all the earmarks of a Patriot. When her father announced his plans to remove from the New England colonies, there had been harsh words between them—and by the next morning, Geoffrey had packed a few things and disappeared. That had been a week ago, and Cynthia had received no word from him.

She finished her business with Mrs. Bracegirdle, ordering a second bonnet in a lighter gray with a bit of ribbon trim. For lining, she asked only for linen—surely there was some sort of summer, even in Nova Scotia!

Homesickness for England overwhelmed her as she left the shop, a pang worse than any she had felt since her mother’s death. Oh, Papa, if America is so dangerous, why can we not return to England?

She glanced up the street and saw her father striding toward her, his hat pulled down over his ears and his shoulders slightly hunched. Two younger men were walking on either side of him; she could hear the loud tone of their voices but not the words. “Papa!”

She vaguely recognized the two men as folk she’d seen in town from time to time; they hesitated as she approached, but as she took her father’s arm and fell into step, one of them resumed his argument.

“How can you side with the Crown, sir? Your own son fought beside me against the French; you quartered troops as I did—and now Parliament says we slacked off on pulling our weight and must pay more. You know that to be untrue! Can the money you take from us make you deaf to that injustice?”

“His Majesty does not answer to me, sir! Nor to you!” Lancaster moved Cynthia carefully to one side and turned back to the argument. “Your speech is traitorous—”

“You call us traitors! With your ships coming in loaded with tea covered in exorbitant taxes? And what in all conscience can you say in defense of the Stamp Act? If His Majesty thought half as much of his colonies as he does his East India Company, we’d not be paying once for tea and twice for the India Company’s bad management!”

The second man began shouting before the first had finished, and her father shouted back. He even began brandishing his stick, a sure sign of trouble. Cynthia looked around for aid. Although a few people were in earshot, it seemed no one wanted to get involved in the argument. She did not think the men would come to blows, but her father was no longer young, and such conflict could not be good for his heart.

“Sir—” She reached for the coat sleeve of one of the young Patriots.

He shook her off impatiently, with such force that she stumbled backward and would have fallen if not for a pair of strong hands that caught her elbows and gently set her upright.

“Excuse me,” said a deep voice just above her head. “If you gentlemen are anxious for an affray, I would be happy to oblige either or both of you.”

The two Patriots left off haranguing her father and looked up, startled. “Ah, so the Army is not enough protection?” one snarled at Lancaster. Then they both stalked off, and Cynthia’s rescuer did not pursue them.

“Are you all right, Papa?”

“Of course, my dear.” Lancaster raised his hat from his head and held his hand out to the new arrival. “Edward Lancaster, sir. I appreciate your intervention, though I was in no real danger.”

“I’m pleased to hear it, sir. I had just left your office and was coming in search of you. Commander Paul Andrew Smith, at your service.”

“Commander! I have been expecting you, sir! Is your ship at Sandy Hook, then?”

“Not as yet; I will be informed when it arrives.”

Cynthia had restrained her curiosity with both hands, but since the gentleman was engaged in the courtesies with her father, she could at least get a look at him. Commander Smith stood well over six feet tall in his blue naval uniform. His dark brown hair, brushed into a neat queue, topped a broad, intelligent forehead that continued down into strong features and a pair of brown eyes as dark and shining as his hair. His manner and bearing radiated masculine vitality. Cynthia gave her father’s arm a quick squeeze to remind him of his social duties.

“Ah, Commander, I forget myself. May I present my daughter, Cynthia?”

She curtseyed. Smith removed his hat and bowed. “I am honored, Miss Lancaster.”

“I thank you for your timely arrival, sir.” Cynthia met his eyes and felt dizzy; she had to look down before she lost her balance. Whatever was happening to her?

“It was my pleasure.”

“We were just on the way home, sir,” Lancaster said, oblivious to his daughter’s confusion. “We shall dine soon. Would you care to join us at table?”

“I would indeed, thank you.”

As they proceeded along the walk, Smith conversed with Cynthia’s father on the plan to move his family. The Commander revealed that he had just been promoted to his present rank (for which they both congratulated him) and given his first command—a sixteen-gun sloop that would be one of the vessels sent along to guard the convoy to Nova Scotia, which would include Lancaster’s cargo ship Penelope. The reason Smith was here, rather than out in the harbor at Sandy Hook, was that his sloop was still en route from Quebec.

“I suspect if the Hornet’s commander knew a brig lies waiting for him,” Smith said, “he would have arrived by now.”

“Commander, might I ask—why did the Navy not simply give the brig to you?”

“Miss Lancaster, I have asked myself that very question many times. Why not, indeed? It is a splendid vessel, and I should use it to good effect.” He laughed, managing to convey a sense of humor at his own ambition, not at her question. “In truth, such assignments are a matter of seniority. I am fortunate to be given even a sloop. And until she reaches port and I have read myself aboard to command her, I am to all purposes still only a glorified lieutenant. As such, I was given courier duties, and now that my dispatches have been delivered to your mayor, I stand ready to escort you and your family to the coast.”

“Is there need of that?” Lancaster asked.

“We cannot be certain, sir. However, as you have so accurately observed, Trenton is strategically placed. I suspect this town will see more than its share of conflict before these rebels are brought under control. That will be a matter for the Army, I believe. The waters here are not suitable for deep-draft vessels.”

Cynthia bit her lip. Her father’s worry over politics had seemed exaggerated—but Smith’s matter-of-fact statement somehow made the danger real. War, here in this peaceful town? The troubles in Boston seemed so far away, and the idea that Englishmen would take arms against one another was almost unthinkable. It was true that there had been civil war in the time of Charles I, but that was a very long time ago, and times had changed a great deal.

Commander Smith must have been watching her. “Never fear, Miss Lancaster,” he said. “Your father’s good judgment should see your family well out of the trouble.”

“But what of my friends who remain, sir? For their sake, I must hope that the trouble can be settled quickly.” She could hardly say, “What of my brother?”

“Of course. We must all hope for that. A bad business, all around.”

Cynthia was quiet until they returned to the house, listening to the pleasant rumble of Commander Smith’s voice as he conversed with her father. What would happen if her brother did not return before they left the colony? She knew that Geoffrey would be deep in the middle of the conflict, and that he would not be fighting for King George.

When they arrived at home, her father took the Commander off to his study. Cynthia handed her cloak to Noreen, their maid, instructing her to see that a kettle was set to boil in the kitchen. Proceeding to the parlor, she was pleased to see her grandmother sitting by the window, busy with her knitting. “Grandmama, we have a visitor!”

“Not that Humboldt blockhead, I hope,” her grandmother said crisply. “What your father sees in that boy, I do not know. He has no more conversation than a haddock.”

“No,” Cynthia said. “For once it is not Mr. Humboldt. It’s a naval officer, Commander Paul Andrew Smith, and he seems quite the gentleman. We’ll be traveling with him, Grandmama, his ship will be part of the convoy to Nova Scotia.”

Shrewd blue eyes studied her from under the ruffled cap brim, and a face that looked much like a wizened apple folded into dozens of smile-wrinkles. “Handsome, is he?” She chuckled as Cynthia struggled to find words that would not make her sound like a dithering child. “My word! He must be very handsome if he leaves you speechless.”

Cynthia put her hands to her cheeks, which seemed to be on fire. “Yes, he is, you terrible old woman,” she said affectionately. “He is tall, handsome, courteous, and… oh, my dear Grandmama, he has the most beautiful baritone. I should dearly love to hear him sing.”

Her grandmother tsked. “All that, and a voice as well? Don’t get your hopes up too quickly, my dear. Excellent young men are all too rare and seldom available. We must first discover whether he already has a wife.”

“Grandmama! I had not thought—”

“Cynthia, I am an old woman and I know the signs. When a calm, sensible girl like yourself bolts into the room and starts babbling about a handsome man with a voice that tickles her down to her toes—”

Even one’s grandmother should not know one’s inner feelings. “I never!”

“Child, that’s nothing to be ashamed of! There is something about a deep, rumbling voice….” She fanned herself. “My first husband, your grandfather, had a voice like that, and it made me warm all over just to hear him speak. What a man he was!” Her look turned from the past. “But you must first discover whether this gentleman is fair game, for there’s nothing but misery in longing for someone else’s husband—I know that firsthand. Leave it to me. I’m old enough to ask impertinent questions without fear of giving offense.”

Cynthia settled on a footstool beside her grandmother’s rocking chair. “Grandmama, even if he is unmarried—and even if he were to take an interest in me, which I hardly think likely—Papa is determined that we must go to Nova Scotia. With Commander Smith waiting for us, I fear that we shall be leaving sooner than we expected to.”

“Nothing will be settled in less than a week,” her grandmother said. “I had everything arranged with my Ben—your grandfather—inside five days. And on one point, I am determined: no girl with as much sense and feeling as you possess will be married to a whey-faced ninny like Evelyn Humboldt.”

“On that, we are as one,” Cynthia assured her. “Would you care for a cup of mint tea while I see to dinner?”

COMMANDER SMITH found his attention wandering from the nautical chart that Edward Lancaster had spread on the desk before him. One moment he would be studying the Bay of Fundy, and the next he would be distracted by the memory of a pair of bright, intelligent eyes whose color seemed as changeable as the sea.

Cynthia. What a perfect name for a girl whose face was as round as the moon and as soft and pink as a peach. And what a brave little thing she was—no more than an inch or so over five feet, but she had flown to her father’s defense like an Amazon warrior. A pity she had only been a trifle off-balance; if she had actually fallen, he might have caught her and had the chance to hold that lovely, ripe figure in his arms. With single women said to be scarce in the colonies, how was it that she did not yet have a home and family of her own? Did America make its young men stupid?

The cessation of Lancaster’s speech brought Smith to the sudden realization that his voluptuous Amazon’s father was frowning at him.

“Surely you cannot expect ice so early in the season?”

Smith coughed. “No, I do not expect it, although it is possible to encounter icebergs. That would be certain if we were to sail much farther north. In the waters around Nova Scotia, we should be safe enough. Have you been to the northern colonies yourself, sir?”

“Once only, this past summer, but my elder son has been there for a year now. On land, of course, not at sea.”

“I see. And your daughter?”

Lancaster gave him a puzzled look. “No, of course not—why should I drag her along on business? She stays here with my mother when I travel. My son Winston assures me the new house is snug and warm, with plenty of firewood at the ready. The ladies should be comfortable enough.”

“I’m sure they will. As to our voyage—like any other, we can but keep our halyards coiled, our sails taut, and hope for fair winds.”

“True enough. Would you care for a spot of brandy before dinner?”

“Yes, thank you.” When the brandy was duly poured, Smith raised his glass. “As we say aboard ship, the ladies, God bless ’em!”

“Indeed!”

Smith wondered if his host would be as cordial if he realized the Commander’s salute was addressed not to some nameless ladies, but to Miss Cynthia Lancaster.

“Commander, I have quartered His Majesty’s officers here before and have room enough. Would you do me the honor of staying in my home while we prepare to depart? My carriage would be at your disposal, should you need it for official business.”

That was a complication Smith had not considered. Would it be honorable to stay under the same roof as an attractive young woman who had taken such complete possession of his thoughts? Possibly not—unless his intentions were honorable. On the other hand, if this brief time was all he had to make her acquaintance, he had better seize the chance. Besides, how could he reasonably refuse such a generous offer?

“Thank you, sir. If there will be time before dinner, I shall walk to the inn and have my luggage sent here.”

“Excellent. We dine at seven here; we keep earlier hours than in England—but I expect you know that.”

“Yes, sir. Ship’s meals are much the same. I’ll be back as soon as possible, then.”

AFTER DINNER had been served, the succulence of the joint noted, and Miss Lancaster’s talents in the kitchen given full credit, Mistress Lilymae Leggett, formerly Stanton, formerly Lancaster, née Beaton, primed her powder and ran out her guns. “Tell me, Captain. What does your wife say when you vanish for months at a time?”

Paul Smith blinked, then suppressed a smile, realizing from whence Miss Lancaster had inherited her direct attitude. Her grandmother might have reached threescore and ten, but she apparently possessed a keen mind, and she had attained an age where she might, without fear of censure, put aside indirect behavior. Paul had always enjoyed conversation with sensible old women, beginning with his own grandmother. Their wit kept a man on his toes.

“Mistress Leggett, there is an old Navy proverb with which you may not be acquainted: a midshipman cannot have a wife, a lieutenant may, and a captain must. Since I am only one step above Lieutenant and one below Captain, I have only just reached the stage of my life where it is necessary to win myself a helpmeet. However, I think that the long separations of a Navy career would be most trying on a sailor’s wife. I would never attempt to convince a young lady that it would be otherwise.”

The old lady nodded. “Well spoken, sir. My third husband, Mr. Leggett, was a sailor in his youth. He gave it up after his captain was eaten by natives of the Cannibal Isles. You don’t travel there, I hope?”

“I have not, madam, and it appears that, between France and these colonial rebels, I shall most likely be dealing with slightly more civilized adversaries for the foreseeable future.”

“Where have you traveled, Commander?” Cynthia asked, giving her grandmother a quelling look.

“Of late, back and forth between England and the colonies. I have seen some service in patrolling the Channel, of course; every British sailor spends some time on Channel patrol. As a midshipman, I visited the West Indies a few times, but apart from the chance to swim in tropical waters, I never saw much of the islands. The climate is quite lovely—except, of course, in the hurricane season.”

Cynthia smiled at that last, and he resolved to see if he could find a way to make her smile again.

“And have you ever seen a mermaid, Captain?”

“Mythical creatures,” Edward Lancaster huffed. “As well ask if he’s seen a sea serpent!”

“Ah, but I did, sir,” Paul responded. “With my own eyes, God’s truth.”

“I beg your pardon!”

“I have seen a sea serpent—or the remains of one. A most curious creature, washed up on shore in the Hebrides. It had gray skin like an elephant, and a serpentine head and neck, attached to a bulbous body shaped something like the head of a seal.”

“Some jest by fools with more time than sense, I warrant.”

“No, sir. My captain said he had heard of such things, and thought it might be the sort of beast the Scots have reported seeing in Loch Ness. Whatever the creature may be, it must be quite shy in its living state. As to mermaids—” He smiled apologetically at Cynthia. “—I regret to confirm your father’s assessment—those ladies are most probably mythical. There are water creatures that men call by that name, to tease their new shipmates, but the creatures are extremely unattractive, except perhaps to one another.”

She shrugged good-naturedly. “I thought as much. Still, they make for interesting fairy tales. I thought if they existed anywhere, the warm southern waters would be most hospitable.”

Meeting her eyes, which had taken on the sea green color of her dress, Paul had a startling fantasy of the dignified Miss Lancaster with her golden hair undone, floating like a mermaid in the warm waters of the Caribbean. The thought was so distracting that he nearly choked on a bit of her excellent pumpkin pie.

“Mr. Humboldt will not wish to hear your fantasies of mermaids and sea serpents,” Lancaster said with a stern look at his daughter.

“I am sure he would not,” she said evenly. “If he were here, I would not have mentioned them.”

“Mr. Humboldt,” Paul said, wondering at the sudden tension between the two. “A member of your firm, is he not?”

“Indeed he is,” said Lancaster. “A most valued member. And once we have settled in Nova Scotia, I expect him to become my son-in-law.”

Mrs. Leggett made an exasperated sound. The look she gave her son said clearly that she was holding her tongue only out of consideration for their guest.

There was no response Smith could make but “I see.” It would hardly be courteous to leap from his seat, seize his pistol, and go off to challenge Mr. Humboldt, no matter how deeply satisfying such a course of action might be. But it was Cynthia’s reaction that most concerned him, and he was gratified to see the flash of anger in her eyes that suggested she was not in complete accord with her father’s wishes.

If Lancaster had been a wiser man, he would have let the matter rest. He was not quite wise enough.

“Cynthia, my dear, would you prefer to have the wedding here, before we leave, so that your friends might attend? There should be time enough to post the banns.”

Cynthia took a deep breath, a flush brightening her cheeks. “Papa, since you ask, no, I would not. The truth of the matter is that Mr. Humboldt has not proposed to me. I believe it would be much too forward of me to consider marriage with a gentleman who has not even issued a proposal.”

Lancaster’s color rose to match his daughter’s. “Come, daughter, you know that this match has been decided for a year or more. I gave Humboldt permission to broach the matter to you some weeks ago.”

“And as yet he has not, and I have pride enough that I will not consider marriage to a man who does not possess courage enough to ask me to my face.” Cynthia exchanged a look with her grandmother and rose suddenly from her chair; Paul nearly knocked his own chair over in trying to stand, as good manners required. “Excuse me,” she said. “I feel slightly unwell. Your pardon, Papa, Commander.” Smith bowed and smiled; Cynthia left the room with calm dignity, and Lancaster at least had sense enough not to follow her or call her back.

He did have the grace to apologize, if apology it could be called, as Smith resumed his seat. “Cynthia is normally a sensible girl, but she’s in a dither over leaving Trenton. Just like her mother; I suppose the ladies hate to pack up housekeeping. My dear Penelope raised a terrible fuss when we removed here from England, said she could never survive being so far away from her home.”

“And she passed away within a year,” his mother said sharply. “Edward, if I didn’t know you were the son of my body, I would swear the fairies brought you.” She raised an eyebrow at Smith, and he could swear she wanted to say, You see the situation? What are you going to do about it? “I hope you’ll pardon an outspoken old woman, Captain. Raising four children and three grandchildren has taken a heavy toll on my patience. If you will excuse me?”

“Certainly,” he said, rising once again. “It is I who should apologize,” he said after she had bustled out. “I regret if my presence has put a strain on your household.”

“No, no, nothing of the kind.” Lancaster went to the sideboard and brought out a brandy decanter. “I don’t believe in arguing with the ladies, you know—unfair to ’em, poor things; they don’t have the same level of reason we do. Tell them how things stand, wait until the fussing and flapping quiets down, then follow through with your plans. You’d think they would realize that once these Rebels have been put in their place, I expect to return to the old firm. After all, how long can a few disaffected farmers stand against the finest fighting force in the world?”

He looked so smug that for a moment Paul wanted to toss the brandy across the table. But on sober reflection—he was a large man, and it took more than the two cups of ale he’d drunk with dinner to make him tipsy—Paul did see the logic of Lancaster’s attitude. Like a ship with its captain, a household required a commander. But like a ship’s captain, that commander needed to have a clear idea of the capabilities of his crew.

In Paul’s family home, the chain of command resembled an admiral’s flagship. As Admiral, the Viscount dealt with the world at large and made significant decisions, but his mother had always been the flag-captain, in command of all decisions that affected the household. Circumstances were different, of course; even if Paul’s father had wanted to relocate, the family home was entailed and could not be sold, and neither of his parents would ever dream of leaving England.

Smith knew that because of his attraction to Cynthia, his opinion of Edward Lancaster was not objective. And the man was correct in one respect—moving his business and his family out of jeopardy was a sensible course of action. If her father had presented the move to Cynthia as a temporary relocation, she would probably have agreed without demur. Paul thought it a pity that Lancaster gave insufficient respect to ladies as clearly intelligent as Cynthia and her grandmother, but he suspected that, for their part, the ladies tended their household realm and ignored their Lord and Master as much as possible.

Lancaster proposed a game of chess, and Paul accepted. Through the course of the game, he learned that his host was a shrewd tactician but had a tendency to underestimate his opponent. Smith won the game, but narrowly, and promised a rematch after dinner the next evening. As he bade his host good night, he wondered whether he would have time enough for a cutting-out action in the days to follow… and wondered if courting Miss Lancaster under these circumstances could be considered a dereliction of duty.

CYNTHIA STAYED in her room until the sounds from downstairs made it clear that her father had gone to his study with their guest. She washed her face, put herself in order, and went down to discharge her duties, making certain Noreen had left the kitchen in good order and that the fire in the parlor had been banked for the night. It was growing chilly downstairs, so she fetched a wrapper from her room as she passed it, then went down the hall to visit her grandmother.

“Come in, child,” Mrs. Leggett called in answer to her gentle tap. She was sitting in a low chair beside the fire, and Cynthia pulled up a footstool.

“Oh, Grandmama, how could I have been such a fool?”

“Really? When did this occur?”

“At the table, of course! Losing my temper in that way. He must think me a shrew.”

“In that case, I believe the young man may be partial to shrews. You were not watching him when your father announced what he is pleased to consider your engagement. For a moment the Captain looked as threatening as a thundercloud. Then you set the matter straight, and the weather cleared.”

“Truly?”

“Yes, indeed. Stir up the fire a bit, please, and help me change into my nightdress.”

Cynthia did as requested, assisting the lady to shed her several layers of clothing and don her heavy flannel nightgown. When that was done, she slid the warming pan with its load of hot stones out from between the covers, and Mrs. Leggett, still quite agile at the age of sixty-seven, put herself to bed.

Pulling the covers up to her chin, she sighed comfortably. “Ah, lovely. A warm bed is one of life’s great comforts, even if there’s no one to share it.”

“Grandmama, you are the naughtiest respectable woman I have ever met.”

“Oh, child, you know I was never as naughty as I might pretend to have been. But I am not pretending when I tell you this—if you are seriously considering Captain Smith as a prospective husband, there is something you must consider. He spoke honestly when he said a sailor’s wife has a difficult row to hoe. You would face all troubles on your own, your children would most probably be brought into the world without him there to give you support, and you might not even see him more than once or twice in a year’s time, or even longer.”

“I had not considered that,” Cynthia admitted. “He is so very present, it seems hard to imagine a room without him in it.”

“Think on it, then,” her grandmother advised. “I know that Evelyn is not the man for you, but you’ve grown up in a home where the man of the house comes home every evening. Captain Smith is a man-o’-war, not a home-at-night Johnnie. He would be gone for months at a time.” But her serious demeanor slipped for a moment. “The bright side of that is the happy return. When a sailor does come home, he is usually very pleased to see his wife!”

Cynthia could not help smiling, but said primly, “You are a wicked old woman, Grandmama. It must be the result of having had three husbands.”

“My dear, I had them one at a time, not all together. Not but what that might have been entertaining, but Mr. Leggett would never have got along with your grandfather. Off to bed with you, and think on what I’ve said. I will do what I can in the next few days to give you and the Captain time to get better acquainted.”

“Thank you, Grandmama.” She kissed her grandmother on the cheek and made her way back to her room, with much to think about before she fell asleep. She had just burrowed under the covers when another thought struck her—one that drove sleep from her mind.

Commander Smith was an Englishman. His parents, his family—they all lived in England. If she were to marry him—and yes, that was a terribly presumptuous notion, but if she put all maidenly modesty aside, that was what she was contemplating—it might mean she would be able to leave the colonies forever and return to England. Her dearest wish might actually come true.

But that could mean she might never see her brother Geoffrey again—or her grandmother. There were cousins back in England, true, but after nearly ten years, they would be virtual strangers. And as Grandmama had said, the wife of a sailor was alone most of the time. Was the intense attraction she felt for this handsome gentleman enough to sustain her in the midst of that much solitude?

A voice that tickles me down to my toes. Yes, and not only his voice. His gentle strength! When he’d stopped her fall this afternoon, he caught her as though she weighed no more than a feather…. How lovely it would be, to have a husband big and strong enough to treat a sturdy woman like herself as the dainty creature she knew she would never be.

But it was only in fairy tales that the prince came sailing over the horizon. Her father was probably right; a good marriage consisted of two healthy, hardworking people pulling in double harness toward a common goal. True love, especially true love at first sight, was probably no more real than mermaids and sea serpents.

Still…. Commander Smith had seen a sea serpent with his own eyes. There might be more in Heaven and Earth than Edward Lancaster could fit into his rational, businesslike philosophy. There might even be room for love.

Her namesake moon had risen high over the town and was shining brightly against her curtain by the time Cynthia decided that her hopes and fears really were just so much moonshine, and drifted off to sleep.

HE CLIMBED to the rail at the stern, dove, and sliced into the water with hardly a splash. The sea was crystal clear, the color of a sparkling aquamarine, and warm as the summer sunshine. Paul swam through it with steady strokes, reveling in the freedom. His own command! True, a sloop was not a man-o’-war, but a small craft meant speed, maneuverability, and surprise. It was a first step, the chance for a second son to prove his worth. There would be challenges ahead, to be sure, but for now he was content merely to swim in the welcoming Caribbean waters, free as a gull circling in the sky, to go where he liked in this welcoming cove.

A beach stretched before him, dazzling white, and on a little rise at the water’s edge, he saw a figure waving to him. As he drew near enough to find solid ground beneath his feet, he was surprised to see it was a woman—and not just any woman, but Cynthia Lancaster.

Her golden hair was down, flowing around her bare shoulders and covering her nearly to her waist. He came closer, hoping she would let him brush that hair aside, and saw that what he had thought to be a skirt was in fact a long and elegant tail the same blue-green color as her eyes.

She laughed at his surprise. “You have found your mermaid, Captain!” Then she slid into the water beside him and pulled him down into her arms, bringing his mouth to hers for a deep, passionate kiss.

The sand dissolved beneath his feet. He found himself thinking that, of course, a mermaid’s lips must be warm. Strange, how easy it was to breathe beneath the surface. Mermaid magic?

His hands slid down the silken curve of her hips as they drifted lazily in the water, and as he cupped her bottom in his palms, he felt, with some surprise, that she did not have a fish’s tail at all, but warm, voluptuous thighs that opened in welcome as his fingers slipped between.

His eyes flew open in surprise, and she was a mermaid again. She spun from his grasp and swam away, tail propelling her through the water at remarkable speed. But she stopped only a little way off and waited for him, her breasts peeking enticingly through the hair that floated around her. Just as he reached her, she flipped her tail and swam away again, laughing musically.

He chased her for a long time, knowing that if she really meant to escape, he would have no hope of catching her. At last she yielded to his persistence, coming to rest at the edge of the cove. He took her in his arms once more, lying back on the sand and pulling her atop him. Eyes closed, he kissed her lips, her throat… felt that lovely round bottom settle upon his hips, with her legs on either side of his body. He could feel her human shape with his hands as well as his body, but as he raised his head to look, she placed cool fingertips upon his eyelids.

“You cannot look yet,” she said in her calm, musical voice. “You must have faith and perseverance.”

He nodded in agreement, knowing that if he could win her trust, he would be rewarded with her love. And rewarded he was, as her breasts floated across his face, inviting him to taste. The gentle rocking of the water moved them closer as naturally as the tide, and when they came together at last, he could think only of a ship returning home to port after a long journey. Home at last, at last….

A hideous racket brought him out of the dream and bolt upright. Paul was on his feet and reaching for his sword before he realized he was not in his hammock, nor even at sea. The noise erupted again, and he sat heavily on the edge of the bed. A rooster—damnation, why could the accursed fowl not have held his peace for just a few minutes more?

Just as well, perhaps. A few minutes more would have meant a bit of cleaning in this bed so generously given him. Perhaps he should have stayed at the inn, after all!

Facing Miss Lancaster across the breakfast table was going to be a challenge after cavorting so shamelessly with her in the ocean of his dreams. What a treat that would be, though. If they were to marry—with her it would be marriage or nothing, and he wanted nothing less—if he was able to find a secluded spot, would he be able to persuade her to frolic with him in the water?

There could be only one way to find out.

MORNING DAWNED bright and clear, with a tang of autumn in the air. The leaves on maples and chestnuts showed colors proving that the chill of the night before had been no illusion. Conversation around the breakfast table, as though by mutual consent, stayed on harmless topics. Cynthia was pleasantly surprised by the fact that every time she glanced in the direction of Commander Smith, she found him watching her with a distracted expression on his face. She did not want to jump to conclusions, but she thought that perhaps her grandmother was right about his interest. Grandmama herself chatted with that gentleman quite pleasantly, describing various local sights that he might wish to see during his visit.

Cynthia’s father seemed uninterested in conversation. He ate his eggs and mush with a single-minded determination that suggested he had important business awaiting him. Mr. Lancaster finished quickly and rose, but just before he turned away, he mentioned offhandedly that he was planning to invite young Humboldt home for dinner.

While he was off in his study fetching some papers he needed, Cynthia excused herself and followed him. She rapped lightly upon the half-open door. “Papa?”

His brows drew together, but he said only, “Yes, Cynthia?”

What she had to say was incredibly difficult, so she took refuge in the commonplace. “Is—is there anything you would particularly wish me to prepare for dinner?”

He brightened—with relief, she thought. “Oh! Oh, well, if you happen to find a nice piece of whitefish at the market, that would be pleasant. I was thinking of inviting Mrs. Humboldt, as well, and I believe she is partial to fish.”

“Shall I send the invitation around to her, then, so she will not be troubled with preparing a meal?” If she did not, she could be quite certain that her father would wait until the end of the day to invite Evelyn, leaving his mother with a meal prepared and no one to eat it.

“Excellent idea, my dear. You are a fine hostess. Is that all you needed to ask?”

She had to speak. “I am afraid not, Papa. After last night’s conversation—please, please tell me you do not mean to order Mr. Humboldt to propose marriage to me!”

His look of mingled surprise, embarrassment, and anger told her that her fears were well-founded. “See here, Cynthia, you know I have your best interests at heart.”

“I know that you do. But—Papa, being a man, perhaps you have no idea how humiliating it would be to know that someone had been commanded to ask for my hand!”

“I’m sure he means to, daughter. I’ve had him hard at work preparing for the removal—too hard, perhaps, if I’ve left the lad no time for courting.”

Cynthia nearly stamped her foot in frustration. “Papa, what do you mean to do? I can only imagine the list you might make for poor old Evelyn!” She closed the door behind her, to be sure her impertinence did not carry outside the room. “Things to Do,” she said. “One: Check Bills of Lading. Two: Put Records in Order. Three: Pitch Woo to My Daughter. Papa, I do not believe that Mr. Humboldt wishes to marry me, or he would have taken some action of his own accord.”

“Now, dear, you can hardly blame the young man. It’s to his credit that he may be reluctant to take advantage of his position.”

“Once you gave him permission, he would have no reason to hold back—unless he had other plans of his own. Did you ask if his affections were engaged elsewhere?”

Her father cleared his throat, obviously taken aback by her vehemence. “Of course not! His mother assured me that he is quite fond of you, and he himself agreed that you are a fine young woman!”

Exasperated, Cynthia suppressed the reply that sprang to her lips. What would you expect him to say, Papa? “No, sir, your daughter is a podgy baggage and I would not have her as a gift!” “Papa, naturally Mrs. Humboldt would say that. I expect she would say that she herself is fond of me! But fond is not the same as enamored.”

“You read too many books,” he said irrelevantly.

“Tell me, sir—how would you have felt if your father-in-law had ordered you to marry my mother?”

“Immoderately blest!” Her father set his bundle of papers down and faced her squarely. “I would have said ‘Yes, sir, immediately, sir!’ Now, daughter, I realize that you are—”

“‘—not the beauty your mother was, but a fine young woman nonetheless,’” Cynthia finished bitterly. How many times had she heard those words? “No, I am not beautiful, Papa. But am I so repulsive that you must force a man to marry me in order to keep his employment?”

But he had regained his composure, that rock-solid conviction of his own correctness. “Let’s have no more of this hysteria, Cynthia. You are overwrought about the move, and must allow yourself to be guided by my experience. You have little knowledge of the world, and no way of knowing what is best for you.”

Cynthia took a deep breath in the face of his obduracy. “Perhaps not, sir. But I do know in my heart what is worst for me, and if Evelyn Humboldt proposes marriage, I promise you I shall refuse him.”

He looked at her as though realizing for the first time that she was no longer the dutiful young girl who had taken up the reins of the household after her mother’s death, the anxious child to whom her father’s approval meant everything in the world. “You cannot mean that, girl.”

“I have never meant anything more. Papa, I am sorry.”

He stood staring at her, and then his eyes went to the portrait of her mother that hung over his desk. Forever young and beautiful, she smiled down at them both, benevolent but distant. He sighed. “If only your mother had lived, she would have talked some sense into you,” he said at last.

Cynthia had been thinking the very same thing herself. Surely her mother would have understood! “Please, Papa—let us not quarrel over this.”

“I have no reason to argue with a chit of a girl,” he said. “If you mean to be disobliging, please do not invite the Humboldts to dinner this evening. You and Evelyn will be in each other’s company often enough on the voyage to Nova Scotia. I am certain you will come to appreciate his worth.” He gathered up his papers and left the study, leaving Cynthia staring at her mother’s exquisite face, beautiful, remote, and completely out of reach.

“MISS LANCASTER?”

She jumped in surprise, and Paul apologized for startling her.

“Oh, it is I who should apologize, sir. I was speaking with my father before he left, and the conversation turned to—to old family memories.” She indicated the portrait with a nod of her head.

“Your mother?”

“Yes. She never wanted to come to America, you know. It broke her heart to leave England, and she never recovered. Was she not beautiful?”

“Indeed, quite beautiful.” The lady in the portrait had ethereal blue eyes and very fair hair, arranged atop her head with wisps escaping to form a halo. Her dress, too, was of some gauzy stuff, giving the impression of an angel floating off to Heaven. She had a delicate beauty that was utterly perfect and dreadfully fragile. “But I’d hate to have had her on any ship of mine.”

Cynthia gave him a look of utter shock—and then burst into laughter. She quickly clapped both hands over her mouth and gave her mother’s portrait a guilty look. “Oh, dear—I feel I should apologize to her for laughing.”

“I’m terribly sorry,” he said. “I meant no disrespect; it’s only that—if the portrait is true to life, she does not look as though she had much endurance.” Unlike her daughter, who glowed with the bloom of vigorous youth. “If she were on a ship under my command,” he felt compelled to explain, “and I had the responsibility for her safety and well-being, I would be most concerned.”

Cynthia nodded. “You are exactly right, Captain. She suffered terribly from seasickness on the voyage from England. Fortunately my brothers and I were immune, and I was able to look after her.” She turned away from the portrait and led him back to the hall that ran out to a foyer between the parlor and dining room. “I meant to ask you, sir, should I address you as ‘Captain’ or ‘Commander’? My grandmother says that every man who commands a ship may be properly called Captain.”

“I appreciate your grandmother’s compliment,” he said, “but it is only the men who serve under my command who must address me in that way. You may call me anything you like, though I should be most pleased if you would use my given name.”

“Paul,” she said, as though testing the sound. “I should like that—and I would be very pleased if you would call me Cynthia—but I fear my father would become apoplectic if we were to be so familiar on such short acquaintance. He and my mother addressed one another as Mr. and Mrs. Lancaster all their married life.”

“Miss Lancaster, then,” he said. “If you wish to call me Captain, Commander, or Jolly Jack Tar, I would be equally honored.”

“Jolly Jack Tar?” Her eyes sparkled. “I might, you know!”

He made a comic bow. “May this humble sailor accompany you to the market, milady? Your grandmother said you might be in need of an escort.”

“Thank you, kind sir. I shall be ready in a few minutes.”

He was admiring how gracefully she ascended the stairs when Mrs. Leggett popped out of the kitchen with a tea tray in her hands. “Captain, here is a fresh pot of tea. Do you have a moment to spare an old lady?”

He took the burden from her. “The question should be whether you have a moment for me. I am at your service, ma’am.”

“My compliments to your mother.”

“How so?” He followed her to the parlor, set the tray down where she indicated, and took the cup she filled for him.

Mrs. Leggett sat, indicating that he take the chair nearest hers. “It’s not easy to turn a rascally boy into a well-spoken gentleman,” she said. “I should know—I’ve raised half a dozen, one way and another.”

Paul did the sums. “All of your own children were sons, then?”

“Yes—the only girl-child in the bunch was Cynthia, and I will admit to you that she’s my favorite of them all. Now, sir, our circumstances make things very difficult for both of you, but if we wait for that misguided son of mine to see which way the wind’s blowing, you may miss your chance. Someone has to ask the proper questions, and that someone is myself. With regards to my granddaughter—are your intentions honorable?”

He nearly spilled the tea onto his breeches, and laughed. “By God, ma’am, if you were a man, you’d be Fleet Admiral. That was worthy of Sir Francis Drake!”

“Thank you, sir. The child is dear to me, as I said, and my guess is that you could change her life or break her heart. I’ll not sit idly by if I’ve misjudged you, so speak up, if you please. Is it your intention to court Cynthia? Have you any other attachments back in England?”

Paul might have taken offense at the interrogation, but it occurred to him that answering her questions would serve as a sort of gunnery practice, for he would have to go through this with Cynthia’s father before many days had passed. Besides, if he could win Mrs. Leggett’s approval, he would have a redoubtable ally. “I have not. An honest courtship is my intention, ma’am. It is most irregular on such brief acquaintance, and I regret the peculiar circumstances—but not the opportunity.”

He considered what she might wish to know, and summarized. “To answer your second question fully, I have no other attachments, and my life is such that I seldom have the opportunity to meet eligible ladies. My father is a Viscount; I am his second son and have no expectation of coming into the title, as my elder brother now has two sons of his own. My pay as a commander is some £200 per annum. I have an additional income of £300 from an inheritance that includes a country house, so I could provide a comfortable home for your granddaughter. I have no contagious diseases, there is no hereditary insanity in the family, I do not gamble nor drink to excess. I am a churchgoing man when ashore, but I believe that Christian deeds count for more than ostentatious piety. I have only contempt for the sort of man who would ever strike a woman or beat his children or servants, I am not cruel to animals—and my teeth are sound.” He ran out of breath and information simultaneously, and refreshed himself with a sip of tea. “Have I omitted any significant detail?”

She chuckled. “If you had, I should not dare to press you further. I wish our minister had your gift for brevity.”

“You may verify all my statements with my commanding officer,” he added helpfully.

“I’ll leave that to my son,” she said, as they heard Cynthia’s step upon the stair. “He’ll give you a far harder time than I would—he’ll not wish to lose the best housewife in Trenton to a quick-thinking sailor.”

GRANDMAMA HAD lost no time in making good on her promise to give Cynthia a chance to get acquainted with Commander Smith, so she tried to school her features into a semblance of composure before she went downstairs to face him. What a goose she was, to become so excited over the prospect of a trip to the fishmonger! She opened the chest at the foot of her bed and shook out her light gray cloak.

“Cindy!”

She could not help uttering a small yelp as her younger brother’s head popped out from under her bed.

“Geoff! How long have you been down there?”

“Only since breakfast,” he said, pulling his gangling frame the rest of the way out and shaking dust from his brown-blond curls. “Noreen fed me in the kitchen. She’s not done a very good job of cleaning under the bed, though,” he added as an afterthought. “It isn’t like you to miss that.”

“Wherever have you been?” she demanded. “And why are you skulking about the house? Have you talked to Papa?”

“No,” he said. “Nor do I mean to. I’m staying with friends. I only came to say good-bye to you, sister. That is, if you mean to abandon our home in its time of need.”

The accusation went straight to her heart, though she did not see her half-formed plans as abandoning her home. She merely wanted to go home, at last—home to England. “What do you mean?”

“America needs all her sons—and daughters. If we are to throw off the British yoke, we must stand together.”

“Geoffrey—” Oh, dear. “Do you remember England at all, Geoff?”

“Not much. Nor do I want to. My home is here—and so is yours. We need to fight for what is ours!”

He had been reading the printed speeches of Mr. Henry again, Cynthia was sure of it. She sighed. “Brother, I wish the truth were that simple. You were only eight when we left England, and for you I imagine it was all a grand adventure. Papa and Winston had the business to occupy their time—”

“Yes, I know,” he said, grinning. “I had a fine childhood, even if New Jersey was too tame for wild Indians. But I’m a man now—”

“You are a wild Indian yourself,” she said, too agitated to be the indulgent older sister this time. “Geoffrey, the family is moving north. How do you think you can survive here, all alone?”

“I’m going to join Washington’s army,” he said. “Since Father’s not selling the house, I thought I would stay here.”

His shortsightedness exasperated her. “How can you stay here if you are in an army? A soldier under orders must go where he is sent.”

“I’ll think of something.” With the supreme confidence of youth, he brushed aside the matter of food, lodging, and military obligation. “Who’s this Redcoat in the house?”

“He’s not a Redcoat, he is a naval officer,” she corrected. “And you might keep your voice down, unless you want to meet him directly.”

“So Father’s quartering troops, is he?”

“Hardly. Commander Smith is planning to escort us to the Penelope, presumably to protect us from your Patriot friends. Do you know that two of them nearly came to blows with Papa yesterday afternoon?”

“No more than a shouting match, I heard.”

“Geoffrey….” She bit her lip. “Geoff, please—make your peace with our father. Come with us to Nova Scotia. Surely you can come back later, if you think you must.”

“Why waste the time? Cynthia, do you not see that we must fight for America?”

His speech was really quite monotonous. “No, I do not. If you want the truth, Geoff, the truth for me, I am the same as our poor mother, only perhaps a little stronger. This place will never be my home. I wish that we had never left England. I know Papa has done well here, he has made his fortune, even bought his own ships—but we were not poor when we lived in Southampton. We had friends, family—we had music, Geoffrey. When was the last time you heard real music? Can you even remember?”

He was staring at her as though she’d suddenly begun speaking Greek—worse, perhaps, since he’d been taught a little Greek by his tutor. “Cynthia, what does music matter when human liberty is at stake?”

Anger and affection warred within her. She seized his shoulders and shook him, then pulled him into a hug. “Geoff, it is not human liberty you are speaking of. It is only taxes and politics, the affairs of men. For me and Grandmama—for us women, I do not see how your revolution could change our lives very much. But I cannot bear to see you throw your own life away on this ill-considered rebellion!”

His face hardened, and for the first time, Cynthia saw her little brother as a man. “So you are English, then?”

“Yes, I am. And so are you!”

He shook his head. “No. No, sister, I am an American. There is nowhere else I would wish to live—nowhere else I could live. Which I suppose makes me a traitor in your English eyes.”

“Of course not. You are my brother. Please, stay here, talk to Papa—”

“Cynthia, it would do no good. I have nothing more to say to Father, nor he to me. You know how he is when he refuses to listen to anything that is not an echo of his own thoughts.”

That made her smile. “I certainly do.”

Geoff glanced out the window and waved to someone she could not see who must be waiting outside. “Can I trust you not to raise the alarm to the fine naval officer downstairs?”

“Of course,” she said wearily. “If you are determined to go off on your own, I will not try to stop you. Where can I reach you?”

“You promise not to tell anyone?”

She was growing very tired of this game of soldiers. “When have I ever broken my word to you? If you want your secrets, keep them.”

He hung his head. “I’m sorry. The Westcott farm, just across the river. Write me when you’re settled in Nova Scotia.”

“I will.” She studied the serious young face that she had scrubbed so many times to clean him up for supper or church services. “Little brother, please be careful.”

He gave her a hug. “I will.”

“And remember to clean your teeth.”

Geoff groaned. “Liberty from the nagging of older sisters—that will be my battle cry! Now take this—” He shook out her cloak and threw it around her shoulders. “—and get that Redcoat out of the house so I can make my escape.”

“Say good-bye to Grandmama before you go!”

“Yes, of course I will. You take care of her, Cynthia. She loves you best of all.”

“I will.” She settled the folds of the cloak around herself and paused in the hall outside her room. For all his youth, Geoff was right. It was one thing to say good-bye to her father and elder brother; Winston was cut from the same cloth as her father, and it was only natural that one day she would marry and leave her father’s home. But to leave Grandmama, who had been as much a mother to her as the woman who gave her birth—how could she consider doing such a thing?

She started down the stair with leaden feet. Paul and her grandmother were waiting there, looking very pleased with themselves—no, she must not think of him as Paul; to do so would only mean disappointment. But the two of them were smiling at her, so she had to smile back, however difficult that was. “Let me just get the market basket and we can be off.”

Paul took charge of the basket as soon as they were out of the house, and insisted she take his arm as they strolled along the boardwalk. It was early in the day, and there were as yet few people about. “Your grandmother is a remarkable woman,” Paul said.

Coals of fire to heap on her head! “Yes, she is. I don’t know what I would have done without her when I lost my mother.”

“She reminds me a great deal of my own grandmother. Any time I got myself into trouble, I could always talk to her.”

“Were you often in trouble?”

“Constantly. My father finally got me a midshipman’s berth because he was afraid I’d get myself hanged, or worse, if left to my own devices. I don’t say my grandmother coddled me, or made excuses for my misdeeds. But she spoke to me as though I had sense—she made me reason out the error of my ways—to understand why it was not wise to take a dare, even if I went back and did the same thing the next day.”

“I have always thought boys were strange creatures,” Cynthia said. “Why is it that a boy can know perfectly well that something is foolish, but if a friend issues a dare, he’s off like a shot—in the wrong direction?”

Paul nodded. “I have a theory on why that occurs. In the society of warriors—and even our relatively civilized society is still based on defense of our homes and loved ones, our territory—it is necessary that there be no weak links. When boys tease one another and dare each other to take chances, they are testing their fellow warriors.”

“That may be true,” she agreed. “Still, my brother and his friends would often tease one another to the point of cruelty—and I’ve seen my elder brother do that, as well, and even grown men. Not all men are equally strong, and I cannot see that it does the larger society much good to demean those who have not been blessed with great size or strength.”

“If a society were perfect, and men were perfect, perhaps that would not happen. I doubt we shall live long enough to see such perfection. Besides, you forget the role of women. Without you, there would be no civilization beyond what might be needed to put food in our bellies and build warm huts. We need you to remind us when it is time to stop acting as though we’re filthy little beasts.”

“You may give us too much credit,” Cynthia said. “Women can be cruel to one another, but those who are try to exercise their ill will in ways that gentlemen will not notice—though I believe most of us realize we need to help one another. I have always been exasperated by girls who throw themselves so furiously into competing for the attention of men. It seems demeaning, somehow, to treat a fellow human being as though all persons of his gender are brainless boobies to be manipulated….”

Paul raised a delaying hand. “Miss Lancaster.”

“Yes?”

“When it comes to dealing with the fair sex, I have come to the conclusion that most of us are indeed brainless boobies. I cannot tell you the number of my fellow officers who have lost their hearts to some young lady who had nothing more to recommend her than a pretty face and a flattering tongue.”

“Since I have neither of these qualities, I must then be a tremendous prize!” Cynthia said ironically. “Oh, bother!”

“What is it?”

“Your fascinating conversation, Commander, has distracted me from my errand. We are nearly halfway to the ferry—we must turn back.”

He accepted the course correction without demur, but asked a difficult question. “Why do you demean yourself?”

“I do?”

“You said you did not have a pretty face.”

“Oh, sir, you have a good pair of eyes, and you have seen the portrait of my mother. To call me plain is a kindness.”

“To call you plain would be an injustice,” he said. “I have known you less than a day, but in the Navy, one learns to observe a man’s actions—or a woman’s—and draw rapid conclusions. Would you like to know what I have observed about you?”

Heart in her throat, Cynthia hesitated. “Perhaps.”

“You are polite, neat in your dress, and gentle in your manner. Even though your father does not give you a great deal of consideration, you love and defend him.”

“My father is kind to me, sir, and most generous. We disagree on some matters, but that is natural, I think.”

He smiled. “You prove my point. Furthermore, you keep a tidy house and your grandmother has called you the best housekeeper in Trenton. From what she has told me, you have been doing a woman’s work since you were little more than a girl, without complaint.”

“Grandmama underestimates herself, then. I could not have managed without her.”

“That may be true, but I think it would have been difficult for her to have managed without you, as well. You are a superb cook, you manage the household with only one servant, you are well-read, and I enjoy your conversation. If you also play a musical instrument—”

“I learned to play the piano when I was a child,” she said. “My father has promised to bring one from England, after this disturbance is over. He gave me a Spanish guitar three years ago, and I have learned to play it a little. Do you enjoy music, sir?”

“Only singing. ‘Alas, my love, you do me wrong…,’” he began, and she joined in, “‘to cast me off discourteously….’”

They walked along singing “Greensleeves,” and Cynthia was certain that the townsfolk who noticed must think she had run mad. But it was worth their possible censure to learn that Paul did indeed have a marvelous voice, and not only did it tingle down to her toes, it produced extremely pleasant sensations in other parts of her anatomy. If she held his arm a little tighter than was absolutely necessary, he did not seem to be troubled by it.

They nearly walked past the fishmonger’s a second time, but Cynthia called a halt and procured the necessary victuals, a cut of fresh halibut that would do beautifully for dinner. She introduced Commander Smith to Mr. Herbert and confirmed the rumor that the Lancaster family was indeed leaving Trenton.

She had thought that the musical interlude and the stop at the fishmonger’s had ended Paul’s embarrassing catalog of her supposed merits, but she was mistaken. They were no sooner out of the shop than he resumed.

“So, then, Miss Lancaster, on the subject of your virtues, I would say in conclusion that yours far outweigh those of young ladies who have cultivated only superficial charm.”

“And I would say that you are either a gentleman of acute perception, or a seriously deluded lunatic who has been at sea far too long!”

“You are too modest,” he said. “I have only been at sea for some ten years.”

They walked along quietly for a time and were within sight of the house when Paul cleared his throat once more. “Miss Lancaster, I realize this is extremely irregular—and I should have spoken to your father first, but I have spoken to your grandmother—and considering that you will shortly be leaving the area and I will in all likelihood be returning to England—”

They had reached the door, and her heart was beating so fast she thought he ought to be able to hear it. “Just a moment, sir, if you please.” She quickly took the halibut into the kitchen and left it with Noreen for cleaning, then took Paul into the parlor. Oddly, her grandmother was not in her usual seat by the window.

Paul looked at her, and in those deep brown eyes, she saw the answer to the question in her heart. But he was a dutiful man and continued with what he’d been saying as they arrived. “I do appreciate your father’s concern for your safety, Miss Lancaster, and his intention to provide you with a suitable husband—”

As interesting as it was to watch a man of such force and decision floundering so profoundly, Cynthia could tolerate it no longer. “Captain Smith.”

He took the interruption mildly. “Yes, Miss Lancaster?”

“You have my permission to appreciate my father’s decision on my behalf as well as your own, for I promise you, I do not appreciate it at all.”

He blinked as though she had slapped him. “I beg your pardon?”

“That is not necessary. But please, I beg you, cease praising the wisdom of my father’s decision. Mr. Humboldt is a worthy gentleman, but even if I end my days a spinster, I will not be his wife.”

Paul’s mouth opened, but for a moment, no words came out. Then he said, “My dear Miss Lancaster!”

“Am I?” she demanded.

“Are—are you what?”

“Your dear.” She felt the heat rush to her cheeks as she said it, but there was no taking it back, so she plunged ahead. “For if you feel anything for me, I do wish you would screw up your courage and say so, before I am dragged off to that howling wilderness!”

“Miss Lancaster!” Her hand disappeared between his two much larger ones. “I would like nothing better. But to disregard the wishes of your father—”

“My father is a fine man, and I do love him. But I do not wish to spend the rest of my life in his care, nor with a man who is enough like him to be his son.” She met his eyes, and the hope she saw in them gave her the courage to finish. “I wish to have my own home, my own family… my own husband.”

“Might I ask—” He stopped to clear his throat. “—whether you have any gentleman in mind for the honor?”

“I do,” she said with some asperity. “I have been conversing with him for at least an hour. He is a fine, gallant gentleman, and I believe we would suit admirably.”

“I believe we would,” he said. “But only if you can dispense with one bit of foolishness.”

Did he not like her bonnet? “I think I very likely can. What foolishness is that?”

He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. A shiver ran through her. “The delusion that you are unattractive.”

“I am not in the least pretty,” she said. “My mother—”

“Your mother was exceptionally pretty. But you are beautiful, too—in an entirely different way. She was, I think, a fairy princess, too frail to stay upon the earth. But you—my dearest lady, you are a human woman, round and ripe and altogether desirable, beautiful inside and out—exactly the sort of woman I had despaired of ever finding.”

He went to one knee in the classic pose, and Cynthia thought her heart would burst through her ribs. “Miss Lancaster, I know that this is far too sudden, and I do not expect an immediate answer—but I beg that you will do me the honor of becoming my wife.”

She had hoped, wished, half expected it—but the reality was still a shock. “Yes, I would like to,” she said, and found herself caught up in an overwhelming embrace, literally lifted from the floor and squeezed so hard she could not breathe. When he set her back on her feet at last, she had to sit down on the divan.

“If there is a jeweler in town,” he said, back in command now things were settled, “I would like to buy you a ring. An aquamarine, if such a thing can be found.”

“Paul, wait,” Cynthia said. “Sit down for a moment, please?” She caught his hand and held it, her head spinning so that she thought she might faint. “There are two things… I said that I would like to marry you, but there are two things you must know, before you commit yourself.”

He sat beside her. “What are they?”

“One of my brothers… Paul, he is a Patriot. One brother a Loyalist, one a Patriot—I love them both. I cannot choose.”

He nodded. “My dear, if war comes, so long as your brother stays out of the Navy, we shall probably never meet. That is all I can say; he has his own path to follow. What is the other thing?”

“My grandmother. I don’t think I can bear to leave her.”

“Is that all?” He laughed. “Rest easy, I don’t think I can either. That is, if she wants to come along, though I think England would be a better place for her than the wretched cold of the Maritimes, and it would please me to think that you would not be alone in our home when I am off at sea.”

“Oh, that would be so perfect.” Cynthia felt giddy with relief. “Our home,” she said, savoring the words.

“Your home, for the most part. You should consider that, my dear. Much as I want you for my wife, I think that it would be best if you were to come back to England and meet my family. It would be ideal if your grandmother were to accompany you, and your father too, if we can pry him away from his business.”

“You would wait so long?”

“I don’t want to.” He touched her cheek and bent to kiss her with a gentleness surprising in so large a man.

The first touch of his lips was strange, but the second seemed to open a floodgate within her, and the thrill she had felt from his resonant voice was a pale shadow of the intimacy of the kiss. She did not want to wait either—and she wondered, if a kiss was this splendid, what would the rest would be like? “I won’t change my mind.”

“But you must have the chance,” he said in that deep, rich voice. She could hear the control that he was exerting over himself.

“Kiss me again?”

“Aye-aye, ma’am.”

The third kiss was better, and the next better still. What a joy it would be to have a man who wanted her for who and what she was, not in spite of those things. A man strong enough to stay calm in the face of her father’s inevitable furor, and overcome it. A man who thought she was beautiful.

This man.

She leaned into his warm embrace and relaxed, safer than she could ever remember feeling.

“Cynthia!”

She jumped a little, away from Paul’s arms, and saw her father standing red-faced and furious in the doorway. “Father!”

He did not reply to her, but advanced on Paul. “How dare you, sir! I invite you into my home, and you seduce—”

Stepping between her and her father, Paul cut through the bluster. “Not so, sir. Do not dishonor your daughter with such a suggestion! I fell in love with her. I cannot and will not apologize for that.” His composure was absolute, his deep voice level and reasonable. “I have proposed honorable marriage.”

“You have what?” Mr. Lancaster stopped and blinked, then sputtered, “Under my roof!”

“Surely the town square was too public a place, sir!”

Hands over her mouth to stop an unseemly laugh, Cynthia wondered whether she should attempt to intervene. A slight movement from the kitchen door caught her eye, and she looked past her father to see her grandmother watching, a finger to her lips. Yes, that was the wisest thing to do—Father was unlikely to listen to anything she had to say. It was wondrous to have a champion taking her part, and she almost hoped the discussion would not be resolved too quickly.

Paul was not giving Mr. Lancaster a moment to collect his arguments. “In another moment I would have made it my business to find you and ask that you reconsider the plans for your daughter’s engagement. If Mr. Humboldt is unable to summon the courage to ask for her hand, I at least am not.”

“That is obvious!”

“I would be grateful if we might adjourn to your office, sir, so I may acquaint you with my situation. Of course, you would not release your treasure to a man unable to care for her in a proper way.”

“Well, no, I would not!”

“Then we are already in accord, I believe. May we speak plainly, sir?”

Mr. Lancaster suddenly seemed to realize that he had a small but attentive audience both before him and behind his back. “Yes… please go. I shall join you shortly.” As the unwelcome suitor left the room, he whirled on his mother. “You knew about this!”

“I certainly did,” she snapped back, “and I think it’s high time Cynthia had a real man come courting! For Heaven’s sake, Edward, go speak to Commander Smith. For once, put your daughter before your convenience!”

“I always—” His eyes went to Cynthia, finally. “I always do. You know that.”

“Do you, Papa?” She instantly regretted the words; he looked hurt, as though she had slapped him—but only for a moment.

“Women!” he snorted, and stamped away.

Cynthia closed her eyes as the enormity of the change that faced her suddenly sank in. Yes, it was lovely to imagine returning to England… but right now? So soon?

A strong, bony hand caught her arm. “Are you all right, child?”

“Yes, Grandmama.” She blinked. “He proposed. He proposed marriage. To me!”

“Of course to you, you goose. He’s got no interest in me! Did you accept?”

“Yes!” She sounded frightened, even to herself. “Yes, I did. And now I wonder if I made a terrible mistake! Is that not foolish of me?”

“No more than for any girl who’s been swept off her feet. Come into the kitchen. I made tea.”

The ordinary business of setting cups and saucers on the table calmed Cynthia a little, but even with the first sip, her mind was whirling again. “What if Papa sends him away?”

“Send away the son of a Viscount? Your father’s no fool in his business dealings, dear. He will not be blind to the advantage of such a connection. Instead of worrying about what your father may do, you must give serious thought to whether this match is what you truly desire. Every girl’s life changes when she marries, but this will be a greater change than most. Are you prepared to go back to England and know that you might never see any of us again?” The old woman’s eyes were glistening, but she was not seeking pity; Grandmama never did.

“No,” Cynthia admitted. “I could never bear to leave you, and I told P—” She caught herself. “I told the Commander as much. He asked if you would be willing to come with me to England, to meet his family, before I decide for certain. And to stay with me, if I remain.”

Her grandmother looked down into her teacup and drank slowly, using both hands to steady the cup. “He must be fairly besotted, to take an old crow like me in the bargain.”

“I think he admires you, Grandmama. He said it would please him if I had you with me, when he is off at sea. He went so far as to suggest that the climate in England would be better for you than the cold of the Maritimes.”

A second sip, and a smile spread across her grandmother’s face. “Then we had better hope his family is agreeable, had we not?”

“You will come?”

“Indeed, I will. I would not have left in the first place if I had not known your mama would need me, rest her soul. And after she was gone, there were you children.”

Cynthia leaned over and kissed her wrinkled cheek. “I shall always need you.”

“Well, I plan to stay around until I hold your children, God willing.” She finished her tea and rose, the old familiar twinkle back in her eye. “Now, let us bustle. Your father never likes to lose an argument, and my old bones say he must give in on this account. I think he will be much more agreeable if there’s food waiting on the table when he and the Commander declare a truce.”

The prospect of England, green and welcoming and absolutely free of wild bears and savage Indians, was becoming more real. Cynthia felt her spirits lift once more. “Oh, I hope Papa agrees!”

“Agree? Child, by the end of dinner, he will be convinced it was his own idea. All that remains now is to persuade him that Widow Humboldt would make him a comfortable home, and we shall have things beautifully arranged for us all.”

“Grandmama!”

The old lady laughed and turned back to the stove. Cynthia busied herself with laying the table, but all her attention was on the door at the end of the dining room, the door to her father’s study. She could hear nothing, and she was too proud to listen at the keyhole, and the minutes stretched unbearably until at last the door opened.

Paul stepped out. He said nothing, only smiled and held out his hands.

She went to him decorously, put her hands in his. “Yes?”

He nodded, and the rest of the room vanished for the space of a heartbeat. All she could see was his face, and his smile… and her future in his eyes.


SEE PARIS

London, 1792

“You must go, Kit.” Arethusa St. John, Dowager Baroness Guilford, fixed her only son with a steely eye. “You simply must, or those French madmen will leave us high and dry.”

Her son settled into the armchair on the other side of the fireplace, exasperation battling with affection. “Mama…. You know I begrudge you no task, but is that really necessary?”

“I believe it is, yes.” She flounced the loose edge of the needlework that had occupied her attention until he entered the room. “There are some situations that require a man’s firm hand.”

Christopher St. John, eighteen years of age and the youngest Baron Guilford to head his family in the past century, was startled by this change of attitude. Ordinarily he had to move Heaven and Earth to escape her watchful eye. “I beg your pardon, madam—did I hear you correctly?”

She laughed at his astonishment, and when she smiled, he could see how this still-handsome woman, with her titian locks and perfect skin, had made his father the envy of his set. “Yes, my dear. Your uncle Douglas came to call while you were out riding, and he reminded me that although you will always be my dear boy, you are nearly a gentleman grown! I must accept that you have reached an age that demands I treat you according to your station.”

By sending me into a nest of vipers. Thank you so much, Mama! Kit felt certain that his uncle had not expected her to acknowledge her son’s arrival at a man’s status by sending him on a fool’s errand into the catastrophe that was the French Republic. But his mother’s knowledge of politics was—well, he would be doing her a kindness to call it “narrow.”

Some ladies possessed much acumen in the way of the larger world. Sadly, the Dowager was not one of them. She possessed a limited intellect but a deep capacity for affection; her special talent lay in the closed circle of the nobility, staging entertainments and helping to launch her daughter and many nieces into Society. She was an affectionate parent, a superb hostess, and had been a great asset to the previous Baron before his untimely end in a hunting accident when Kit was only nine. Her brothers, Douglas and Eugene, had stepped in as trustees to guide the family fortunes until Kit was old enough to take the reins himself.

He was beginning to suspect that the time had arrived. “Mama, the family’s been doing business with M. Monfort since long before I was born. He’s been entirely reliable.”

“He has been, dear, but just this past week, my friend Hyacinth—that’s Lady Rownham, you know—told me that half her last order from Monfort’s went missing.”

“That does happen from time to time, you know. Accidents, broken bottles, even theft—”

“It’s those horrible revolutionaries. They’re interfering with everything, and when they ‘inspect’ a cargo, I believe they just help themselves and say it’s been confiscated. Now, I have spoken with your uncle, and he has a ship sailing to France in ten days. You can travel aboard the Susanna. What could be more convenient?”

“Mama—” Kit hated politics, British equally with French. For an upstanding member of the Church of England, his distaste was remarkably catholic. But at least the conflicts in Parliament did not usually involve swords and pistols; what was going on in France was quite another matter. He was no coward, but neither was he an idiot, and from what the papers said, Paris was a particularly fine place to avoid. “Mama, France is in a state of anarchy—armed anarchy. If they would seize goods on false pretenses, don’t you imagine they would do exactly the same under the snooty nose of an English aristo?”

“They wouldn’t dare.” And that was the end of that discussion, as far as Her Ladyship was concerned.

They wouldn’t dare try any flummery if his mother were giving them that fisheye, Kit was certain. He sighed. What Mama lacked in political acumen, she made up for in persistence. When I look at France, I see fools chasing a lost dream. When my mother looks, she sees the loss of her favorite brandy.

Kit would not have argued with the revolutionary charge that Louis had been a wastrel of a king—His Royal Highness was a complete ass. But the revolutionaries had gone overboard by putting their own King Louis under arrest. Better to have let him escape to England, though there were those who uncharitably said it was better for England’s coffers not to have to support the profligate monarch as a guest.

Now that they had their king in prison, though, they couldn’t let him out. The citizens had backed themselves into an awkward corner, and no matter what they did, it would mean trouble for England. War was coming. Everyone knew that.

And for Kit’s mother, war meant embargo, and embargo meant loss of legal access to the finest French wines and brandies, which would be available only through smugglers. The Dowager would deal with these denizens of the dark if she had to—not personally, of course!—but she considered it more practical and farsighted to stock the wine cellar to bursting while the trade was still legal than to hint delicately to the butler that it was time to place an order with the Free Trade gentlemen.

He made one last attempt to wriggle free. “Mama, if I were to undertake this mission, I would be bound to miss Cousin Eugenia’s birthday party. I might not even be back in time for the Carstairs’s ball.” Since Kit would not have full control of his estate or his life until the age of twenty-five, he had agreed to give his mother charge of his social calendar. She’d cast him out in the world like a trout fisher with a shiny lure, hoping to land a fecund daughter-in-law who would promptly produce grandchildren. Her particular wish was for a male grandchild to secure the succession and insure that Guilford, her home for the past twenty-three years, would not fall into the clutches of Aunt Rose, with whom she had a long-standing feud.

His mother nodded. “Yes, love, and that is a pity. But you’ve met all the young ladies who will be in attendance, and I am at wits’ end to find new candidates! Perhaps while you are away, I will have more luck.”

“Perhaps you’re right, Mama.” Being bride bait had become wearisome work. Kit suddenly realized that if he played his cards right and dawdled along the way, he would be obliged to miss several social engagements his mother had decreed he must attend.

He’d known most of the eligible girls since they were all children together, of course, and he enjoyed their company well enough. But familiarity had bred indifference: none of the young ladies woke a spark of passion, and he did not intend to marry without it. He knew what a love match could be; his parents had been besotted with each other, and his earliest memories were full of their laughter and affectionate conversation. His mother, beautiful in her young widowhood, had mourned her husband for years, refusing handsome offers of marriage from several eligible gentlemen until they finally accepted that the Baron had been her one and only love.

Kit wasn’t about to settle for anything less, and he wouldn’t mind missing a few parties. “Very well, then, milady, I shall take up your token and face down the dragons of the Seine. If you’ll pardon me, I had better write a few letters and express my regrets to Aunt Juliet.”

And after all, what could be so dangerous about buying wine in France?

“AHOY, COZ!”

Kit blinked in surprise as the shore boat carried him alongside the merchant brig Susanna. Squinting up at the figure outlined against a bright sky, he recognized his cousin Philip, who would eventually inherit the ship as well as the business. He waved in return as the oarsmen held steady, then passed them a tip and scrambled up to the wooden stair that had been let down alongside the curving hull.

“Good to see I’ll have company on this trip!” Philip was as exuberant as usual, and every bit as cheery. He seemed even broader than Kit remembered, in a greatcoat with several layers of cape across the shoulders, and the beaver hat atop his fair hair made him loom over Kit’s respectable five foot ten. “What—you didn’t know?”

“Not a word.” Kit had to raise his voice to be heard above the First Mate’s shouted orders. “But I couldn’t be happier. What brings you out?”

Philip glanced around and shook his head. “My father thinks it’s time I took a more active role in the business. But there’s no point shouting. Let’s go to my cabin and have a bite to eat.”

A few minutes later, seated at a folding table in the small but well-appointed owner’s cabin, Philip poured them each a warming glass of sherry and leaned forward, a conspiratorial look on his handsome face. “You know my father’s done business with Monfort’s for an age.”

“So I reminded my mother,” Kit said. “Did me no good. What of it?”

“You know the situation in Paris.”

“Going from mad to worse.”

Philip nodded. “Well, Monfort sent his family—wife, children, grandchildren—off to Bordeaux some months ago. Wanted to get them out of the city, he told the authorities—he owns a vineyard there, lots of work preparing for winter; it seemed reasonable enough. But the old fox had other plans. His son got the whole crew on a boat to England, then came to my father, asked him to help Monfort himself pull up stakes before they realize he’s left no hostages to fortune.”

“He’ll be coming back with us, then? Fine—my mother can deliver any complaints in person!”

“We hope he’ll be along. It may require a bit of finesse…. Les citoyens don’t appreciate their compatriots attempting to escape the paradise they’ve created.”

Kit sighed. “Can’t we leave that sort of thing to the Scarlet Pimpernel? Or is he just a myth, after all?”

“Oh, he’s real enough,” Philip said. “But with the press of aristos looking for safe passage, I can’t think he’d bother with a mere wine merchant. And in all truth, I don’t believe anyone will notice. Monfort’s kept as clear of politics as possible, and he’s made sure the Committee gets all the best vintages—at their estates outside the city, which means he has a pass to get in and out of Paris. He’ll come aboard Susanna to supervise the packing, we raise sail—by the time the numbers are sorted out, we shall be back within the wooden walls.” He nodded out the window at those “walls,” His Majesty’s warships riding at anchor in Portsmouth Harbor. “Captain Bedlington says an old shipmate of his is on Channel patrol. He’ll see we aren’t bothered. In any event, one wine merchant more or less isn’t worth starting a war with England.”

“Something will be, though,” Kit said grimly. “It could be that as much as anything else.”

Philip’s face sobered. “Yes. And I’d like to get the old fellow out before that happens. My father wanted to do it himself, as though his doctor would stand for that! But cheer up, Coz. They say Paris is livelier than ever—and it’s high time we cut you free of your mama’s leading strings!”

“And fit me with a set of yours?” Kit retorted. “I’ve heard of the scrapes you got yourself into on your Grand Tour!”

“Worth every penny,” Philip said with a reminiscent grin. “Coz, until you’ve been clasped in the arms of a Frenchwoman, you have not known life.”

Kit raised a skeptical eyebrow, along with his glass.

I AM going to die. I am going to die, and I have never really lived.

Zoe Colbert turned away from the narrow window of her father’s townhouse, making certain the heavy drapes were completely closed. She did not want to watch the people in the street and wonder who among them were informers for the Citizens Committee, and who were the next victims. She had spent more time looking out, until the horrible day the mob paraded by carrying “bloody bouquets,” the severed heads of the guillotine’s victims.

The sight was gruesome enough in itself, but one of the trophies, barely recognizable, had been her friend Monique. Monique had been only sixteen, a girl who had done nothing but refuse the advances of an ugly man who proved to be someone with influence. Her face still haunted Zoe’s dreams. How long would it be before the soldiers came for them?

Her father’s status as a physician gave them a little protection. It was necessary, even for tyrants, to have someone who could set bones and provide medicine when they fell ill. But she knew that her father did not question his patients’ politics before treating them, so it would be only a matter of time before he saved a life that certain people would rather see lost. Before he was labeled a traitor. Then it would be prison or death for them both, and probably for poor Marie as well, who had done nothing but keep the house clean and make meals for them out of next to nothing.

What was it about revolution that turned neighbors into madmen?

She heard a key turn in the lock of the front door and rushed to answer. “Papa!”

He hugged her, but his expression was sad, and she felt a pang at how old he looked.

“Come in, Papa. Marie has made soup, and Madame Lesieur brought us a piece of bacon and some potatoes!”

“No!”

“Yes, in thanks for your help when her little Andre had the fever.”

“Where ever did she find them?” he asked.

“Her son came downriver and brought provisions from a relative near Dijon. This will be enough for two or three days, Marie says.” There, that put a smile on his face.

But his words were not cheerful. “Ah, child, I am sorry to have brought you into such a world.”

“You brought me into the only world there is,” she said briskly. “Here, I will hang up your coat. Come into the kitchen, it is warmer there. A cup of mint tea will warm your bones.”

“You are so like your mother,” he said, as he always did. “I will come in a little while, my dear. I received a letter today from an old friend, a colleague, and I must answer it immediately.”

“I hope he is well?”

“Yes, and he may come to visit if he is able.”

“Soon?”

“Perhaps tomorrow. Within a week, if he can come at all.”

“I will air out the little bedroom in the morning, Papa.” Was this a good time to ask if she might go to the party Marie’s niece Angelique had spoken of? Probably not. She smiled at her father as he went off down the hall.

Zoe carefully brushed the dust of the street from her father’s coat and put it away in the clothespress. There would be music at a party of theater people. Perhaps dancing, as well. It had been so long since she had heard any music but her own singing, and who felt like singing anymore? She resolved to ask permission after supper.

Papa would probably say no. This would not be the sort of party a respectable girl ought to attend. Angelique sang in the chorus at the theater; she was not at all respectable. Worse, she had chosen to live as a “free woman,” and that was a goad to the gossips. Papa did not say Angelique was a bad girl—he seldom said anything unkind about anyone—but he was always worried about his daughter’s reputation.

My reputation. Zoe met the eyes of her reflection in the small mirror on the cupboard door, dark gray eyes in a white face, framed by sleek black hair confined by a cap. “Yes, that is so very important!” her mirror-twin mocked. “You will have a headstone like Monique’s, a pure white stone that says, ‘Here lies Zoe Colbert, who never did anything wrong in her life.’ And everyone will be so proud of you!”

She felt tears of frustration begin to well and turned away from the mirror. No, that would be too much work for the stonecutter! My headstone will say, “Here lies Zoe Colbert, who had no life!”

KIT DECIDED he did not care for the New France.

A sense of oppression hung over the people in the port of Le Havre, a sense of fear, except for those bravos enforcing the new Republic’s rules, and they assumed the unappetizing role of bullies. The only smiles Kit saw were bitter or cynical. When he and Philip went to the hostler Phil remembered, the man said in disbelief, “You want to go to Paris?”

Kit had to keep reminding himself that his previous visit to France—his only visit ever—had been in the springtime. It was December now, and the bare trees and brown, sere meadows were only natural. But the mood of the folk they passed was not merely a reflection of the season. The looks of resentment and envy were enough to make him wish he had put his foot down and stayed at home. He could do nothing to help these people, and his presence only made everyone, especially himself, extremely uncomfortable.

The line at the city gates went on forever. In the past, their carriage and its aristocratic passengers would have been allowed to pass ahead of the drays and wagons bringing in goods to the city dwellers. Now they had to wait in line with everyone else and hope that the guards atop the vehicle would be able to protect their luggage from the ragged pedestrians who swarmed about the road. Kit almost would not blame the sorry-looking citizens for petty thievery—most of them looked as though they’d gone a long time between meals. On the advice of his uncle, he had brought nothing from the ship that he could not bear to lose, and his money was secured about his person in several inner pockets.

“I’ve never seen things so dreary,” Philip said. “When I was here last year, everyone seemed full of hope.”

“What hope can they have left?” Kit replied. “At least when the Americans rebelled, they had the example of Parliament to guide them in governing themselves—and we may yet see that experiment fail. But who among these poor fools has any experience in ruling? They must have been mad.”

“Some were, I suppose,” Philip said. “Mad, and desperate, and then there were the schemers who thought only of seizing power for themselves. France has exchanged one set of masters for another, that’s all. And at least some of the old aristos had a sense of noblesse oblige.” The carriage shifted and moved forward a little. “Ah. Perhaps we might make it through the gate before dark, after all.”

“Are you certain we will have a place to stay if we do?”

“Oh, yes. Monsieur Monfort has plenty of room with his family gone, if the hotel fails us. Though if it comes to that, you may wish you’d brought your valet.”

“I can shave myself if I have to,” Kit said. “You forget—I inherited Curtis from my father, and he was older than Papa. The poor old thing is terrified of setting foot on French soil. To let him near my throat with a razor, and him all a-tremble—no, thank you!”

Phil laughed and rummaged in his grip for his traveling chess set. It was a small, flat box with the squares painted upon the inner lid, and they whiled away the rest of the long wait by playing at soldiers. Neither of them was very good at the game, but any distraction was welcome.

At last they reached the end of the line, presented their papers, and, after a great deal of useless deliberation, received a surly nod from the guardian at the gate. A second stalwart waved the carriage through. Even a country in revolution had to make a living, and even those who despised the new French government could not dispute the excellence of the old French wines.

ZOE FOUND herself at the front window once more. It was foolish to keep coming back here, looking out. What was she searching for? Better to stay within the confines of the house and pretend that the world outside was as it had been before the Revolution… not an easy world, but one where a girl could grow into a woman, be courted and wed, and have some hope of a future.

She had known a few young men who might have been suitors. They were gone now: one to the Navy, two to the Army. Another had vanished, no one knew where. She wondered about Louis sometimes, but she knew in her heart he was dead. Louis’s entire family had disappeared. His father had been a professor, and involved in politics. Now no one mentioned his name.

A carriage, heavily laden, rolled down the street and drew up at Monfort’s wine shop, a few doors down the road. The luggage strapped on behind meant this was not one of M. Monfort’s local customers, and she had never seen the vehicle before. As she watched, a guard jumped down from the roof and opened the passenger door, and a giant emerged—a tall blond man, English by his clothing. He was followed by another young man, less imposing but beautifully dressed and very handsome, with hair the color of dark caramel. After a word with the coachman and some sort of payment, he followed the tall man into Monfort’s shop.

Zoe let herself daydream. That beautiful young man had to be someone of importance or the son of an aristocratic family. Sir Handsome Englishman would find himself afflicted with a touch of dyspepsia and consult the excellent Dr. Colbert, and fall instantly in love with his daughter, and whisk them both away in his elegant carriage!

Bonjour, milord! Je suis Mademoiselle Zoe Colbert, une jeune lunatique! She didn’t need Marie to scold her. Beautiful the young man might be, and well-to-do, and most probably engaged to some English girl of good family. And in any case, whatever business brought him to France would certainly never bring him under this roof.

Nonetheless, she stayed at the window until the two young men had left Monfort’s and driven away in their carriage. Then she straightened her cap and went downstairs to see if Marie needed help in the kitchen. Papa would be home soon, God willing; she would appeal to him once again to give her permission to go to Angelique’s party. There might be some young man who would be worth a kiss, at least. And maybe something more?

Of that, she could not be sure. She was not entirely certain what it was she was looking for. But she knew she would never find it hiding here at home until the soldiers came to take them to the guillotine.

“A PARTY!” Kit contained his disbelief until the carriage was rattling down the street. “Good Lord, Phil, what do they have to celebrate?”

“They’re still alive,” Philip said. “Who knows for how much longer? Eat, drink, and be merry. But, as Monfort told me while you were dutifully inspecting your mama’s order, a few of his customers are throwing a party to celebrate one of their members’ stage debut. She’s a member of some theater chorus, and the actress she understudies came down with laryngitis. The matinee is tomorrow afternoon, if the Citizens Committee lets the theater stay open.”

“Are they likely to close it?”

“Who knows? At any rate, Monfort says it’s his farewell to his favorite customers—he’s donating the wine, since he can’t take it with him. We may as well go, Kit. It would be rude to decline, and it’s not as though there will be anything else to do.”

Kit sighed. “We are leaving soon, yes?”

“Tomorrow afternoon, if you like. Monfort’s got a barge ready to go down the Seine, and he says there’ll be room for us as well. It would be quicker than over land, if you don’t mind a bit of crowding.”

“A barge?” Kit said. “If it means getting out of this hell pit tomorrow, I’d scull down the Seine in a hip bath.”

“ARE YOU gentle with your women?”

Kit blinked at the pretty blonde who had appeared noiselessly at his elbow as he stood with a glass in hand, trying to blend into this noisy, alien crowd. His third glass of wine—or was it the fourth? He felt a bit muzzy around the edges. “I beg your pardon?”

“Pardon, je parle tres mal,” she said. “My name is Angelique, m’sieu. I—ask, are you kind to women?”

He caught himself just short of a laugh. “I try to be,” he said, not certain where the conversation was leading. He added, “I speak a little French,” in that language, hoping she would not reply too quickly. “Do you need my help?”

“Ah!” Her face lit up. “Not I, m’sieu. Do you see my friend, by the stair?”

Kit glanced in the direction she indicated, and for a moment, he forgot to breathe. The young woman beside him was quite pretty, in a candy-box sort of way—blonde curls, blue eyes, artfully applied cosmetics—but there was something about her charm that made him think she must be one of the ladies of the stage here to celebrate their colleague’s good fortune. But her friend by the stair… that girl did not belong here.

She was tiny, scarcely over five feet tall, and she wore a simple pink gown trimmed with a few ribbons, another ribbon holding dark ringlets in place atop her head. She might have been mistaken for a child at first glance, but her figure was clearly that of a young woman. Her eyes met his, and held them, with an expression he found hard to describe. It was neither coquetry nor desire—more a sort of determination and possibly a touch of alarm. He felt drawn toward her. He had never seen this girl before, did not know who she might be, but it felt as though he had finally found someone he had been searching for.

“I see her,” he said. “What—”

“She would like to speak to you, m’sieu, but she is—shy? Is that the word? Timide. She is not often among us. Would you like to meet her?”

“Yes, very much.” Oh, no, he protested inwardly. He knew what actresses did offstage. Granted, they likely had to, to keep body and soul together, but this beautiful creature could not be one of the muslin company. She must not.

But Philip had said that most of the women at the party would be looking for a generous friend with whom to spend the night, and Phil had gone off with a vivacious brunette at least half an hour ago. Gentle with your women. Dear God. It wasn’t even women, plural. His sole experience had been one highly educational night with an amiable widow about ten years his senior whom Phil had introduced him to on the eve of his eighteenth birthday. In loco paternis, Phil had said, because, after all, Kit would be expected to marry a young maiden lady, and it was always helpful if someone knew what to do on the wedding night.

Kit fought down a sudden urge to giggle. That was what this felt like—a wedding night. Marching down an aisle of drunken Frenchmen to the lady of his dreams. It had to be the wine.

“Mademoiselle Zoe,” Angelique said. She took the dark-haired girl’s hand, placing it in Kit’s, and he bent to place a formal kiss upon it. “And you, m’sieu?”

“Christopher St. John, at your service,” he said, releasing Mademoiselle Zoe’s hand reluctantly. “Baron Guilford, if admitting to a title is not a breach of local etiquette.”

Her beautiful dark eyes lit with laughter. “A baron? Oh, I do not laugh at you, sir. It is only that when I first looked upon you, I thought you must be a milord.”

“Just something left me by my father, I promise. I’ve done nothing to earn it. And I would guess that you must be a princess?”

“I am pleased to be nothing more than a Frenchwoman, milord. And safer so. Would you—”

She hesitated, and Angelique immediately moved into the breach. “M’sieu, would you care to retire with us for a little while?”

He was not sure what she meant by “retire” and felt it would be too gauche to say “Both of you?” so he followed the two young ladies up a narrow flight of stairs to a hallway lit only by a single candle lantern. Angelique took a candlestick from a table at the top of the stair and lit it from the lantern. “This way, s’il vous plait!”

She knocked at one of the doors. When no one answered, she opened it and motioned the others inside. “I will be back with more wine,” she said, and vanished down the hall.

The room was a bedroom, a very plain one, though as far as he could tell by the light of one candle, it looked clean. But it didn’t suit this girl. She should have a glittering chandelier and a mahogany bed with everything fine, not a faded quilt and lumpy pillows. “Mademoiselle… this seems most irregular.”

“Do you not want me?” her voice was plaintive. “Angelique is much prettier, I know—”

“No! That is, yes! I do! I think you are exquisitely beautiful, milady. But this does not seem the place for you—”

“Please!” She threw herself into his arms and kissed him, furiously and with an awkwardness he would not have expected in a Parisian girl. His body responded, though. That sweet, slender form pressed so close against him muddled his thoughts even further.

“Mademoi—”

“Please, call me Zoe! And you are Christophe?”

“Yes, yes, that’s fine.” He took her by the shoulders and held her off, just a bit. “Zoe, I am honored by this invitation, but—my dear, have you—” Heavens, what a question to ask. “Have you ever been with a man before?”

“I do not kiss very well,” she admitted, with a small, quick smile. “Will you teach me?”

“I don’t understand—”

She took a deep breath, and her small hands closed into fists. “No. I have not been with a man. I want to be! The boys I have known—they all are gone. You are a beautiful man and your face is kind. Will you not let me be a woman with you?”

Her explanation made very little sense. Her desperation was evident, though, and Kit could find no good reason to refuse her invitation. He was also just a bit concerned that if he did refuse, she would march back downstairs and press some other fellow into service. And considering the number of drunken fools downstairs who would probably make her first experience an ordeal, he simply could not allow that to happen.

Angelique’s question echoed in his conscience. Are you gentle? Yes, by God, he would be as gentle as he could with this mad little creature, and hope that he was man enough for the task.

Kit scooped her up into his arms. “My dear,” he said, “I am, as I told you, entirely at your service.” Zoe put her own arms around his neck, and in that position, he found it easier to slow things down. Not that he wanted to, but he remembered his own first experience so clearly, and the one thing he recalled above all was that he had been terrified at first. What on earth had she expected, flinging herself at a stranger? And why would she do such a thing? He knew Philip would say she was merely a good actress, but he could not bring himself to believe that. He wanted her, yes, but not like this. If only they had met in someone’s drawing room and he could have courted her in a reasonable way!

But at least they had met. Her face was turned up to his, so he kissed it. First on the lips, then her cheeks, her chin—then the tip of her nose. She giggled and did the same to him. He sat down on the bed, thankful that it did not squeak, and they continued in that manner for a little while. There was no need to hurry.

“Tell me if you change your mind,” he warned.

“I will not.” She reached up and tugged at the ribbon that held up her hair, and a cascade of shining black curls fell around her shoulders. “I made up my mind the moment I saw you, that you were the one.”

“My mother warned me to beware the wiles of French women!” he said with a smile, reaching to touch her hair. It felt like silk sliding through his fingers.

“My father never told me Englishmen could be so beautiful,” she returned.

“Handsome, please! Ladies are beautiful, gentlemen are handsome. Though I think you flatter me.”

“You are ’ansom to me, then,” she said. “I would like to see if you are—pretty?—under your clothes. I have no brothers, Christophe, and what my friends tell me sounds very strange. I would like to see a man’s body.”

He didn’t feel pretty under his clothes and could not imagine what the masculine adjective might be. Why was he worrying about that, anyway? This was no time for a language lesson, and if she wanted to call him pretty, why not? But if he was going to strip down, he’d have to convince her to shed a few garments, too.

They had progressed from kissing to undoing the buttons on his waistcoat when Angelique popped in with a bottle of wine. “I return!”

Three really was a crowd. Kit would have liked to ask Angelique to leave, but Zoe took the glass her friend poured for her. What a strange girl! He had a thousand questions that could not be asked unless they were alone together.

“Zoe, silly girl, why are you two not couchee?” Angelique demanded.

“You were right,” Zoe said. “The English have many manners, and they are slow!”

Angelique poured another glass of sparkling wine and gave it to Kit. “Why is that, m’sieu?”

A trifle annoyed, he replied, “Because she is a lady, and she is too young to be rushed!”

Angelique laughed. “Ah, you chose well, Zoe! M’sieu Baron, you are très gentil! But you wear too much clothing.”

“I suppose I do,” he said, coming to a decision. “Mademoiselle Angelique, you are une bonne femme, and I thank you for introducing me to this lady. But as you say, the English have many manners, and I fear I may have more than my share. Do you know where to find my cousin Philip?”

“Ah, oui,” she said. “He is in a room nearby.”

“Excellent.” Kit dug into his vest pocket and found a coin sufficient to pay twice over for the wine she’d brought. “If you would, go and get another bottle and take it with you to my cousin, s’il vous plait? He’s twice my size and much more adventuresome. I think he would be very happy of your company.”

She feigned a pout. “And you would not?”

“I—” He met Zoe’s eyes and decided to tell the truth. “If you do not mind, mademoiselle… I fear if I attempt to please two of you, I will end by pleasing neither.”

“You please me very much,” Zoe said, a touch of pink in her cheeks. “Go, Angelique. I am safe with milord Christophe!”

“I think you are.” Angelique dropped a quick kiss on Zoe’s cheek and on Kit’s. “Bless you, children!” And she was off.

Kit let out a sigh of relief. “Now, where were we?”

“You are still wearing too many clothes.”

“So are you.”

Eyes sparkling, she began undoing the buttons of her bodice and had the simple gown off in a trice while he was still unfastening his breeches. She sat on the edge of the bed wearing only her shift, sipping her wine. “Do you have a wife, Christophe?”

“No. Beautiful as you are….” He considered whether to roll off his stockings before removing his breeches and decided that was sensible. “Beautiful as you are, my dear, when I take a vow, I keep it. If I had a wife, I would be home with her, not here with you.” He pulled off his stockings. Damn, the floor was cold.

“I am glad you are here.”

“So am I.” Kit had worked his way down to his ruffled shirt. He looked at Zoe, sitting in her sleeveless white shift, the gentle curve of her breasts showing above the deep neckline, and was struck once again with the sense that this was his wedding night. Absurd, of course—she had not even hinted, she said quite plainly that she wanted only this experience, and God only knew the uproar that would ensue if he were to wed her. Still, she was so sweet, so innocent—

“Do you go to bed in a nightshirt, Christophe?”

And she had such a startling streak of frankness. “As a matter of fact, I do. But I usually sleep alone.” He reminded himself that he didn’t have any heroically endowed rivals to be compared with, and tugged the shirt self-consciously over his head.

Zoe’s eyes grew large, and she took a breath.

“Please don’t ask if it’s always so small,” he implored, looking down at his less-than-impressive display. “It’s the cold, you see. It grows longer when it’s warm and happy.”

She clapped a hand over her mouth and dissolved in giggles. “How did you know?”

He shook his head in mock exasperation and drained his own wineglass. “What an impertinent wench! Here I stand, stripped of my dignity—”

“And your nightshirt.”

“And my nightshirt! You give me no respect!” He pulled back the quilt. “Come here, you French temptress. Let’s have you out of that sack.”

Wordlessly, she stood, raising her arms, and he slipped the thin garment from her body as though unveiling a sculpture. She was perfect. Cleopatra must have looked like this, hair a midnight mantle, two perfect breasts with nipples like rosebuds, gently flared hips, her whole body smooth and pale as ivory. “Oh, my dear girl—are you quite sure?”

“Yes. And I am cold!” She clung to him once more, and the velvet softness of her skin against his own nakedness was enough to put an end to his reluctance. He kissed her again, coaxing her mouth open this time, and she responded eagerly.

The room was cold and plain, and the bed had no elegance at all. But they were warm beneath the covers, and before long, Kit forgot about the surroundings, and Zoe seemed to notice that he had told the truth about the effect of warmth and desire on a man’s wedding tackle. All the questions he had meant to ask her went by the wayside, replaced by simpler ones that could be answered without words.

And before too much time had passed, Kit was silently blessing both Philip and the kindly Lady Campion, who had provided for his education in these matters. But it was one thing to put his lessons into practice; it was another to disregard the one thing he had been trained in all his life: responsibility.

Zoe really was a virgin. Beautiful she might be, desirable beyond his dreams, and as she responded to his kisses and caresses, her body created a perfume all its own that drove him wild. He ran his fingers through her lower curls, teasing the bud of her sex until he felt her quiver and clutch at him in the throes of pleasure.

He wanted nothing more than to roll atop, slip inside her, and complete their union. But a small voice inside his head kept insisting that a man who would bed an innocent young girl and walk away the next day, leaving her in a dangerous city in the midst of revolution, should be horsewhipped. He could not do such a thing, he must not. He had to find some way to take her away with him.

Zoe shivered uncontrollably, gasping, “Christophe!”

She pulled him close with astonishing strength and he let his cock slide between her legs, but not into her body. Yes, oh yes, this would do. “Squeeze your legs tight, Zoe, yes, oh, damn!”

They rocked together, and when she relaxed, he rolled to one side and pulled her against him. It took a while to get his breath back.

“Mon Dieu!” she said.

“Not God, only a man,” he replied. “Thank you, my dear.”

She snuggled into the curve of his shoulder. “Christophe—that was—Angelique said you would lie upon me, and it would hurt for a moment. That did not hurt, it was beautiful!”

“Angelique,” he said, “does not know everything about Englishmen.” He was terribly drowsy, and pulled the quilt up around them. “Zoe… dear girl, if I broke your maidenhead, it would hurt a bit. And you might have a baby. Paris is too dangerous—it’s no place for a baby.” He needed to tell her more, needed to explain, and he had to find out who she was and where she lived so that he could make some arrangement to get her out of here. But he could not keep his eyes open.

When he awoke, she was gone. And Phil was shaking him by the shoulder, telling him they had only a few minutes to get back to their hotel before curfew would trap them here for the night. Angelique? Oh, she left quite some time ago, said she had to see someone home. No, she hadn’t said who it was, what did it matter?

Kit threw on his clothing, and the two of them ran for the hotel. The only consolation he had was that it must surely have been Zoe that Angelique was looking after. For all her stage affectations, she had a good heart.

And she must also have a last name, if only he could learn what it was, and find her, and convince her to tell him how to find Zoe before two o’clock tomorrow afternoon!

ZOE KNEW she should have stayed. Christophe would have wanted to awaken beside her. So careful he had been, so tender! But Angelique was right—if she was not back home before curfew, not only would she be in danger from the Watch, her reputation would be tainted, and Papa would never again allow her to go out in the evening. Her friend offered to walk home with her and spend the night with her aunt. Zoe welcomed the company, even though she wished that Angelique would not chatter so.

“…and, chéri, these Englishmen, they are not looking for wives when they come to Paris. They look for what they would not keep, and they leave their wives at home.”

“Christophe said he does not have a wife.”

“Ah, well, he is young; perhaps he tells you the truth. But I promise you, he has a mama who has a nice English girl picked out for him.”

“I do not think so.”

“Zoe, chéri, he is gentil, he makes you happy—why desire what you cannot have? He did make you happy, yes? There was not much pain?”

Zoe remembered what Christophe had said. “Angelique does not know everything about Englishmen.” She smiled and hugged the memory tight to her. “Yes, he did, and no, there was not, and I thank you for capturing him for me! No sister could have been more helpful.”

“If you do not have your monthly, tell me immediately. I will go to Suzanne and ask for the herbs.”

“I think I will be fine,” Zoe assured her. Angelique really was the most thoughtful friend, but she did not know everything about Englishmen. Or everything about Zoe Colbert either.

“PHIL, I have to find her!” Kit finished tying his cravat, donned his coat, and stuffed yesterday’s shirt and smallclothes into his grip. He knew Curtis would upbraid him for the haphazard packing, but he really didn’t care.

“I always knew you were a romantic, Coz, but I never expected you to let that interfere with self-preservation. For Heaven’s sake, stop buzzing about and drink this terrible coffee.”

Kit sat at the small table and obeyed, but he neither knew nor cared about the taste of the coffee or the small hard roll. “I can’t leave her here.”

“Of course you can. You must. What were you planning to do, kidnap the wench? A pretty surprise that would be for Aunt Arethusa!”

“My mother has nothing to do with this.”

“It may seem so here in Paris, my dear boy, but it would be quite another matter in your mama’s drawing room.”

Kit was ready to tear his hair. “I wish you would at least attempt to be helpful!”

Philip finished his coffee and grimaced. “That is precisely what I am doing, but you refuse to pay attention. Kit, these Parisiennes are charming and accommodating. They are also, I must remind you, French. One can’t simply pick them up as souvenirs. Odds are she wouldn’t want to come with you if you asked—”

“That’s all I mean to do, Phil. If last night was just a frolic, I shan’t try to hold her. But if it was not, if she feels as I do, I must know.”

“That’s very handsome of you, Coz. Still, even if she is prepared to abandon her aged maman or whatever she has in the way of a husband or lover, you have to realize she would not be allowed to leave France.”

“There must be a way. Can’t we delay our departure?”

“Not if you still want to get out of Paris. I sent our luggage on ahead to the ship, to save room aboard the barge.”

“Surely we have funds enough to stay on for a bit.”

Philip frowned, abandoning his lighthearted banter. “Yes, we do—but you’re forgetting the political climate. With things as they are, the French see every foreign visitor as a potential spy. Probably with good cause—I’m sure Paris is crawling with English agents, and some from other countries as well. If we were to suddenly change our plans, we would attract the attention of the authorities, and in this madhouse, that is one thing I do not wish to do. I’m sorry, I really am, but it’s the barge or nothing, now. We must meet Monfort at the boat no later than a quarter of two o’clock this afternoon. He’s leaving at two, with or without us.”

Kit could not argue with his reasoning. “I have four hours, then. I’ll start at the theater up the street and work my way back down. I’ll see you here at half past one, without fail.”

Philip met his eyes. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Never more so.” Kit shrugged, knowing how foolish he must seem to his worldly cousin. “I do realize you’re probably right, Phil—but for my own peace of mind, I need to be sure.”

“Damn. Ah, well, my own fault—and that of a lady we could name. Come along, then, Sir Galahad, I’ll help you seek the fair damsel. But we turn back at one o’clock.”

“Thanks, Phil!”

“And next time, explain to the chit that she really must leave you a glass slipper.”

ZOE HAD her hands full the following morning, and had just enough time to prepare the guest room. Her father’s colleague arrived very early, bringing with him a trunk filled not with his clothing, but with flour and other staples. Marie kissed the gentleman on both cheeks and promised him a magnificent dinner.

After her father and his guest retired to the first-floor clinic, Zoe found herself drawn once more to the window. Christophe had said that he would be leaving today; perhaps she would have one last chance to see him. She hoped he would take care. Things had been difficult in the last week or two, and there were desperate men about who would not hesitate to rob a well-dressed foreigner, especially an aristo.

She leaned against the window frame and closed her eyes, wondering how it was that Papa had not immediately seen the difference in her. So much was clear now that had never made sense. Even so simple a thing as kissing—a few boys had tried to steal kisses from her, and she had never understood why the clumsy act had been spoken of so romantically in songs and stories. Now she knew—it was not the kiss itself so much as the man who did the kissing. And the caressing, and the holding close…. Zoe could still feel the solid warmth of him against her body. She had not felt so warm or so safe in longer than she could remember, and the touch of his hands! Her own hesitant exploration of her own body had never produced such excitement and pleasure. Like the princess in the storybook, she had been kissed by her prince, and she had awakened.

Perhaps it would have been better if she had slumbered on in ignorance. Yesterday when she stood here, she had despaired of ever learning what passed between a man and a woman. Now she knew—and despaired at the thought of never knowing it again. Of one thing she was certain: even if he had not taken her body completely, that beautiful, thoughtful Englishman now owned her heart.

And she would probably never see him again.

But no—was that not Christophe, down the street? It had to be—there could not be two men so tall as his cousin Philippe. They were proceeding along the avenue, talking to passersby, knocking on doors. They were probably safe enough, two of them together in the daytime, but what they were doing was not prudent. Zoe could barely make out her lover’s face at this distance, but he seemed to be in distress. His cousin shook his head at whatever the Frenchman was saying, then tapped Christophe’s shoulder and gestured down the street.

Across the way, Zoe saw M. Monfort step out of his shop. He looked around him, then began to walk toward Christophe and his cousin. Farther down, Philippe saw Monfort and started toward him. Christophe continued speaking to someone, a man Zoe did not recognize, and as Philippe moved farther away, two or three other men began to gather around Christophe. They seemed to be talking to him, and they looked angry. Her heart beat faster as she struggled with the catch on the window. It did not take much to start a riot in these uncertain times, and Christophe’s cousin was too far away.

The window slid up, and on the cold winter air, she heard the shouting, made out bits of sentences.

“Damned aristos… our women! Get out… be damned!”

Someone caught Christophe by the arm, and as he was pulled around, he swung his cane and knocked his attacker down, but another jumped on him from behind.

Zoe screamed, “No!”

Both Philippe and M. Monfort turned and saw what was happening, but the men out in the street had closed around Christophe before they could get back to him. Zoe stood frozen. She could not see him, his friends were making no progress through the mob—

And then came the crack of a pistol shot, and everything went deadly still. Zoe stood staring down, seeing the puff of smoke too near where her lover had stood. A shiver swept through her, and in its wake, all fear had gone, leaving only a cold determination. No! She would not let him lie there and be trampled. If the mob killed her too, what of it? What had she to lose now?

She slammed the window down and caught up the poker from the fireplace. “Marie? Marie! Go find my father, immédiatement!”

CHRISTOPHER ST. JOHN, Baron Guilford, awoke in surroundings so far beneath his usual standards that he wondered whether he was truly awake or just having a nightmare brought on by a terrible hangover. A ragged piece of rough homespun, smelling strongly of horse, covered the lower half of his face; he was lying in what he took to be a stall. The deduction was assisted by the presence of a nanny goat and her kid, and the hay he lay upon had a decidedly unpleasant reek to it.

He turned his face away from the smell, and the movement brought a wave of nauseating pain that emptied his stomach, adding to the noisome assortment of odors that surrounded him. A stabbing pain in his head flared with every breath, overwhelming the little strength he had. As consciousness fled, he was grateful for the respite.

“CHRISTOPHER, IF you can hear me, please open your eyes.” A man’s voice, dry and unemotional. A British voice, with the accent of an educated man, but not the voice of anyone he knew.

“Christophe? Awaken, s’il vous plait.” Feminine, and definitely more familiar. Someone he knew very well indeed, at least in the biblical sense. One of his new friends from the party—was it last night? Zoe. Zoe and Angelique. Had he found her, then? He tried to raise his eyelids, but just that tiny effort rammed a spike right through his head.

“Christophe, you are safe for now, can you hear me?” A gentle hand wiped his forehead with a wet cloth that smelled faintly of eau de lavender, a decided improvement over eau de goat.

“Mm.” Very, very carefully, he eased his eyes open. Black hair and beautiful dark gray eyes. Zoe? He thought it was Zoe. He swallowed, his throat scratchy. “How—?”

“An English doctor was visiting my father. He has tended your wound, vous avez de la grande chance.”

Very lucky? If this was luck, misfortune must be Hell. “What happened?” he whispered.

“You do not remember?”

“It is not uncommon in such cases, my dear,” the first voice said. Its owner, a smallish, plain-looking man with keen dark eyes leaned over Zoe’s shoulder. “But his speech is clear, thank Heaven. I believe the damage was minimal. Lord—ah, that is, Christopher. What is the last thing you remember?”

Kit glanced around as best he could without moving anything but his eyes. He was in a small, cheerless room, with one grimy window and sloping walls. The last thing he remembered made no sense, but— “Goats.”

“Goats?” the doctor echoed, looking perplexed.

“We hid him in the stable, then Papa went to find you,” Zoe explained. “He must have awakened.”

“Oh, excellent. I had thought he was unconscious the entire time. If you would allow me to examine your eyes, sir?” The doctor raised Kit’s eyelids and waved a finger before them. “Follow the finger with your eyes, if you would. Yes. Very good. I need to test something here, now. Please keep your eyes open if you possibly can.” He took a candle from the stand beside the bed and brought it near. Kit squinted, his eyes tearing at the brightness, and it was taken away. “Very good,” the doctor said again. “Normal contraction. I believe our surgery was a success.”

Surgery? For a headache? “Thank you so much.” Kit swallowed, grimacing. “What surgery? Why?”

“Drink this.” The doctor held a cup of water for him. “You sustained a terrible blow to the head that cracked your skull inward. The condition is called a depressed cranial fracture. Such an injury causes pressure on the brain. If the pressure is not relieved, coma and death result. You had such an injury, and I performed the operation with what appears to be complete success.”

The words went past too quickly to make sense. “I—I can tell I was hit on the head.” It was nice to be certain of something, anyway. “Please, what happened?”

“You were shot,” the doctor said curtly. “A fool with a pistol. You must have turned your head away at the precise moment the ball struck. It tore through your scalp and left a visible crack in your frontalis—in English, your skull. And, by the way, the surgery increased your net worth—you now have a silver ten-centime piece flattened into a plate that is holding your brains in. You must keep as quiet as possible for the next three weeks, at least.”

Kit felt as though it would be a lot longer than that before he could be anything but quiet. “My cousin—the man I was with—what of him? And M. Monfort?”

“They ’ave escaped, Christophe,” Zoe said. “I was watching from the window. Your friend ran to you, but M’sieu Monfort pointed to your wound and pulled him away. They must have believed you were dead, and they would have died too, if they had stayed out in that mob.”

“Yes. I saw a man with a gun, moving toward me, then nothing. Then goats.”

The doctor nodded. “Loss of memory after a blow to the head is quite common. You were lucky, young man. The fool must have got hold of a weak batch of gunpowder, or we would not be having this conversation.”

There was no memory. As he lay there, struggling to recollect, the doctor went on.

“You must be very careful in future, my young friend. You have used up a lifetime’s supply of luck.”

Kit shivered. “I—I cannot remember!”

“Just as well, don’t you think?” The doctor’s look was not unsympathetic. “How old are you, my lord?”

“Eighteen,” he said quickly, then, under the doctor’s penetrating stare, added, “Honestly, I am. As of last month.”

“Old enough to face death in battle, I’m sure.” The doctor’s mouth tightened. “Well, the memory may return. I almost hope, for your sake, that the loss is permanent.”

“How did I get here? Where are my friends?”

“Gone. They ’ave returned to England,” Zoe said. “I believe they were aboard a barge that left for Le Havre just before the gendarmes arrived.”

“Who brought me here, then?”

“We did—the doctor, my father, and I. We thought you were dead too, at first. I asked the gendarmes if Papa might ’ave your body for scientific purposes—” Her hands fluttered in distress at his reaction; she patted the undamaged side of his face. “Oh, no, Christophe, not really, only so we might give you a decent burial without being brought under suspicion. It is so dangerous—”

“And it was quick thinking, mademoiselle,” the doctor interjected, taking the story from her. “Dr. Colbert and I came, ostensibly to see if you were fit for dissection, and as soon as we realized you were still among the living, he raised a terrible row about their having left you in the street so long you were hardly fit to bother with. We took you inside Monfort’s shop and performed surgery immediately. As soon as you could be moved, he took you back to get acquainted with the goats whilst I contacted some associates and located a suitable body to bury in your place.”

Kit had a feeling he’d have to hear this whole story again, later. “How?”

“The mob, Christophe,” Zoe said. “The melee in the street ended in a riot, and they called in soldiers. There was no shortage of bodies, and when a man has been shot in the face, only a ghoul inspects him closely.”

“And the ghouls are all down at the guillotine, aren’t they?” He closed his eyes and realized how wrong his head felt beneath the bandage—hot and puffy, throbbing with every beat of his heart. He could well believe his skull was cracked. And then his eyes flew open as a thought sent a shock through him. “Zoe, my God—you went out into a riot to collect my body?”

“I did not see where you had been shot,” she said. “I thought perhaps you were only wounded, not dead.” Her little chin had a decidedly stubborn set to it. “And I was correct, was I not?” Heedless of the attending physician, she kissed him on the cheek.

Kit groaned. “Oh, dear Lord….”

“Mademoiselle,” the doctor remonstrated. “I beg you, do not excite my patient. He must rest.”

“The spirit is willing,” Kit said, “but the flesh is quite incapable of excitement. I don’t know how to thank you—both of you.”

“Avoid any more heroism until we can get you healed,” the doctor said brusquely. “I shall fix you a draught; you must drink it down and sleep. Our next step will be to get you out of France. And you might remember, next time you consider running amongst the jackals, that they have no respect for your title!”

“I will, sir. Thank you.” Get out of France. Yes, as soon as ever he could. He should have gone with Philip, of course. But Philip was gone, and the ship as well, and he was stranded here, dependent on strangers. This doctor seemed a good sort, though. “Doctor—I don’t even know your name.”

“That can wait until we get out of here. I’d as soon you didn’t use it. ‘Doctor’ will do. And I’ve not used your Christian name out of presumptuous familiarity, but to remind us all that it is dangerous to be anything but a commoner in France, in these times.”

“I see. Thank you.” He realized he was, once more, wearing nothing but his shirt. “I had some money in my waistcoat—”

“Gone,” Zoe said.

“Look in the lining of my coat, then, and the waistband of my trousers. There should be something, somewhere. I left my grip at the hotel—shall I write a note to them?” He knew he was babbling, but he’d seen how people were living. They’d saved his life. He did not want to be a burden. “When I get back to England, I can repay—”

“Don’t worry about money, young man. Rest now. You’ll need your strength for traveling. We may need to move you far sooner than I’d like.” The doctor took his leave and Zoe went with him, but she returned a few moments later with a horrible-smelling brew that Kit drank more from a sense of obligation than any conviction it was good for him. It made him sleepy, though, and released him from pain into oblivion once again.

He woke briefly from time to time, and found either the English doctor, Zoe, or her father nearby. The two medical men helped him with the undignified personal necessities and put him through the ordeal of changing the dressings on his wound; the pain wasn’t as bad as listening to them discuss the technical details of the surgery and his progress. Other times, Zoe fed him and told him a little of what was happening in the outside world. None of the news was good. When she saw he was growing restless, she would change the topic and talk lightly of her friend Angelique and the amusing things the “theater people” had done in happier times. He asked her to speak in French, so he could become more fluent. He didn’t tell her that he usually lost track of what she was saying as he focused instead on the music of her voice.

The days passed, but he was unable to keep track of them. The air grew colder, and once he saw snow falling outside the window. The wound in his scalp became infected; he was feverish for a while, time dissolving as he drifted in and out of consciousness, his indrawn breaths a cold contrast to the heat in his body.

But at least he was seldom alone. Most of the time it was the doctor, pouring vile concoctions down his throat with reassurances that he was doing as well as could be expected. More often it was Zoe, easing the fever with a compress of snow wrapped in a cloth. Once he thought it was his mother, but as Zoe wiped his face yet again and called him back, he realized that was just a very old memory from his childhood, when he’d had the measles.

Eventually the fever broke, and he was able to stay awake for longer periods of time, though he still felt frightfully weak. When he was beginning to mend, they let him know France had declared war on England, making it even more essential that he get out of the country. The doctor’s plans for escape were apparently progressing well, and Kit thanked God that Zoe and her father were going to come with them.

But nobody chose to entrust him with the details. He didn’t blame them. He’d heard enough tales from emigrés to know that was how one played this game. The less the “passengers” in an escape knew, the safer they all were. And Kit knew that, at least for now, he would be nothing more than a passenger. In case of capture and torture, what he did not know could not be wrested from him. He had no delusions of heroism. The shape he was in, he would crack like a brittle twig.

He wondered about the doctor, who apparently had some useful skills in the shady side of politics, as well as papers that declared him to be an American citizen, one Dr. Pierce of Providence, Rhode Island. But men of science formed their own society, outside the bounds of political machinations—or above them—and the doctor seemed to have nothing but scorn for France’s ill-fated revolution. What he had actually been doing here in Paris, Kit had not presumed to inquire. He suspected that the doctor knew no more about Rhode Island than he did himself.

The one thing he had insisted upon, as soon as he had strength to do it, was to let his mother know that he was alive. The doctor had promised to see it done discreetly, so no spies in London would learn that Kit was still in France. He was not wanted by the government for any reason, but the mob hatred of the aristocracy was such that if found he would likely be killed for what he was, not who he was.

Kit hated being a helpless burden. He still felt resentment that Philip had apparently not even tried to recover his body. He knew that was unreasonable, of course—he certainly would not have wanted his cousin to risk death or capture if he had really been dead. And in fact, he probably would have died if they’d made any attempt to rescue him—it was only the doctor’s timely intervention and specialized skill that had given him a chance at survival. But to have been left in the gutter like so much rubbish….

Well, no point in agonizing over that. The doctor seemed to have the matter well in hand. By the time Kit was sufficiently recovered to walk around the little attic room where they’d hidden him, his mysterious savior had arranged for passage on a small trading ship bound for Portugal. Their eventual destination was a conference in the neutral port of Lisbon. “Dr. Pierce” explained ironically that since the New Republic of France had been criticized by other nations for persecuting its scientists, it had decided to polish its reputation by allowing Dr. Colbert to travel with his American friend to the meeting of a scientific society, so long as he left his daughter behind in Paris.

The doctor’s retinue would be a curious one. “Dr. Pierce” had ostensibly been visiting France to consult with his colleague on a particularly interesting case, a half-wit servant who had been struck dumb after being knocked unconscious in a drunken brawl. This unfortunate had—so the story went—been privileged to receive the most modern trepan surgery, and his physicians had great hope that his speech would eventually be restored. Zoe, dressed in the housekeeper’s oldest clothes with layers of her own worn beneath for padding, would play the part of the half-wit’s wife, included in the party to tend to her afflicted spouse. The explanation covered the obvious physical damage, and relieved Kit of the need to speak the commoner’s French that he couldn’t manage—though he really thought that making him a half-wit was an unnecessary bit of embroidery.

He appreciated the doctor’s good judgment on that score after he’d tottered down a flight of stairs, stopping more than once to rest. His injuries and convalescence had left him with no strength at all; if half his wits were working, that would be an improvement. And when he first saw a scruffy wretch with a shaven head—the fever, of course—and nearly a month’s untrimmed beard staring back at him from the looking glass, he was reassured that no one would ever mistake him for the dapper, well-tailored Lord St. John who’d been shot dead in the street.

He had long since concluded that the doctor was some kind of agent, presumably for the British government, though his opinions were somewhat unorthodox. During their conversations, the physician had revealed a detailed knowledge of the political situation here in France, and although he admitted having had hopes that the Republic would be a success, he had been revolted by the violent excesses of the Citizens Committee. “All the potential, the possibilities for freedom and human dignity, and they have sunk to a worse level than the despots they overthrew.”

“You are not a Royalist, then?” Kit had asked.

“I think there may be better ways to govern, though at least our monarchy has Parliament to offset the excesses of power. Unfortunately, despite all that was admirable in France, the late King Louis had no such check, and he cared nothing for his people. But the new tyrants are worse—cannibals and hypocrites claiming to do the will of the French people. When you see a government persecuting its most intelligent citizens, my friend, you see a danger flag. They have let the mob rule—well, they will learn that the mob is a bloodthirsty beast. That villain Robespierre will eventually find it at his throat. God help France when this gang is overthrown—I feel sure something worse will follow.”

The intensity of feeling in the plain little man had surprised Kit when he first saw it, but over time he came to recognize it as the source of the determination that made the surgeon’s hands steady enough to go into a living skull and bring a man back from the dead. Kit wondered if he might know anyone who could find out more about the doctor, once he was back in England, then decided against it. If the doctor were involved in secret work, any inquiries about his identity might endanger him, and to make them would be a betrayal in itself.

Two things were clear: the first was that his rescue was only a footnote to some other effort that was prolonging their stay in Paris; the other was that the doctor operated at a level of considerable secrecy. Kit never left Dr. Colbert’s home; in fact, he was never allowed below the second floor of the house. His exercise consisted of walking back and forth in the upstairs hall and climbing up and down the attic stairs. Once his eyes could bear light bright enough to read by, he was given books, but only during the day; no lights were permitted in the attic at night.

Zoe was a great comfort. She ran the little household with the assistance of a middle-aged housekeeper but spent as much time as she could up in the attic, keeping him company. She played both backgammon and chess with a skill that made him work to win, and he did so only a little more often than he lost. Kit had inquired obliquely whether she might be interested in resuming the close association they had begun the night they’d met, and learned to his dismay that the doctor had given her strict instructions regarding exertion of any sort. As his health improved, he began to wonder if those instructions were truly for his benefit or stemming from the doctor’s respect for the proprieties. Either way, as a guest in the Colbert home, he could hardly persist with such an ungentlemanly line of inquiry.

Several anxious weeks passed before Zoe came skipping upstairs with the news that they would be leaving that night. The faithful Marie would be left with instructions to call the authorities in the morning and report the disappearance of her employer’s daughter. Eventually, Zoe said, Marie would rent out the house and go to stay with her married daughter in Tours.

Events followed her announcement so quickly that by the time Kit caught his breath, they were on a little trading vessel sneaking along the coast. He didn’t know how the doctor had got them past the inspection stops, but suspected it was a combination of hidden agents, well-forged documents, and bribery.

He had no opportunity to inquire. They had been at sea for only a little while before he was suffering from seasickness as he never had before the shooting, but he considered the queasiness a fair trade for leaving France with his head still attached to his body. The doctor established him in a swinging cot in a dim cubbyhole considerably less comfortable than his usual traveling arrangements, and gave him something to help him sleep through the adjustment.

Unfortunately, he never made the adjustment. He went on deck a time or two, hoping the change in air would help his body settle down, but it did not. The doctor’s best guess was that this was an unexpected complication of his head injury. Solid food would not stay down, and Kit became heartily weary of soup. After a week of nearly continual sickness, the doctor regretfully informed him that if time did not cure him, he might wish to avoid sea travel once he was back in England.

Getting back to England anytime soon was looking less likely by the day. The doctor had hoped to be stopped by some official British vessel and transfer his passenger aboard, but although they twice had sight of English ships, both were engaged in battle with Frenchmen, and the Captain of their vessel got them out of the way as quickly as he could. And so, with never an intention of going anywhere near the place, Kit found himself in the port city of Lisbon.

He saw very little of the town, although Zoe spent some hours in the shops and came back to the ship wearing a new dress—a simple thing, blue—and looking very pleased with herself. Kit complimented her on her appearance mostly because that was how he had been brought up. To him, she looked exquisite no matter what she wore, but he knew ladies set much store in having notice taken of their clothing.

The conference that brought them here involved only a dozen scientific gentlemen besides the two doctors and their host. It was held on a comfortable, rambling estate about an hour’s ride into the hills outside Lisbon. The landowner, Don Giraldo da Almansor, possessed a keen interest in natural science and philosophy, but his age and infirmity prevented him from exploring the world in search of new subjects. He had invited a group of medical and scientific gentlemen to hold their meeting at his home, and was voluble with gratitude for a packet of French Insectivora that the doctor had somehow preserved through their travels.

Don Giraldo’s estate produced grapes and olives, a combination of crops that required carefully tended rows of vines and long, winding paths shaded by dusty-green olive trees. The bright Mediterranean sun was warm and hospitable, and while the scientific gentlemen entertained themselves with the minutiae of living things, Kit spent several hours each day in Zoe’s company, wandering the rolling hills either on foot or in a little two-wheeled cart pulled by a patient, well-mannered donkey. As an invalid, Kit was apparently considered unable to misbehave—either that, or the widowed Don Giraldo ran a loose ship. Either way, it was a delight to wander about alone together.

Their perambulations were not aimless. They had been shown a vast collection of dead insects in a glass case, and Don Giraldo gave them a mission: to be alert for any such creatures that differed from those in the case and bring them back for examination.

Thus far, their search had produced only specimens like the ones they’d seen, though Kit doubted he would be able to tell any of them apart. They discovered that the trunks of olive trees were not only a splendid hunting ground for insects of all sorts, but were also pleasant to lean against, and the shade beneath was cool and restful.

Paris seemed a thousand miles away, England even farther. The days and weeks passed as in a dream. Kit could not think of a time in his life when he had been happier. And the more intimately he became acquainted with Zoe, the harder he found it to reconcile the well-mannered, slightly reserved doctor’s daughter with the forthcoming young woman who had propositioned him in no uncertain terms. Here, she seemed uncomfortable if he so much as held her hand. Seeing that he owed her his life, Kit certainly did not want to offend her in any way—but as his health and strength returned, so did his interest.

Finally, he mustered his courage as they picnicked in the olive groves. “Zoe, I know there are things I don’t remember. The doctor says I’ll probably never get them back. But there’s something I do remember with great fondness: one night shortly before my unfortunate accident.”

Her eyes were very grave. “Yes?”

“I—I had the impression that you liked me, it seemed, very much. And I certainly felt the same about you. I realize it’s a delicate question, but if I have inadvertently done anything to offend you—”

“Oh, Christophe, no.” Zoe shook her head. “You had been in Paris before that night, no? You saw how it was—people being denounced, the guillotine, the death. It was as if every day might be the last, every night. With such fear, one must pretend to be happy. My father was afraid to let me go to Angelique’s party, but finally he told me to be careful, and enjoy what I could of my youth.”

She touched his hand. “When you walked in, I said to Angelique, ‘Look at that beautiful young man!’ and I was so sad that we would never meet, that I would never live long enough to meet anyone, to marry and be a mother, a grandmother…. And Angelique, she said, ‘I will get him for you, chérie. You will have him this very night!’”

Zoe turned a becoming shade of pink. “I think the wine made me bold, Christophe, and Angelique—I could not believe what she did! If I had been by myself, I would never have dared.”

He took both her hands and kissed them. “Then God bless the vineyards of France. I owe Angelique more than I thought. I hope you were not—disappointed.”

“Oh, no!” The small, secret smile hidden by her lashes made him want to repeat the event immediately, with just the two of them. “But everything is different now, n’est-ce pas? It appears I will live. My father plans to settle in England, and I must be a credit to him. You warned me yourself that if….” She blushed. “If we were lovers, there might be a baby—”

“Yes, there might.” Kit found himself grinning like an idiot. For some reason the idea of Zoe having a baby—his baby!—filled him with glee. “Lots of babies. As many as you like.”

She blinked at him. “But think of my father, Christophe. I could not bring such shame upon him!”

“Darling, I see nothing shameful about a man and his wife making a baby!”

“Wife?”

“Well, concubines are generally frowned upon, at least in my family….”

“You—” Her lips parted but for a moment indignation left her speechless. “Christophe, you said nothing about a wife!”

“That’s because I haven’t got one, but I thought if you—if we—” He got no further. Zoe pushed him flat on the ground and kissed him with such ferocity he couldn’t think. By the time he collected himself, she stopped for a breath. “Zoe, for Heaven’s sake—”

“You—you English!” she said, and kissed him again.

He was ready for it this time, and it was a while before either of them came up for air. “I do apologize,” he said at the first opportunity. “Made a mess of it, but you should know I’ve never proposed marriage before—”

But this simply was not the time for a conversation; he decided to save the words for later and demonstrate his feelings more directly.

After a wholly delightful interval, he asked, hopefully, “May I take it your answer is yes?”

She ran a finger across his eyebrow, the one that now ended in a small, quirked scar. “If you can face your fine English ladies with a common French girl for a wife.”

“I’d hardly be the first,” he pointed out. “My cousin Reggie married an actress, for Heaven’s sake, and I will be much amazed if the emigrés in London do not add a great deal of joie de vivre to our English families. Besides, you are a most uncommon French girl. It may be more the knightly tradition to marry the damsel one has rescued, but I think that a damsel who can turn about and save her knight is a rare and wonderful lady.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you certain you would not someday want a more pretty, exciting woman, like Angelique?”

What in the world? “Angelique is in France. I hope she will be safe,” he said, sensing that this was one of those questions a man had to answer very carefully. “But I want a wife that I can trust—a partner in life, not a mere playmate.” It had been Zoe’s quick thinking and patient care that had kept him alive, after all. Kit silently thanked Venus and Cupid for giving him the sense to send Angelique off to play with Philip.

“You will not change your mind?”

Kit wished he could guess what was going on behind those big gray eyes. “Angelique is too wild and vivacious for me,” he said firmly. “She will have to find her own Englishman. I’m no Turkish prince, to service a seraglio. Two of you would exhaust my vital forces.”

She sat up and looked all around, then leaned back into the curve of his arm and put her lips very close to his ear. “How are your vital forces right now?”

Her breath tickled deliciously. “They’re very—very—vital.”

“Bon!” She busily began unbuttoning his waistcoat. “Have we time, do you think? Will anyone see?”

He held her at arm’s length. “Zoe, for Heaven’s sake!”

“You do not want to make love? Christophe, that night was most wonderful. I have been waiting, I have tried so hard to behave respectably, but if we are to marry, I do not want to wait!” She had him unbuttoned and was busily tugging his shirt out of his trousers.

“What about babies?” he said, still trying to behave respectably. Her father trusted Kit not to seduce his daughter, but there were limits to anyone’s self-control.

“I want babies!” she said simply. “I want your babies!”

“My mother will adore you,” he said, trying to decide whether to catch her impertinent hands or help her get the trousers unbuttoned. How was any red-blooded man, however respectable, supposed to respond to a raven-haired beauty demanding the attention she so richly deserved?

Kit stood up just long enough to survey the countryside. The donkey was tethered nearby, grazing peacefully, the cart screened them on one side, some shrubbery on another, and they had the hill at their backs. If anyone approached, Zoe would have time to dart into cover, and they could claim she was answering a call of nature. Very well, then… if it was babies she wanted, it was his duty to help her achieve that laudable goal.

BUT THE long, lazy afternoons were drawing to a close. The day after his unconventional proposal, Kit was bereft of Zoe’s company; she found it necessary to travel to Lisbon with her father to visit the dressmaker she had seen when they’d arrived. He understood she wanted to be presentable in England and knew it would be a good thing if she looked her best when presented to the Dowager, but he grudged the lost time.

Before either of them was ready to leave, the conference was over and the doctor had made arrangements with another small boat that would get them out into the Channel. They bade a regretful farewell to Don Giraldo and his sunny estate with its many secluded trysting places.

Such a strange courtship, Kit thought as they stood waiting for the shore boat. First that peculiar night together as strangers, then the honeymoon, and now, finally, they would sail home for the wedding. Assuming, of course, that he could find the courage to ask Dr. Colbert for his daughter’s hand!

It was not making the actual request that deterred him, but the circumstances. As far as he knew—and as far as Zoe herself knew—Dr. Colbert had not really opposed the Revolution. He had decided to leave when it became obvious that the rule of law had completely broken down, and anyone might be picked up and executed without any reason whatever. Dr. Colbert had never been anything but courteous to Kit, but for two people living under the same roof, they had spent remarkably little time in each other’s company.

What would this French citizen of a disordered Republic say to an aristo’s proposal of marriage to his daughter? The Revolution was a topic that everyone seemed to avoid; when either of the physicians said anything about it, their main regret seemed to be that it had failed. If Dr. Colbert felt strongly about the overthrow of aristocracy, Monsieur le Baron might be tossed out on his aristocratic ear for taking advantage of his position in the Colbert household—because of course Kit could not tell the man that the relationship between said Baron and his daughter had gone far past the point of no return. The presumption of bedding such a young girl, barely above the age of consent, might set Kit and his prospective father-in-law at pistol point, and that must be avoided at all costs.

Patience. He would have to have patience. Once back in England, Kit could pay courteous court to Mademoiselle Colbert, take her to the theater, go riding in the park, let her father become acquainted with the Dowager and other family members. When everything had settled down a bit, he could make the proposal in a decent way—if he could persuade Zoe to wait.

Ah, well. They still had to cross hundreds of miles of Atlantic to reach England, and even on a neutral vessel, their best hope was to meet an English ship rather than a French one. That was enough to worry about for the time being.

Within hours, Kit had an effective distraction. The ship was no sooner out of the harbor than his seasickness returned with a vengeance. He resigned himself to an indefinite period of terrible soup and pease porridge, and accepted the doctor’s wretched draughts between times.

Two nights after they sailed, Zoe came below, annoyingly pink-cheeked and cheery, to tell him that they had been stopped by a British vessel and were going to be taken aboard immediately. The doctor, she said, had some sort of safe-passage document for the trading vessel in exchange for its services.

They went aboard late at night; Kit was given medicine that made him so sleepy he barely remembered being swung up like a parcel of freight and carried to another hanging cot. Once he was tucked into his hammock, the draught put him into a deep slumber, and when he awoke again, it was early afternoon of the following day.

Dr. Pierce was sitting in a hanging chair beside his cot. “Good day, your lordship,” he said cheerfully. “As you see, I have restored your title. Do you feel up to dining with Captain Smith and his officers this evening?”

Kit assessed himself cautiously. The ship they were on now must be considerably larger than the little merchant sloop and correspondingly steadier in the water. His stomach quailed only slightly at the thought of food. “If I can make myself presentable, yes. I ought to thank them, if nothing else.”

“Excellent. The ship’s surgeon has asked if he might examine your sutures—we have been discussing the trepan procedure—but I told him that would depend on your willingness.”

“Doctor, but for you I would be nothing more than a memory. I am at your service as a lecture exhibit whenever you like.”

“If only all my patients were so agreeable! I have told him he must wait a day or two, until you have had time to reap the benefits of the sea air.”

“I think this ship has already done me good. Tell me, Doctor, this place—” He rested a finger on the spot on his head that always seemed cold to the touch. “Will this always be cold? Is that usual?”

“That is your silver patch. I suspect it will always feel slightly different, although the scar tissue should thicken in time, as circulation is restored.”

The way he spoke was slightly different from his customary sanguine exposition, and Kit frowned. “Doctor, have you performed many of these operations?”

“Not many, no. It is rare to have the opportunity to practice such extreme measures.”

Opportunity seemed a strange way to view the occasion. “I suppose not. How many have you done?”

It was the doctor’s turn to frown. His air of professional authority slipped for the blink of an eye, and Kit realized he was younger than he seemed, probably no older than thirty. “Including yours?”

“Well, yes.”

“One. But I assure you,” he hastened to add, “I trained with the best surgeons in Paris.”

For a moment Kit was stunned, and then he felt laughter bubble up. “My dear sir, you could have trained with a woodcutter, for all of me. I do not mean to complain! If the rest of your patients are as pleased with your skill as I, the line outside your surgery will stretch for miles down the street.”

A flush of pleasure touched the doctor’s pale complexion. “Thank you. Would you care to join me on deck? A bit of fresh air may improve your outlook.”

Still a trifle under the weather, Kit declined. Some hours later, he joined Zoe and the two physicians in the Captain’s cabin. Zoe was beautiful, as always, and seemed to be completely comfortable at sea. She had on her reserved, social face, so he gave her only the most polite of greetings. How fine it would be when he could acknowledge her as his lady!

While the others were being seated, he noticed that one or two of the officers were looking at him, then at each other. He thought nothing of it until he took the chair offered and glanced at the officer sitting across from him. The young man, who was taller than Kit but had to be within a year or two of his own age, was frowning at him, but said nothing. When he realized that Kit was aware of his scrutiny, he said, “I beg your pardon, sir. You remind me—”

He was interrupted by the entrance of the ship’s Captain. That was the strict etiquette of the Navy, Kit knew. When the Captain was present, no other officer might speak unless invited to participate in conversation. As all the Navy men and male visitors scrambled to their feet, Zoe alone retained her seat and offered a charming smile.

“As you were, gentlemen,” the Captain began, then spotted Kit. “Good God!”

Kit looked to Dr. Pierce, wondering if he had committed some horrible breach of Naval etiquette, but that gentleman appeared equally bewildered. “Captain, my apologies if I’ve—”

Captain Smith recovered his aplomb. “No, no. My apologies, mademoiselle, my lord. I was taken aback, sir, by your startling resemblance to one of my officers.”

Kit glanced round the table, but no one present fit that description.

“Considering the resemblance, I think it possible he might be a relation of yours,” Smith went on. “Midshipman Archer—”

“David?” He’d received several letters in the year or so since David had gone to sea, but now he knew why the Captain’s name had sounded familiar. “Yes, of course, my cousin. He’s written to me, Captain. He was delighted to be transferred to your command. This is His Majesty’s frigate Calypso, is it not?”

Smith smiled. “It is. I’m forgetting my manners, gentlemen. Pray be seated.” When they were ranged around the table and the sailor serving as footman had poured wine, the Captain explained. “We very nearly lost your cousin, my lord. We had a fever aboard this past month—no danger of contagion now, I assure you—but Mr. Archer was the last to be taken ill, and he was very ill indeed.”

“He’s on the mend, then?” Kit asked.

“Oh, yes. Our surgeon has only just allowed him up on deck, and for only a few minutes at a time. I hope to see him on limited duty in a week or two.”

“It must gall him to be inactive,” Kit said. “David is one of the liveliest men I know. May I visit him later?”

“Certainly. I expect your presence will do him good.”

“Thank you, Captain.” He made the expected polite responses while Smith introduced his officers. The man across from him who had been so nonplussed was one William Marshall, someone David had described as a friend and fellow midshipman. Marshall had come up in the world since that last letter—he was now an Acting Lieutenant.

Kit managed to finish his soup, but a few sips of wine made him dizzy, and his head began to ache. When the table was cleared in preparation for the main course, he looked in mute entreaty at the doctor, who nodded.

“Captain,” the physician said, “I fear my patient is in need of rest. Like his cousin, he is still convalescing from a serious illness. I believe it would be best if he were to return to his bed.”

“Certainly, Doctor. Baron, I do apologize.”

“Not at all, Captain. I apologize for startling you and your men. My cousin and I are much alike, I know. My father’s cousin married my mother’s sister, and we’re like pups from the same litter.”

Smith nodded. “When you’re feeling more yourself, I’ll arrange a visit with your kinsman. For now, I’ll have you escorted—”

“Sir?” It was Marshall, his face expressionless. “Captain, I would be happy to show our guest back to his cabin.”

Another nod. “Thank you, Mr. Marshall.”

With a nod and apologetic smile to Zoe, Kit followed Marshall out. He didn’t really require an escort; he was familiar enough with shipboard arrangements that he could have found his way back to his cabin. But he appreciated the thoughtful gesture, and it was clear that, although he’d said little, Marshall was concerned about something.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Kit said as they reached the cabin door. “I’m pleased to have met you, after hearing of your exploits from my cousin. He thinks very highly of you, I know—”

Oddly, Marshall frowned. “He’s probably had time to revise his opinion by now, my lord.”

“I don’t understand.”

“If it hadn’t been for me, Mr. Archer would likely not have fallen ill. Please excuse me.” He turned abruptly and clattered up the steps to the main deck.

THE SEASICKNESS that had been plaguing Kit proved endurable when the sea was calm. Zoe came and sat with him for an hour or so, and her conversation did him more good than the doctor’s medicines. He fell asleep finally; she was gone when he awoke. He found his way up onto the deck into the early evening sunlight and was invited to sit on the poop deck at the rear of the ship. He saw Lieutenant Marshall on the main deck below, inspecting some work being done on one of the big guns, but the gentleman never looked up, and Kit was reluctant to do anything that might distract him from his duty.

The doctor came up to join him and said that David had been awake for a little while during Kit’s nap. “He wrote a short note for you. I believe he should be awake again soon.”

“Greetings!” said the note, in his cousin’s neat hand. “If you can stagger down to the Midshipman’s Mess, and I use the term descriptively, you are most welcome to join me in a bowl of gruel. Bring Mr. Marshall with you if possible, the bowl is large enough for three.”

“That’s David, for certain,” Kit said. “How is he, Doctor?”

“Weak as a kitten, but mending. Their surgeon believes it was gaol fever, brought aboard when they captured a slaver. Captain Smith is lucky that he lost only two of his officers. Mr. Marshall’s promotion filled one of those positions.”

“He seems a capable officer,” Kit said, noticing the obvious respect of the men with whom Marshall was working.

“Indeed. And a compassionate gentleman, as well. Mr. Archer is not actually in the midshipmen’s quarters, however. He has ‘slung his hammock’ in Mr. Marshall’s cabin, at that gentleman’s invitation.”

“I expect he could not resist the pun,” Kit said. “When we were younger, we both took such delight in them that our parents forbade their use in company. I imagine an officer’s quarters would be more comfortable.”

“The cabin is the same size as the one you’re in—barely room for two hammocks, but space enough when the other occupant is gone much of the day. Once the danger of contagion had passed, that was a much better place for him to rest and recover than a small chamber crowded with noisy youngsters.”

That information, added to Marshall’s cryptic remark, made Kit excessively curious, but he could not in all courtesy ask how it could have been Marshall’s fault that David fell ill. Instead, he made some innocuous remark about the weather, which appeared to be lowering, and then asked about the accommodations for the other members of their party. Captain Smith, it appeared, had nobly abdicated his own sleeping chamber for their fair passenger, and ousted his First Lieutenant, who in turn slung his hammock in with the Second Lieutenant.

“I’d no idea we would create such an upheaval,” Kit said. “Where did you and Dr. Colbert wind up in all this to-and-froing?”

“Down in the cockpit with the surgeon,” Dr. Pierce said. “Mr. Atkins keeps the place as clean as anyone could wish, and Captain Smith tells me it will only be for a few more days. We should be in England within a week.”

“I shall be glad to have solid ground beneath my feet once more.” He would be glad to see his home as well, and to reassure his mother that he was recovered from the ordeal. What he was not looking forward to was explaining to her that although her hope for a daughter-in-law would be realized, it might not be in quite the way she had expected.

It would also be a wrench to lose the chance to visit with Zoe every day. It had been bad enough when their sojourns in the Portuguese countryside ended, but even aboard ship they were able to enjoy each other’s company when Kit felt well enough. Back in England—where did Zoe’s father plan to settle? London, one would hope, but as far as Zoe knew, her father had not made up his mind. Kit had no idea how long it would take to make the arrangements for their wedding; even a week was longer than he wanted to wait. The proprieties they would have to observe, the announcements in the newspaper, the chaperonage, introducing her to the entire family…. He would be lucky if the crowd of aunts, uncles, and cousins of all degree did not send her running for the hills. It might be months before he would have another chance to be alone with her.

And it was so wonderful to be alone with her. The memory of Zoe lying naked on their picnic blanket, screened from the surrounding countryside by a convenient clump of shrubbery, was enough to distract his mind from the bustle on deck. Once Zoe was assured of his honorable intentions, she had been even more passionate and abandoned than in that cramped little room in France. She had learned well and truly what happened between a man and a woman, and was an enthusiastic and diligent student.

She had taught Kit something as well, something very important—that while sex with an agreeable partner was a fine and pleasant pastime, that same act within the bond of love was something altogether different: two souls joining in one flesh. In all but the formalities, they were already man and wife.

And what a wife! Zoe was not just a beautiful, sensual girl, though she was all that. In the larger world, she was well-spoken, gentle, patient, and intelligent, not too proud or dainty to work hard if that was required. She would be a wife he could be proud of. And in private they could laugh over the silliest things. If this was what his parents had had together, Kit now understood why his mother had never remarried. He could not imagine feeling this way about anyone but Zoe Colbert.

No, that wasn’t right. She would be Zoe St. John. Lady St. John, Baroness Guilford. And when they went about together, he would be in the company of the most beautiful woman in the world.

“Do you know if Miss Colbert will be on deck soon?” he asked the doctor.

“Before supper, I expect. I believe she’s helping her father practice his English.”

Dr. Colbert, Zoe had said, was concerned about making a new life in England. Kit suspected that Dr. Colbert was also trying to keep his daughter from becoming too attached to his former houseguest. Since Kit had not yet formally asked for her hand, he could hardly tell her father that there was no need to worry on that account. He really must get that matter settled, and the sooner the better.

But what if Dr. Colbert said no? France and England might be at war now, but that would not last forever. What if he were determined to go home one day and take Zoe with him?

“I think I’ll look in on my cousin,” Kit said. “Surely he must be awake by now.” He could talk to David about this situation, and with any luck, get some help screwing his courage to the sticking point. David had always been the closest of his cousins, in terms of personality as well as age and appearance; he didn’t patronize the way Phil sometimes did.

Lt. Marshall’s cabin was near the middle of the ship, just opposite Kit’s own cabin. He knocked lightly on the thin wooden door, and a voice bade him enter. When he did, he was so startled by how poorly his cousin looked that for a moment he could not find anything to say.

“Well, you look like Hell on a half shell,” David said with a weak but cheerful grin. “So do I, I’m sure. Have a seat!” He waved a casual hand at the sea chest with “W. Marshall” carved into its surface. “What do you think of Calypso?”

“I’ve never seen a finer vessel,” Kit said honestly. “Of course, I’d say that if she were a rowboat, so long as she was bound for England. How do you feel?”

“Better than I look, I’m sure.” David, normally robust and bursting with energy, looked worn. His face bore the perpetual tan of a mariner, but his eyes were sunken, and he was thinner than Kit had ever seen him. “It’s only that my guts won’t handle real food, and I can’t seem to stand without wobbling.”

“The doctor agrees with your surgeon that you’re out of danger, though.”

“Oh, I know. But I’m infernally tired of being tired. I’d be happier if I could get something more interesting to eat than broth, barley water, and porridge, but Atkins seems to know his business, and your physician seconded his decrees. What disaster overtook you?”

“A Frenchman with a pistol,” Kit said. “If you think this is bad, you should have seen me a few weeks ago, head shaved like a convict and stitches everywhere. God, I hate politics.”

“Join the Navy,” David suggested. “Apart from the inconvenience of having perfect strangers trying to blow you to Kingdom Come—and the noise—it’s refreshingly simple.”

Kit smiled. “No, thank you. Besides, I’ve got myself into a situation where I would have to wonder, if I shot at a Frenchman, whether I might be aiming to kill a distant relative.”

“What? Oh, Lord—you haven’t lost your head over some mademoiselle—”

“I have, actually. Almost literally. But before you blame the bump on the head, I was smitten well before I was shot.” As briefly as he could, he explained the situation, ending with, “I know it all sounds like a silly melodrama, and I can’t imagine what my mother will say, but I’ve never been so certain of anything in my life.”

“Well, as the senior representative of our well-regarded family—”

“One year, you doddering graybeard!”

David smiled. “So much for the weight of my authority. If that’s how you truly feel, Kit, stand by your guns. If she really is the love of your life, just imagine how you’d have felt if you’d married the wrong girl and then met her! Your Zoe sounds like she’s got backbone and brains, and if she’d take a risk like that, she must care for you.”

“I believe she does. I don’t quite understand why, but she says she does, and I believe her.”

David shrugged. “You’re not a bad catch, as things go. A respectable fortune, a title, a face that’s not too grotesque—though considering how much alike we look, I’m hardly objective—unless her father’s a fool, he’s bound to consent so long as you don’t pun at him. Your mother’s going to have something to say about it, naturally.”

“Then it’s just as well Mama isn’t marrying her!” Kit retorted. He hadn’t realized how he must have seemed to be clinging to his mother’s apron strings until his cousins began pointing them out, but enough was enough. “I love my mother, David, but I do reserve the right to choose my own wife.”

“That’s the spirit! If she kicks up a fuss, you can always remind her that she was the one who sent you to Paris in the first place.”

“I’m sure she’s thought of that herself, any number of times. I do hope the doctor got word back to her that I’m alive and well.”

“She has the letter you sent from Portugal. She wrote to me to let me know that her previous report of your demise was inaccurate. It looks like second sight on her part—the letter arrived two days ago on a ship out of Plymouth. God knows what she thought I could do about the situation, though you’re right. She said she felt terribly guilty about having sent you into such danger. I believe she’ll be so happy to see you, she’d forgive you a harem.”

Kit grinned, thinking how close he’d come to that. “My mother had no idea what would happen. Neither did I.” That made him think of something else, though. “David—your friend Lieutenant Marshall seems to be feeling badly as well, and I can’t puzzle out what he meant.”

“How’s that?”

“He claimed he was responsible for your taking ill, and I can’t for the life of me understand—”

“Oh, for the love of God!” David leaned back against the pillows. “He’s just being an idiot. It was a silly accident, anyone might’ve done it. You’ve seen how a sail is rigged over the deck in a rainstorm, to keep water out of the open hatch?” At Kit’s nod, he went on. “Well, Will saw that there was water pooling in the center of the sail, so he took a spar and poked up from beneath to spill the water out. I happened to be in just the right spot on deck that most of it landed on me. I fell ill the next day.”

“But the doctor said you’d had fever on the ship for some time?”

“We did. And I had been sickening all the day before, but Will didn’t know that. What he did had nothing to do with my being ill—I can’t believe he’s still flogging himself over that. I’d never have known if he hadn’t confessed and begged my pardon.”

“He sounds very conscientious,” Kit said.

“If he weren’t such a fine officer, he’d make a superb penitent monk. Did he tell you he spent all his off-duty time looking after me while I had the fever? No, of course not. He is the dearest friend I have ever had, but at times he can be exasperating.”

“I think he was startled by seeing me at the Captain’s table. I look like I’ve been dragged through a keyhole backward, so it must have been a bit of a shock.”

“It’s a pity he did get a look at you.” The speculation in David’s eye boded ill for Mr. Marshall. “Can you just imagine the look on his face if he were to come in here and find both hammocks up, with a different version in each?”

Kit was about to remark that Mr. Marshall might also find his friend exasperating at times, but at that point, the subject of their conversation appeared with a cup of broth for the invalid.

“Mr. Marshall!” Kit said, vacating his seat on the sea chest. “My cousin was just telling me how devoted you have been to his recovery, and here you are to prove his point.”

“I was coming off duty in any case,” Marshall said. He turned a reproving look on David, as though praising him in absentia was a mean trick. “It was no trouble. With him on the sick list, we’re stretched thin on the watches.”

“Of course,” Kit said with a smile. “Sir, I cannot tell you how pleased I am to know my kinsman has such a friend. David, I’d best return to my own quarters before I fall asleep. This is a fine cabin, but there’s not room enough for three. Might I bring Miss Colbert around to meet you later?”

“Certainly! I must behold this paragon of womanhood. Tell me, Will, is it true that she is wafted about the deck by a flock of cherubs?”

Marshall assessed Kit’s expression and frowned at his convalescing shipmate. “You are feeling better, aren’t you? Yes, she’s a lovely girl. I have not seen any cherubs as yet, but I would not rule out the possibility. I wish all the French were as agreeable as Miss Colbert and her father.”

“Impossible,” Kit said. “Until later, then.” He took his leave and returned to his cabin with a lighter heart. It meant more than he’d expected to have David’s support. Perhaps it was their closeness in age or that quirk of resemblance, but he had always found David a bit more sympathetic and helpful than his other male cousins. It was a shame that he would likely be at sea and unable to attend the wedding.

Kit settled into his hammock, his decision made. After supper, he would go hat in hand to Dr. Colbert and beg for his daughter’s hand—and the rest of her—in marriage.

But man proposes—or plans to propose—and God disposes. The storm that had appeared in the afternoon’s distance made good on its threat while Kit slept. He was wakened by the hammock’s wild swinging, and even before a sailor came by to offer the Captain’s suggestion that His Lordship stay where he was till the storm had passed, Kit had decided not to risk dining. The gyrations of the room and the hammock suggested that the poor Calypso had been seized by some monster of the deep bent on shaking her to pieces. By the time the turmoil stopped, it was nearly midnight, and Kit simply rearranged his blankets and dropped off to sleep.

Stability returned to the ship the following morning, and Kit managed to shave himself without losing any blood. He was just tying his cravat when the cabin door resounded to a tremendous knocking. “Come in!”

Dr. Pierce entered, his face set in stern lines. “My lord,” he said formally, “I must speak with you.”

Which he seemed to be doing. “Certainly,” Kit said. “Speak away.”

“Mademoiselle Colbert told me she felt seasick this morning. I have just examined her.”

Well, wasn’t that what a doctor was supposed to do? And what did it have to do with him? “Yes?”

The doctor scowled ferociously. “My lord, she is carrying a child. I believe it must be yours.”

Splendid! A baby, just as she’d wanted. “I expect it is,” Kit acknowledged happily. He wondered why Zoe had not told him herself.

“How could you, sir!” The doctor was a small man, but bristling with indignation, he seemed much larger. “To abuse their hospitality—”

Kit raised his hands. “Doctor! Peace, I pray you. Sir, did Mademoiselle Colbert explain that she has done me the honor of agreeing to become my wife?”

“Oh.” He frowned. “I had not asked.”

“Did you—ah—inform her of her condition?”

“I wished to determine your intentions first, sir. If they were not honorable—”

“What were you going to do, call me out and undo all your good work? Doctor, I had planned to ask her father’s blessing as soon as we returned to England. I beg you, give the young lady your news and see if she is not as pleased as I. And—” He caught himself; he almost suggested the doctor ask Zoe to tell him how they’d met, but that would have to remain a private jest between them, the sort of thing a man and his wife might smile about, down through the years. What a marvelous prospect! “I promise you, I will present my suit to her father before the day is out.”

“I believe he is in the Captain’s cabin.”

Kit could recognize a hint when it hit him between the eyes. “Excellent. I’ll go at once.”

Considerably mollified, the doctor congratulated him on his good taste in women, reprimanded him for his lack of restraint, and departed. Kit thanked his stars the boat was steady, took a few moments to collect himself, and went to fulfill his duty before things got any more complicated.

As Kit had half expected, Zoe had already spoken to her father about the matter, so if his pronunciation was a bit awry, his intention came through clearly enough. Dr. Colbert seemed relieved that Kit had finally gotten around to making it official, and warmly accepted him as a prospective son-in-law. He had just extracted a flask of brandy from his luggage when Zoe appeared with Dr. Pierce in tow. David, looking a bit unsteady but never one to miss a celebration, followed close behind. He was followed, in turn, by Mr. Marshall. A good thing Zoe’s father had been in the Captain’s cabin—there was no other room on the ship sufficient to contain the crowd.

Zoe embraced her father, kissed the others all round, then explained to Kit that his next task would be to ask Captain Smith to marry them aboard the Calypso before the ship reached England.

“What a brilliant inspiration, my love!” he said as the other gentlemen were offering one another appropriate felicitations. His mother would be more than a bit annoyed at missing the bustle of a Society wedding, but arriving with a fait accompli had much to be said for it. Not only would a legal marriage stop the gossips wondering how premature their child really was, it would absolutely spike his mother’s guns. “I shall beard the lion in his den—no, wait, this is his den, is it not?”

She blushed and leaned close to whisper, “It was not my idea.”

“Who—?”

Having congratulated Dr. Colbert, David stepped up to shake Kit’s hand. “Your lady dropped by yesterday evening while you were in the arms of Morpheus,” he said. “She had a few questions about the family, and it occurred to me… if you were to arrive with a fiancée, there might be some awkwardness.” He shrugged. “But if you returned home with a wife….”

And a baby on the way, Kit thought. This would be twice that Zoe had saved his skin. “I have always said you were the most intelligent man in the family.”

“You may be right,” David agreed. “But this is sheer selfish indulgence. Do you realize that since I entered His Majesty’s service, I have missed every wedding and christening in the family? When I saw that you’ve found the most beautiful bride we’ve yet seen, I determined not to miss this event.”

Kit laughed. “Come now…. I know you were present when Aunt Ermintrude landed that clergyman. What was his name—Satterfield?”

“Osbert Satterleigh. Yes, and both of them teetotalers and opposed to any frivolous display of music or dancing. I’ve been to wakes that were more festive than that reception. Kit and I had to sneak out,” he confided to Zoe. “It didn’t matter—our elders were mostly asleep by then.”

Will Marshall appeared at Kit’s elbow. “You must be cautious about believing Mr. Archer’s stories, mademoiselle,” he said. “He has a tendency to embroider.”

“I love embroidery,” she said with a smile. “And to find such a charming gentleman who will be my cousin, that is splendid.”

“The good fortune is mine, mademoiselle,” David said, but Kit noticed his tone was less energetic than before. “I fear I must return to my rest now, if I’m to be in any shape to attend the event.”

Marshall unobtrusively moved close enough to lend David an arm.

“You’ll be my best man, of course,” Kit said as they left, and David responded, “Absolutely!” Both doctors glanced at the affianced couple and followed the young officers out, leaving the pair alone.

But the reminder of his advantages gave Kit a twinge of conscience. “Zoe, I’m afraid we don’t have a maid of honor for you—or even a wedding dress. Are you sure you would not like to wait? When my mother learns of the baby—”

“I have my maman’s wedding veil,” she answered. “I have my papa, and I have you. And….” She bit her lip, but her eyes sparkled. “I had a dress made in Lisbon, Christophe. It is like the one I had to leave in Paris, the one I wore the night we met.”

“Our first wedding night.” He squeezed her tightly, until he remembered her condition and loosened his embrace. “I don’t deserve you, my love. Once we are home, I will ask my mother to arrange some celebration—perhaps we can renew our vows, or throw some sort of belated engagement ball. My mother will know what to do.”

“Your mother will be very surprised,” Zoe reminded him.

“Yes… I think I will write to her today, after I speak to Captain Smith. ‘Dear Mama, I shall arrive home in a few days and bring with me your new daughter.’”

“I hope she does not hate me.”

“‘Dearest Mama,’” he corrected, meeting Zoe’s eyes. “‘I shall arrive home in a few days and bring with me your new daughter. She is a brave and beautiful girl, and but for her I would have died in the gutter, so I hope you will love her for my sake until you learn to love her for herself.’”

He got no further, as Zoe’s lips found his. He would certainly ask Captain Smith about performing the service, but it could wait for a little while.

CAPTAIN SMITH proved to be a very genial lion. He was delighted to take on the task of joining two young persons in holy matrimony. “The only Captain’s duty that I have not yet had the opportunity to perform—I’d not expected to have the chance this cruise. And I can tell you from experience, my lord—if she’s the girl for you, carpe diem. I did it myself some twenty years ago and have never had cause to regret it. Would you care to read the service?”

“Certainly, thank you.”

As Kit perused the Book of Common Prayer, Captain Smith excused himself from attempting to perform the devotions that followed the pronouncement of marriage. “I shall read the blessing afterward,” he said, “but I remember my own wedding. Once I heard the parson say ‘I now pronounce you man and wife,’ I wouldn’t have given a fig if he had vanished in a puff of smoke, but he prattled on for what seemed like hours. As for giving you Peter and Paul’s advice on marriage—well, all I can say is, I don’t recall any mention of their wives, so I took their preaching with a grain of salt.”

The language of the service seemed straightforward enough; Kit had attended enough weddings that there were no surprises in the text. “Thank you, Captain. When would it be convenient to hold the ceremony?”

“If the enemy stays as scarce as he has been, I think the day after tomorrow should do. Sunday. We can have a wedding in place of the usual Bible reading. Will that be agreeable?”

“Admirably so. Thank you, Sir!”

THE GODS of war and weather cooperated for once. Sunday dawned bright and clear, with enough of a breeze to please the mariners without distressing the landlubbers. Kit had just finished shaving—he’d told his cousin that he needed no assistance or supervision with that task—when someone rapped lightly on the door.

“Come in! Ah, good morning, sir!” It wasn’t David, as he expected, but Dr. Colbert. “How do you do this fine day?”

“Well, thank you.”

Kit raised an eyebrow. The doctor’s accent was much slighter than it had been previously. “Tell me, sir—when you were about to marry Zoe’s mother, were you nervous?”

“I was terrified.” He smiled. “Yes, I do speak English more fluently than I led you to believe. I have given this much thought, and decided that you should know that your father-in-law is a spy.”

Kit opened his mouth. “Ah—” He cleared his throat. “I see. Thank you for waiting until I put the razor away. For which side, if I may ask?”

“Oh, the British, never fear. It was not my true profession—you might call it a hobby that I took up after Madame Guillotine began devouring my patients. But my usefulness grew less as the Committee became more watchful, and it was only a matter of time before I was suspected. You had the good fortune to be injured the same day my colleague arrived to take me and my daughter out of Paris, but I was always a little uncertain about you.”

“I hope your fears have been laid to rest?”

“Yes. What I feared most was that you planned only to enjoy my daughter’s company and then abandon her. I see now that you have honor, so I give you this.” He took Kit’s hand and placed a ring in his palm. It was a dainty thing, beautifully crafted—two strands twisted together, one gold, one silver, that formed an unbroken circle. “This was my wife’s ring,” Dr. Colbert said. “I have held it for my daughter, until now.”

Kit swallowed a lump in his throat. The only ring he’d brought with him on the journey, a small signet, had been stolen in Paris. He had intended to ask Zoe if she had one he might use, but he had forgotten. “Merci, monsieur,” he said. “I have a ring that was my grandmother’s, that I meant to give to her when we reached England. I will still give it to her, but this will always be her wedding ring. It is far more precious.”

Colbert’s smile said he had found the right words. “If you are to be my son, a bit of advice?”

“My own father died many years ago. I would be grateful for any counsel you may offer.”

“Zoe is very much like her mother… my Nicolette. You may guide her, but you will never command her. A moderating hand, affection rather than force—”

“I had already considered that, sir, and I do understand.”

“Very good. I will see you in a little while, then?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

He took a deep breath after his father-in-law-to-be left, and finished dressing as quickly as he could. By the time he reached the deck, the rest of the party had assembled, save Zoe and her father. David and Marshall escorted him up the short flight of stairs to the quarterdeck. Somewhere amidst the assembled crewmen, a flute began to play, a simple but sweet air that seemed perfectly right.

Escorted by her father, Zoe emerged from the Captain’s cabin to climb the stair, carefully holding her skirts out of the way. She was radiant. Kit finally understood why that word was always used to describe a bride. She was bright as the sun, a white lace mantilla over her shining hair, and the dress—how had she managed that? The dress, pale pink with simple trim, was so like the one she had worn to the party that he would not have known it was new. The anxiety that had followed him all morning suddenly vanished in the sunshine, replaced by a warm certainty as she took her place beside him.

Captain Smith stepped up before them, and the flute fell silent. He cleared his throat and began. “Dearly beloved….”

Kit had been to many weddings and knew the words of the ritual. But today it was somehow as though he heard the words for the first time. “…Mutual society, help, and comfort, both in prosperity and adversity….” Yes. That was exactly what they had. She had stayed by him through horrible adversity, and now he could share the advantages with which he’d been blessed. Deep in thought, he actually jumped when Captain Smith addressed him:

“Wilt thou, Christopher, have this woman to thy wedded wife, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony? Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honor, and keep her in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, keep thee only unto her, so long as ye both shall live?”

“I will!” he said, so loudly that David chuckled.

Zoe said her “I will” in turn, promising to obey, serve, love, honor, and all the rest. They’d had sickness enough, God knew, and he hoped she would never have to go through that again for him.

“Who giveth this woman to be married to this man?” the Captain demanded, obviously enjoying the role.

“I do,” said Dr. Colbert.

“Repeat after me,” Smith instructed, and Kit and Zoe each duly took one another to have and to hold for better and for worse.

Then Kit took the ring from David. Zoe recognized it as he slid it on her finger; her eyes filled with tears. “With this ring I thee wed,” he promised. “With my body I thee worship, and with all my worldly goods, I thee endow.”

The Captain pronounced them man and wife, and gave the benediction: “God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Ghost, bless, preserve, and keep you; the Lord mercifully with his favor look upon you; and so fill you with all spiritual benediction and grace, that ye may so live together in this life, that in the world to come ye may have life everlasting. Amen.”

Kit stood looking into Zoe’s eyes as she smiled up at him, and the moment stretched on until finally Captain Smith cleared his throat and said in a commanding voice, “Well, get on with it, man! Kiss your bride!”

A cheer went up from the crew as he happily obeyed the order.

“WHAT A wonderful wedding gift!” Zoe said.

Kit had to agree. He had been racking his brain to figure out how they could possibly consummate their marriage in a hammock, but the crew of Calypso had rescued him from what seemed an insoluble dilemma. Here in the Captain’s cabin, they had given the newly wedded couple a simple but serviceable bed, constructed by the ship’s carpenter and—from all reports—at least half the crew. It was no more elegant than the first they’d shared together, and it was lashed to an upright in case of unexpected movement, but it was the most delightful divan he had ever seen. Standing beside it in a dressing gown borrowed from his cousin, he reached out to Zoe. “Come to bed, if you please, Baroness!”

“Baroness?” she said. “That is too strange, Christophe.” Taking off her mother’s lace veil, she draped it over the foot of the bed and took his hand. “I think for a little while I shall be only your wife.”

“When we’re together, that’s enough,” he said, pulling her close. She lifted her face for a kiss and leaned against him. Just as it had that first night, the touch of her body against his sent a spark through him, kindling desire. “Let me help you with your dress.”

“Will I have to have a maid, when we are in England?” she asked, surprisingly passive as he fumbled with the tiny buttons that held the bodice closed.

“I think you will need one. I know nothing about fitting ball gowns or arranging a lady’s hair.”

That earned a giggle, and with the buttons undone, she raised her arms above her head. “You know everything about the undressing.”

“Ah, but that is the easy part.” He lifted off the pink gown and laid it carefully over a nearby chair. Only one garment left—why was he suddenly shy? Their eyes met, and he saw the same hesitation in her look. “Come, my dear. Or—” He did not know how to ask; his ignorance was appalling, though in the next several months, he expected he would learn quite a lot. “Would it disturb the baby?”

“The doctor told me only to be careful,” she said. “And you are very careful.” She undid the belt of his dressing gown. “You are careful, and wonderful, and—ah, this cabin is warm and happy!”

Kit laughed as she tugged him down onto the straw mattress, and marveled at her combination of sweet playfulness and unabashed sexuality. The curve of her hip—was there anything to compare? He stroked her like a cat, and she responded like one, arching into his hand as her own hands drifted across his chest and sides. They kissed, and kissed again, a dozen times, lips and face and throat. He decided to kiss every inch of her, but was distracted by the time he reached her breasts. Each of them was perfect, just the right size for his hand, warm and full.

She squeaked as he licked one nipple, fascinated with the way it stood at attention. What amazing things! And when he sucked at it, what an amazing effect it had. Zoe cried out, caught his hand, and drew it down to the triangle of soft dark hair between her legs, her other hand pressing the back of his head.

Kit knew that her passion matched his own, but he also knew it had been some weeks since Portugal, and it would not take him long to reach fulfillment. He let one finger slip into her cleft and was rewarded by her indrawn breath.

“So soon, my love?”

“Christophe—it has been so long!”

His body agreed completely, but he could not resist teasing her just a little longer. He released her nipple, blowing a stream of cool air across it. She gasped, lovely as a goddess, her mouth ripe as a plum and her cheeks all flushed. “Greedy girl. I must still pay my respects to this other beautiful flower.” Still moving his finger within her, he leaned over and took the other nipple, sucking harder this time.

Zoe’s body curved around his hand, but she took hold of his head with both of her own hands and pulled his face away with an audible pop. “Beast! Why do you torment me?” But her actions gave lie to the words; she caught his mouth in a fierce kiss and got hold of his cock, and his good intentions went astray.

And the two shall be as one flesh…. A poetic way of putting it, but so true. Why did they say a man took a woman? Surely it was the other way around: she opened herself and took him within. It was not taking—it was giving, receiving, both things together. As his body responded to her sweet, smooth heat, thought became difficult until her body shuddered, sending him to his climax.

Kit took a deep breath and eased onto his back, cradling Zoe against him. Already this sharing had the feeling of familiarity, a new part of his life. Thank God he had found the right woman—how dreary this would have been with some polite wife of good breeding and limited passion! How did other couples endure it, those well-bred, courteous folk who married others like themselves for all the proper reasons but forgot about love? It was no wonder so many of the people in his mother’s social circle seemed to be dying slowly of boredom.

Zoe snuggled against him and mumbled something as he pulled the covers over them both.

“What was that, sweetheart?” he asked.

“I said, I like it best in a bed.”

He laughed aloud. With this brave, wild girl at his side, he knew that however complicated their life might become, it would never be sullied by boredom.


CASTAWAY

THE WIND screamed like a mad witch as it tugged at the sheets the men were struggling to furl. Sprung from nowhere, the storm had been upon them without warning, and His Majesty’s Frigate Calypso was fighting for her life. The foremast had been split earlier that day in an engagement with Spanish privateers, split and mended, but the weak point was giving way; the only thing to do was take the damaged topgallant mast off altogether, furl the topsail, and leave the forecourse up to give them some means of keeping her in line with the killing wind.

Will Marshall’s men were up there, and David Archer’s too, as the two midshipmen stood to one side below, relaying their Captain’s shouted orders, which barely carried above the wind’s howl. If anyone could bring them through this gale, it was Captain Smith; he had been up in the mizzen himself, encouraging by example, before the crisis at the foremast brought him back to the quarterdeck.

Disaster, when it struck, was swift. The wind veered, splitting the crippled foretopmast, tearing it off aft and larboard, striking the topmast yard like a battering ram, and carrying half of that away as well. Lines parted as the missile plunged for the deck. Marshall dove out of its path, reaching for Davy’s arm, but the loose line had whipped back on itself and snagged Davy already, dragging him along as the splintered mast bounced off the deck and flipped over the rail. Will’s men needed no direction; they scrambled to cut the lines free before the rest of the mast came down along with it. He had to get Davy out of there before it all went over.

The mast teetered on the rail for an instant, the wind now holding it up almost playfully. Marshall was able to get hold of his friend. Then the mast pitched over, and he thought his arms would be dragged from their sockets. Marshall cast about desperately with his feet, trying to get a purchase, but everything was wet, too wet.

“Let go, Will!”

“No!” Where were the men, damn them, where were they? They had the broken mast cut away—could they not see they were about to lose a couple of shipmates over the side?

No, they likely could not. The way the rain was coming down, it was doubtful they could see anything at all. Help would come, eventually, but right now it was up to him.

He redoubled his grip on the oiled canvas of Davy’s rain cloak and the jacket beneath. He only had to hold on for a moment. Just a moment.

They slipped another few inches.

“Damn you, Will, let go!” Davy struggled to slip away, and Marshall was tempted to hit him. But to do that, he would have to let go. He could not let go.

They weren’t going to make it.

“Will, no—”

The Captain’s voice bellowed over the din. “Mr. Marshall—”

Too late. They were over the side, and Will had only an instant to suck in a breath before they smashed into the icy, heaving sea. With one hand he fought clear of the treacherous tangle of line and sail, realizing with enormous relief that Davy was keeping his head and helping him, and they broke the surface just as something splashed down beside them. A coiled hammock—but before he could do anything about it, it was yanked away by its line as the Calypso was driven before the wind.

Another projectile landed, something bigger, and he was quick enough to catch it. A box? A crate?

“What is it, a chicken coop?” Davy yelled as Marshall wrestled the thing close in.

It didn’t matter what it was; it was floating. If they ever got back to the Calypso, he’d have to commend someone’s quick thinking. “Just hang on,” he shouted back, shoving Davy against it. When Davy did, he explored the object with his free hand and found eight or ten feet of line, probably used to lash the crate down; its end was cut clean. Their buoy probably was a coop. Some of the landsmen had been cleaning the beasts’ cages on deck before the storm hit and had not had time to take them below or put the chickens back in.

Getting the line around them both and tying the loose end to the crate was an exhausting task. It took him far longer than it should have in the storm-tossed water, but at last they were secured by the line as well as by half-numb fingers. He let his head sag and suddenly found Davy’s shoulder beneath it, his arm around him.

“Will.” Davy’s voice was loud, right in his ear. “Why did you do it?”

“So we won’t slip away,” he said, wondering dazedly how Davy could be so ignorant.

“Not that, you ass.” Davy sounded exasperated. “Why did you not let go of me? What’s the use both of us drowning?”

He blinked stupidly. He could not see Davy’s face, but he could feel the warm circle of his arm, the only warmth in a wet, freezing world. “Need you, Davy. Who would I be without you?”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Davy said, shaking him. “Will? Will, wake up!”

“WILL, WAKE up.”

He didn’t want to wake up. His body weighed a thousand pounds, his eyelids at least a hundredweight.

“You’ve got to move a little way. Just up the beach a bit.”

Davy. Overboard.

Beach?

There was sand under his fingers. Land!

“Come on, Will. Just a little way.”

It was Davy talking. He was alive. They were both alive! Marshall dragged himself forward a little way, as far as he could, then collapsed. The rain was still beating on him, and he rolled onto his side so it would trickle into his mouth. He tried to see where Davy was, but it was too dark. He groped around and found an arm, a shoulder. “Where—?” he croaked.

“Don’t know. Land. Have to wait till daylight.” Davy’s voice was scratchy too, and weak. “I think we’re far enough from the waterline.”

Marshall nodded, though he had no idea where the waterline was. “Might as well rest.” Teeth chattering, he scooted toward Davy, hoping to achieve a little warmth from the closeness. They might be in the tropics, but the sea and wet sand had leached away his body heat.

Davy rolled closer, threw an arm over him, and he slipped out of consciousness with a vague sense of reassurance.

“DAVY?”

Somebody would not stop shaking his shoulder, so Archer reluctantly opened his eyes. Awareness brought with it a host of minor physical irritations: he was wet and cold, his eyes stung, and his face felt as though someone had scrubbed it with a holystone. “Will?” Even his voice was squawky.

He squinted into unreasonable brightness and saw his friend lying sprawled beside him. They were both still tethered to what he now clearly recognized as an empty chicken coop—no wonder it had been so difficult to move last night! And they were on a beach, and the sun was shining. A wide swathe of green rose from the sand a few dozen yards away. It was a beautiful morning, and they were alive.

“I cannot believe this,” he said.

“Nor can I, but I am not complaining.”

Archer laughed and pushed himself up on one arm. “My drawers are full of sand,” he observed.

Will grimaced and sat up, fussing with the line that secured them to the coop. “Yes. Well, we may as well unload the extra ballast. I wonder where we are? How long were we in the water? Have you any idea?”

“None at all. A long time, but I don’t believe we could have drifted so very far.” He did not remember much of the night before. Everything after they’d gone into the water was a nightmarish blur. They had both been weary when the storm struck; they’d just gone off watch but were recalled to duty. Archer had napped earlier in the day, but that only meant he’d been able to stay conscious for a little while longer. As he’d succumbed to exhaustion and cold, he had never expected to awaken. He vaguely remembered feeling ground beneath his feet and urging Will to shore, but he’d thought that a dream.

Yet here they were. He followed Will’s example, stripping off his soaked and sand-crusted uniform and rinsing the clothing out in the sea, wading in waist-deep to avoid scooping up another load of sand stirred up from beneath. The sea, so deadly the night before, was as beautiful as a jewel this morning, with small waves rolling in to tug at the remains of the mast and rigging that had so nearly killed them.

“That went in with us,” Will said with a nod at the wreckage. “But I see nothing bigger. I believe the Calypso survived the storm.”

“Do you think they’ll come back to search for us?”

“Perhaps.” Will shook his head. “But by rights we should have drowned. The Captain may tarry a day or two, but he can’t be certain where to look.”

“Do you think this is an island?”

“Most likely. If it is, we could be here for years. There must be dozens of little islands out here, and two midshipmen, more or less, won’t count for much. We must fend for ourselves for now, Davy.”

His smile turned their predicament into an adventure, and Archer felt his spirits rise. A little while away from war, away from the Calypso, in Will’s company? He could not ask for more. “If we can find food and water, we should do very well.”

Water was the most important, of course, more so even than finding out whether this was indeed an island, and whether it was inhabited, and by what sort of people. But the luck that had washed them ashore seemed to be holding. Some of the low-growing plants at the edge of the tree line had broad leaves that had caught rain from the night before. They were able to find enough to slake their immediate thirst.

“We cannot count on a nightly rainstorm,” Will said finally.

“I should hope not. Better than dying of thirst, but if it rains that often, we shall have to build some sort of shelter.”

“And we had better explore—to begin with, we need to find out whether this is an island.”

Archer tried to remember the charts of the area. “Unless we were blown a very long way, I think it must be.”

“Yes.” Will squinted into the trees. “I wonder if anyone is watching us. If we find any inhabitants, I hope they are friendly, or at least neutral. I should hate to be taken prisoner after all this!”

Archer only nodded. He had a feeling they were alone here, but no way to explain it.

They hauled the wreckage of the foretopmast up out of reach of the tide and started off to circumnavigate the island, if that was what it was. A sandy beach stretched out to either side, curving away fairly quickly. Beyond the beach were trees—palm trees, nearby, and other sorts deeper in. A few crabs wandered the sand; those would make a tasty dinner, if he and Will could build a fire. Archer wondered if Will had a flint with him; he did not have one himself.

“We shall survey the terrain,” Will decided. “Once we know the circumference, we can calculate the size of the island. And when the stars are up tonight, we can venture a guess as to our location.”

Archer was far more interested in finding water and discovering whether those palm trees were the sort that would produce coconuts, but that could wait until Will had a chance to take the island’s measure and apply mathematics to it until it surrendered. But they both agreed that it would be best to conduct their reconnaissance together; they had only their dirks and clasp knives for protection, and there might be wild beasts or concealed enemies.

There were not.

After about three hours of exploration, they were reasonably sure that apart from a few snakes, some crabs, and an assortment of birds, they were the only living souls on the island. It was somewhere between seven and eight miles in circumference, and seemed to be an irregular oval lying more or less northwest to southeast. The windward side where they’d beached was cooled by a brisk breeze off the water; the lee side was warmer and held a shallow inlet where they could see fish swimming in the clear, calm water.

They had found fresh water too. Whether it came from a small spring or just rainwater, there was drinkable water in a crack between two boulders, forming a pool about the size of the Calypso’s smallest boat. Some of it ran down into a shallower basin, and if that water rose overnight, or at least did not drop, Will proposed rinsing out their clothes to clear them of salt. Until then, they hung their slow-drying wool jackets and moleskin trousers from tree branches and ran about clad only in their shirts, bare feet thrust into boots.

The palms, some of them, did indeed produce coconuts, though not nearly as easy to break into as they had sounded when the old hands were spinning their South Seas yarns to some of the younger ratings. Perhaps it was easier with a sword. But once they’d shared out the milky juice and hit the shell a few blows with a rock, it cracked open neatly.

“Can we live on these, do you think?” Archer asked as they wrestled a second nut out of its husk.

“For a time, I believe so. I told you about the conversations I had with Dr. Colbert, did I not? Your cousin’s father-in-law, I should say.”

“I don’t believe you did. I owe him such a debt for helping my cousin.”

“We may both owe him another after this. The doctor’s hobby is botany, and his great interest is the discovery of new medicinal plants. He told me quite a lot more than I really cared to hear, but I paid attention when he spoke of those that would help keep a ship’s crew healthy on long voyages. He said that most kinds of seaweed are edible and can stave off scurvy. And many parts of palm trees can be eaten, as well.”

“Seaweed?” Archer frowned dubiously. “It doesn’t seem…. Can we cook the stuff, somehow? Make a fire?”

“It must be rinsed in fresh water, but we seem to have that. We can cook it with fish—if we can catch fish. As to a fire, I think we should do our best to make one, as a signal. A smoky fire by day, and a bright fire by night.”

“Provided we do not attract the Spanish or French.”

Will nodded, squinting as he surveyed the horizon. There were no ships of any kind visible at the moment. “Yes. We must select a few tall trees and make observations. And we had best find a place to sleep that is not immediately visible from the sea, in the event there are unfriendly natives on an island nearby—or on this island, hiding somewhere.”

They polished off another coconut, then collected enough palm leaves to weave makeshift hats; the sun’s rays were surprisingly intense for two young men who were accustomed to having some sort of headgear while on deck. The hats, when completed, presented quite a picturesque effect with their loose shirts and bare legs. Will was as graceful and unselfconscious as a deer; Davy did his best to avoid admiring his friend’s nether limbs.

The long tropical day passed timelessly. Neither of them knew enough about the plants in this part of the world to be certain of most of them, but when they happened upon a sort of low tree with enormous oval leaves and stems of thick, curving green-and-yellow fruit that stuck out like fingers, Will said it was a nutritious plant that the doctor had described. They sampled one of the ripe yellow specimens and found that the soft inner pulp had a taste and consistency of sweet custard.

“We should take some of these back with us,” Davy said. “I wonder how well they would keep aboard ship.”

“To answer that, we need the ship,” Will reminded him. “And we’d best find a place to sleep soon. Dark comes quickly here. Near the spring, I think. We’ve seen no sign of any animal large enough to be dangerous.”

“So anything that comes to water might be small enough to snare,” Davy said, following his reasoning. “If anyone has ever landed here, we can at least expect to find rats.”

Will nodded. “Not be my first choice, but we cannot afford to be choosy.”

They found a spot near the freshwater pool, sheltered from view from the sea, and rigged a sort of wide hammock out of the remnants of salvaged sail. A canopy above it, to keep small tree-dwelling creatures from dropping on them in the night, completed the arrangement. It was as snug a bed as they could want, and much superior to the midshipmen’s berth on the Calypso.

While Will constructed a fire drill with bits of dry wood and the lanyard that had secured his clasp knife, Archer took a couple of largish rocks and went hunting, returning to the fire with a crab, several mussels, and a clump of the least offensive seaweed he could find.

“Shall we take turns at messing,” he asked, “or do you plan to assign cooking duties to the junior officer?”

Will laughed, and Archer suddenly realized what a rare and pleasant sound that was. “We can take turns, Davy. But I confess I’m not certain what to do with your prizes, without a pot to boil them in.”

“Neither am I. But I’m hungry enough to be clever. Do you think we can roast them?”

As it turned out, they could, and did. The meal they produced was not the finest they’d ever had, but it filled their bellies and gave a sense of accomplishment. For the moment they had food, clothing, shelter, and good company.

As he and Will used boards pried from the chicken coop to dig out a crude jakes a safe distance from the waterhole, Archer reflected on how much he had learned, in a practical sense, from his time in the Navy. His upbringing had not been excessively privileged, but if he had been stranded like this before, he would have been utterly lost. Now… now all they needed was something with a roof to it, and they would be rulers of what was admittedly a very small kingdom. There was very little more he could wish for.

“I think that should do it, Davy,” Will said with some satisfaction. He had worked up a light sweat with their exertion, giving a healthy flush to his tanned skin that contrasted blindingly with his smile.

Nothing more he dared wish for. Every Paradise had its serpent, and Archer had brought his own with him. Mouth dry, he said, “I had more sleep than you, before the storm. Shall I take the first watch?”

Will squinted at the sun, lowering on the horizon. “If you like. Though if we bank the fire carefully, there should be no need. I am convinced this island is deserted.”

“But what if someone were to land—”

“In the dark?” Will shrugged. “Davy, anyone landing to seek water would come in daylight. We can run some of the line from the mast across the approach, so anyone coming in will trip over it. I am bone-tired, and you must be as well. For tonight I think we may trust to our luck.”

“The hammock will be crowded.”

“It’s wide enough. And we’ll both be warmer that way. The breeze is picking up.”

Hiding his anxiety with a smile, Archer acquiesced. “Very well, then. We shall be sluggards and hope this island has no hidden surprises.”

He knew he would be a long time getting to sleep.

MARSHALL RETURNED Davy’s smile, afraid he had pushed too hard and wakened suspicion in his friend. He hardly understood his own insistence, but the memory of the night before, of Davy’s arms around him and the amazing, comforting warmth of another body, was too powerful to ignore. He wanted to feel that again, if only for a little while. Wanted to feel that warmth, that closeness.

He felt ashamed of the desire. Davy was right, of course. They should set up watches. He had no business risking their safety to gain a thing he ought not even to want.

But was it really such a risk? There were not many ships out here, as far as they knew; the Calypso had been doing reconnaissance, and the ship they’d captured was the only thing they had seen for weeks. And even if an enemy were to land, the best they could hope to do, poorly armed as they were, was stay out of sight.

Yes, the proper thing to do would be to keep watch. But he would look a fool if he changed his mind again, and Davy seemed to have no objection to sharing the hammock, which was at least twice as wide as the ones they had on board.

Perhaps they should have made two smaller ones. But it would be foolish to waste line on that; they didn’t have very much, and if they were not rescued promptly, they would need to conserve their resources. This was really much the more sensible course of action.

And it felt so good….

They set up what obstacles they could: vines across clearings, a dead branch that would not be seen in the dark. Mindful of the small creatures that could creep into shoes, they poked sticks into the ground and set their boots upon them like leather sentries, then arranged themselves upon the hammock under a scrap of sail. Marshall allowed himself a small smile as Davy’s back settled against his own.

He had not reckoned with how difficult it would be to simply lie quietly. This was different even from occupying hammocks side by side, with little more than a foot of space to themselves. He’d thought he was too weary to stay awake, but the slight movement of Davy’s shoulders as he breathed was an unexpected distraction. Every time he thought he had become accustomed to it, Davy shifted slightly.

Worse, Marshall found himself getting an erection.

His father, an eminently sensible man, had always advised him to attend to such things in private, or if that were not possible, ignore them and they would go away. One way or another, his father’s advice usually worked.

Not this time.

He resorted to mathematics, trudging through the times tables up to fifteen times fifteen, to no avail. He was nearly at the point of throwing off the cover to pace back and forth when Davy suddenly swung his feet over the edge of the hammock and reached for his boots.

“What is it?”

“Call of nature. The moon’s up, I can find the head.” He scuffled around for a bit, then made his way down the path; Marshall heard him move a branch out of the way.

Marshall quickly took care of his personal difficulty, lay back down, and was very nearly asleep when Davy climbed back into the hammock.

“G’night, Will.”

Marshall responded with a grunt. His last thought was that he would have to come up with a better sleeping arrangement in the morning.

ARCHER LAY on his side, his head pillowed on his rolled-up jacket, and stared up at the stars wheeling above. He’d hoped his hasty excursion down the path, just far enough that Will wouldn’t hear him, would have let him relax enough to sleep. It wasn’t nearly enough. He didn’t merely want the quick release he’d just given himself. He wanted to roll over and hold Will, feel those long limbs wrap around him, taste the sensuous mouth that hinted at passion beneath the discipline….

Oh, stow it, Archer, you’ll drive yourself mad. He wondered if perhaps he was already going mad; he could almost smell the heady musk of sex on Will. It must be his own, on his hand; he hoped fervently that Will’s nose was not as functional as it was ornamental. I wonder if his nose would get in the way of kissing. No, of course not, I could just—

Stop it. Right now.

Archer sighed. Somehow, tomorrow, he would have to persuade Will that sleeping together was not a good idea.

SOMEHOW, HE did not. He never even found a chance to bring up the subject. Will awoke early in the morning, full of ideas. They located the trees that seemed best suited for observation in all directions, dug a fire pit so they might heat stones for cooking, located another small spring, and managed to net a few small fish with a bit of salvaged sail.

Eventually, near the end of the day, Will looked back toward their campsite. “I’ve been thinking, Davy. Perhaps we should… reconsider our sleeping arrangements.”

“You’re right,” Archer agreed with relief. “It won’t take long to rig a second—”

“Perhaps.” Will pushed at the hammock. “Still, there must be some way we can conserve this line. We haven’t much, and we don’t know how long we’ll wait to be rescued.”

With some dismay, Archer found himself helping Will sink four lengths of spar as supports for their hammock, transforming it into a wide cot, to reduce the use of their limited supply of line.

Not two cots. One, big enough for them both. It made perfect sense. Archer repeated his idea of the night before, that they should keep watches, and Will again discouraged the notion in a way that left no room for argument.

Archer stared at the taut sailcloth, with its cover neatly folded at the foot. He tried not to think of Will stretched out upon it, half-naked and asleep, unconsciously alluring and utterly oblivious to his best friend’s unworthy desires.

Aboard ship, his unrequited longings were manageable; there were obstacles and distractions enough to keep him from dwelling too closely on the attractions of the shipmate whose black curls, deep brown eyes, kindness, and courage had won his heart.

In the year or so since he’d had the misfortune to fall in love with Will, he had not let his feelings overwhelm him. Not more than once or twice. Well, perhaps a dozen times, at worst. But here, alone….

Archer sighed. He was doing that a lot lately. Sighing, and wishing he could either transport Will back to the Calypso or fuck him senseless. Neither of which was even remotely possible.

He is going to send me mad.

MARSHALL FROWNED into the tropical darkness and wondered what he was going to do, how he could broach the subject of his friend’s health once more without sounding like a fussy old maid. But broach it he must. There was definitely something wrong with Davy. A casual “Are you feeling well?” received a simple affirmative, and it would be rude to pry, but….

It didn’t seem to matter what they’d eaten for dinner; they had only to settle down for the night and the problem presented itself, usually about the time Marshall was drifting off to sleep with Davy’s back snug against his. Davy would start to shift restlessly, then he would hop up, find his boots, and trot off down the path. Something wrong with his insides, no doubt, but he never seemed to have the problem during the daytime.

Not that Marshall entirely minded. His own body seemed determined to embarrass him, and he found himself utilizing the minutes of Davy’s absence to relieve his inappropriate urges. The privacy was helpful, but he was starting to worry. Davy didn’t seem to be sleeping well at all.

But it seemed he’d hardly been gone for two minutes than there he was, back again, climbing onto the cot and settling down near the edge. “G’night, Will.”

Marshall hesitated a moment, wondering if he should inquire once more. No point; Davy would give that odd, annoyed little sigh and reassert that he was fine.

Perhaps tomorrow.

MARSHALL SHIFTED drowsily, warm and comfortable but aware of a slight tugging, a faint bit of pressure. Just at the edge of sleep, he let his hand drift down to find his cock, nudging it forward just a bit as his fingers closed around the shaft. It felt good. But it also felt… odd. Wrong. As though, somehow, his cock was slightly numb. He closed his fingers a little more firmly, to no effect.

And then his slowly wakening senses told him that it was not his own member he was holding with such affection. And the pressure along the length of his shaft came from its being tight against, and between, Davy’s firmly rounded buttocks. There was no space between their bodies; even his face was against the back of Davy’s neck, just where it joined the shoulder.

Shock held him motionless. And in that split second of horrified, mortified awareness, he sensed Davy was also holding very, very still. Not even breathing. Waiting.

I wonder if he’d believe I’m still asleep? But no, the frozen moment was becoming endless; he had lost the opportunity to feign a snore and roll away.

He drew in a breath, a few golden hairs tickling his nose. What to say? What could he say?

The obvious, of course. “Davy, I—”

He started to draw his hand away, and to his astonishment, Davy caught it in both his own, holding it where it was.

“Don’t stop!” he commanded in a strangled whisper. “For God’s sake, Will, don’t stop!” He thrust into Marshall’s grasp, and with each movement ground his arse against Marshall’s overstimulated organ.

Will’s body needed no more encouragement, and any uncertainty about handling the unfamiliar equipment was overridden by Davy’s wordless encouragement. He matched Davy’s rhythm, his sweat and Davy’s making it almost too smooth, too slippery—a moment’s frustration when it seemed he could not get close enough—and he was drowning in a wave of pleasure that blotted out thought. He heard Davy cry out, shivering; the cock in his hand seemed to swell and throb, and then Davy relaxed against him, letting out a long, deep breath.

As the overwhelming physical reaction began to subside, he was left again his usual self-conscious self, wondering what on earth had possessed him. Davy’s softening cock slipped from his grasp, but before he could draw his arm away, Davy pulled it close, holding Marshall’s hand to his lips.

“Thank you,” he murmured.

Marshall laughed, embarrassed. “For what?”

“’S wonderful. Thank you.” And he snuggled back, not letting go, and eventually began to snore.

Nonplussed, Marshall lay there, acutely uncomfortable. He tried tugging his hand loose but didn’t want to wake his—dear God, friend, yes, but—what else, now? What more?

He had to get up and find somewhere else to sleep… but where? His body was making it clear that he was already falling asleep—now was the time and here the place. He knew he wouldn’t be out for long, though, and after all, Davy tended to sleep like the dead… and it felt so good to hold him like this, his cheek resting on the side of Davy’s head. Tomorrow, though—what would he do tomorrow?

Even that worry could not keep his eyes open.

AS WILL’S breath evened and his body started to relax, Archer let his feigned snore return to normal breathing. He could scarcely believe what had just happened, could not believe Will had gone through with it.

He opened his eyes, staring out into the mottled darkness of the tropical growth. His desire was, for once, sated. A great contentment filled him, even though he knew the morning would bring its own difficulties. Will would not simply accept the role of lover—no, that was making it too simple. He would not accept the role of sodomite, even though what they’d done might not technically have been that.

He’s not going to want me. Not going to want me in the same bed, that’s certain.

Well, in a way that might make life a little less trying, wouldn’t it?

No. Not after this—the brief ecstasy followed by the warmth against his back, the sheltering arm around him, the breath against his cheek. He had managed to struggle up to the mountaintop, glimpse the Promised Land—and know that it would be denied him.

He smiled at his own melodrama. Perhaps not. Perhaps Will would consider that if they were to be trapped on this godforsaken chip of land, they could share this pleasure at least until they were rescued. If they were rescued. Right now, he fervently hoped they could stay here forever.

They wouldn’t. Not forever.

But just for now….

Spent, weary, content for just this precious moment, he slipped off to sleep.

AS HE’D expected, Will was gone when he awoke. Archer got up, broke his fast with a couple of the custard-fruits, and wandered down to the empty beach. The sea stretched out endlessly, gentle waves rolling up to lap at the shore. Birds wheeled overhead, but no sail broke the smooth line of the horizon.

And no Marshall in sight.

Poor Will. No telling how long it would take him to get over his embarrassment. And in the meantime, there were shellfish and coconuts to hunt. Archer pulled on his trousers, rolled up the cuffs, and set off to forage. He would have preferred to wander around without the garment, but the sight of a decently covered torso should reassure William that his shipmate hadn’t cast aside all civilized behavior.

It wasn’t until the sun neared its zenith that Archer began to feel just a little uneasy. Perhaps he should go looking? No, it wouldn’t do to hunt Will down. He’d done nothing wrong. Neither of them had.

But knowing Will, that might not be how he would see it. William was conscientious to the point of being annoying. If something went amiss, he was quick to take the blame for it.

How would he see what had transpired last night? Would he see it? Or would he act as though nothing had happened? That would be easiest, certainly. Behave as though it had been an odd dream, nothing more, and find a plausible reason for changing the sleeping arrangements so the distressing incident could not be repeated.

That, Archer decided, was the likeliest reaction. The other possibilities—guilt, anger, recriminations—Will would go through all that, but most probably the conflict would remain within the confines of his own skull. They would not speak of what had passed between them, and eventually Will would be able to convince himself that it had never happened.

I wish I could.

He smiled ruefully at the thought. No, he didn’t. He wanted to remember every second of it, every touch and sensation, even if there was no hope of ever having it again. Especially if there was no hope—

“Davy?”

He spun about, startled. He’d been so distracted he hadn’t heard Will come up behind him. “Yes?”

“Davy, I’m—” Will was anxious, hollow-eyed, as though he had not slept at all, and he would not look up. He had put his uniform back on, all of it, the brass buttons fastened up tight. He looked terribly uncomfortable. “I don’t know what to say.”

“It wasn’t a dream,” Archer blurted. “It was real.”

Will winced as though struck. “I know. And I’m sorry.”

“I’m not!” Before he could stop himself, Archer seized Will’s arms, shaking him a little, startled at his own temerity. “I’m not. Don’t apologize to me. I don’t regret an instant.”

Will did meet his eyes then. Whatever he’d expected, it was obviously not this. “You don’t?”

“No, I don’t. I only regret it was so quick. I was afraid you’d stop before—”

“Davy!” Long fingers caught his arms just above the elbows. “Davy, don’t you understand? I practically raped you!”

“You—” He would have laughed, except he saw how deadly serious Will was. “The hell you did! You were asleep, for God’s sake!”

“So were you!”

“Not for long!”

Will stared at him for the space of a breath, and his horror-struck expression suddenly wavered. A giggle escaped; he looked embarrassed, but relaxed just a bit, letting his hands drop. “I suppose not. But I shouldn’t have—”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Davy insisted. It was his turn to hold on to his friend as he tried to turn away. He weighed what he wanted to say, what he wanted to do, and realized that to salvage anything, he would have to abandon his own desires. “Will, how long has it been since either of us had shore leave? Don’t you just—go off, in your sleep sometimes? I do. We simply happened to be in the same bunk, that’s all.” He forced a smile, a shrug, a lie. “It felt good, I’ll not deny it, but I don’t suppose it was anything more. I won’t drag you to the parson and demand you make an honest woman of me.”

He couldn’t read the succession of emotions that flashed across Will’s face before the on-duty mask slipped into place. Relief? Regret? What was he feeling? “I suppose…. So you think it was just physical, then?”

Archer didn’t know what to say. The truth? “I love you, I want you, let’s go back to bed!” Hardly. He shrugged again.

“It’s still against the Articles.”

“Bugger the—” He took a deep breath. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Mr. Marshall, the Admiralty is not well represented in this particular principality. We could break every one of the Articles singly or in groups, right in broad daylight on the beach, and they’d be none the wiser.”

Will’s brows drew together, and Archer could just imagine the pictures he was conjuring up. Damn his literal mind!

“Not that I have any inclination toward breaking most of them,” Archer added hastily, “except perhaps that damned bloody Number Two, and we haven’t the means for most of the others, seeing as they involve ships and we haven’t got any.” Most of them. But he would dearly love to find as many different ways as possible of breaking Article Twenty-Nine.

“Discipline is important,” Will said mechanically.

Fine, then. Will was still speaking to him. The subject was rather more tedious than he’d have preferred, but at least they were still friends. “Yes, of course it is. You can’t have a ship full of fighting men and keep them in order without discipline. And most of the Articles make sense. If the food’s rotten, you have a duty to let your officers know, so the crew doesn’t get sick. Arson, robbery, murder—they’re crimes; it’s the same on land.”

“Of course.”

“But if you think I’m going to charge you with breaking Twenty-Nine, you’d better think again.”

The relief on Will’s face, plain now, gave him courage.

“I don’t think the Articles belong in a friendship,” Davy went on. “The sensible ones are just law or good manners, and the—” Watch yourself, Archer! He stopped for a breath, thinking quickly. “The personal ones…. Twenty-Nine is useful to keep officers from abusing men under their command, or to make older ratings think twice about interfering with the youngsters. We both know men who deserved to swing. But so long as it doesn’t affect ship’s discipline and isn’t hurting anyone, I think a man’s private life should be just that.”

Will let out a long breath and flopped down onto the sand, raking long, waving lines with his fingers. He was quiet for so long that Archer eventually hunkered down beside him. The sun was warm on his back, the sand cool where his toes dug into it. He studied Will’s pensive face, but could still read nothing.

“Will?”

“Davy.” His voice was very quiet, tentative. “Are you certain it was just physical? For you?”

Archer felt himself flush and cursed his fair skin. But Will was still looking at his own fingers as they made those smooth, curving patterns. “I—” He swallowed, hardly able to hear himself think over the thudding of his heart. “I don’t suppose it matters, really.”

Will stopped his wave-making. “It matters quite a lot. I don’t—it wasn’t—” The long fingers clenched on a handful of sand. “Davy, for me—it wasn’t just physical.” Will dropped the sand, scrambling to his feet and dusting the remaining grains from his hands. “I’m sorry, Davy, I’ll—I’ll go camp on the other side of the island. I’m grateful for your toler—Hey!”

He toppled quite nicely as Archer hooked a leg around his ankles and dropped him to the sand, then rolled so their faces were scant inches apart. Will’s breath was warm and sweet.

“Do you mean to tell me,” Archer said, “that your idiotic hammock wasn’t an accident?”

“No! I mean, no, it wasn’t an accident, but it’s not—I wasn’t trying to seduce you, Davy!”

“If that was you not trying—you damned near drove me mad, you know—I’ve been trotting off to make do in the bushes every night just to be sure I wouldn’t skewer you before morning!”

“Oh!” Will blinked. “Oh, you’re all right?”

“All right? I’ve had the worst case of blue balls—” His body was just about ready, at this point, for another trip to the underbrush, so he leaned close to demonstrate exactly what he meant.

Will’s eyes widened, but he didn’t try to move away. “Oh. No, I—hell, Davy, I thought you had some kind of flux!”

“If that’s what you want to call it….” Giddy and reckless, he rolled over, pulling Will atop him and drawing his face down for a kiss. Their first kiss. That sensuous mouth, sampled so often in his dreams, was every bit as intoxicating in reality. Will was very, very tentative, and Davy wondered whether this was the first time he’d ever been kissed—it was surely the first time with another man—but Will was a quick study.

“I do think it’s contagious,” he remarked after a little while.

“Yes,” Will agreed a little breathlessly. “Aren’t you squashed?”

“Yes. It’s wonderful. Care to try again?”

“Yes.”

Perhaps it was foolish, even dangerous, to make love on the open sand. But there had been nothing on the horizon for as far as the eye could see, and he was not going to do anything that might distract Will or give him cause to reconsider. It would not take long; the way Will was writhing against him, he could only just keep from spending.

Damned uniform buttons—it took forever to undo enough of them to work Will’s trousers down his hips. No drawers, thank God, he’d come up on deck in such a hurry when the storm hit, there’d been no time to put them on. He couldn’t get at his own buttons at all, and didn’t care. He could touch bare skin now as he hadn’t been able to the night before. The sweet hunger overwhelmed him as he ran his hands up Will’s back, falling into the same rhythm as the breath panting against his neck. He wrapped his legs around Will’s, reached down to squeeze his arse and lock them together as the pleasure reached unbearable intensity.

“Davy!”

And then they were lying quiet, laughing, holding each other, washed up on another shore.

“We’d better go back in the trees,” Archer said after a time. “You won’t like the sunburn you’ll get if you fall asleep in that position.”

Will looked startled, suddenly. “Oh my God!”

Archer glanced past him. “No ships,” he said. “No one to see, Will. Only you and I.”

“Let’s go back to camp, then.”

“Yes.”

Will was frowning already as they sat up, brushing sand off their bodies. “Davy, what will we do on the Calypso?”

“If you think you can get your yard up when you know Captain Smith’s around, you’ve more nerve than I,” Archer said. “I think once we’re back on the Calypso, we’ll have to wait for shore leave and practice by ourselves—each of us, alone.”

“We’d—we’d better practice together a bit more, while we can!” Will looked a little abashed at his own boldness, but Davy rewarded him for it with another kiss.

He did want to get into the cool shade, though. He wanted to see Will naked on that cot, wanted to show him what they could share, until they were both too tired to keep their eyes open. “Come on, then!” He scrambled up and ran for their camp, but Will’s longer legs overtook him before he’d even reached the trees.

The sun was edging toward the west by the time they finished, curled up together under the sailcloth blanket, and slept.

WHEN ARCHER opened his eyes again, he was enclosed in a canvas cocoon, swinging gently with the motion of the ship, chilly and alone. Thunder cracked the world open, and he realized where he was.

Back aboard the Calypso.

He was alone. It had all been a dream.

But someone stirred in the hammock beside him, and eyes, big in the storm-wracked gloom, regarded him over its edge. “Davy? Are you all right?”

“Oh.” The jumble of dream and waking began to sort itself out in his mind. Captain Smith had released them both from duty after the worst of the storm had passed. If he hadn’t, they’d likely have collapsed on deck, so exhausted they had to hold each other up on the way to the midshipmen’s berth. Davy could not even remember how he’d managed to climb into his hammock. The storm had been long and wearing, though not so fierce as in his dream. The mast had taken a fearful beating, but it had never broken.

And from where had his mind summoned that tropical island? Wishful thinking, surely. They were in the Atlantic Ocean, fifty miles out from Bristol Channel! Strange what dreams could do. Strange and wonderful.

But it had only been wishful thinking, not reality. “Fine, Will, I’m fine.” He swallowed and groped for words, reminding himself that if William was awake, there might be other midshipmen listening as well. “I just had a—a curious dream. I am sorry I disturbed you.”

Another flash of lightning showed relief on Will’s face; thunder rumbled just behind it. “Not you, Davy, only the storm. I had a strange dream too, but a happy one. Blue skies and white sand. You were in it, I think….” Davy heard the frown in his friend’s voice. “I… I cannot remember now.”

Davy wondered fleetingly if Will’s dream had been akin to his own. Not likely! Mr. Marshall was a parson’s son, and dealt with sodomitical advances at pistol point. His feelings for Will were his own problem, not Will’s. “Just as well, I suppose. If you have it again, it will all seem new.”

Will laughed softly, and the sound was achingly reminiscent. “I suppose it would, at that. Pleasant dreams, Davy.”

“And to you.”

He waited until Will had settled down again, then closed his eyes and hoped that at least in sleep he could return to the island. Blue sky, white sand, warm breezes…. Will’s touch.

To sleep, perchance to dream… once more.


VOYAGE TO LONDON

“WHEN DOES it all end?”

“End? Will, we’re just on the outskirts! London is the greatest city in the world—I’ve read that there may be as many as a million souls here now.” David Archer was in his element and pleased to be there.

“I grew up in a village of less than three hundred.” Lieutenant William Marshall sighed and turned away from the post chaise window and the seemingly endless line of homes, hostelries, and other businesses along the London road. The outskirts? What they’d already seen was far bigger than Portsmouth or any other town he was familiar with.

He’d seen the smoke of the city long before the road became crowded with shops and houses and all the clutter of human activity. If this was the very edge of the urban area, no doubt it would be worse yet before they reached the hub. He’d seen maps, of course, but those did not give a sense of the overwhelming size of the place, or the smell. Small wonder at the verdant growth in the gardens along the road—the amount of manure from daily traffic would be enough to keep any number of kitchen gardens knee-deep in the stuff.

But he was with Davy, and that made the odor of ordure a little easier to bear. He lowered the window shade and put an arm around Davy’s shoulders, resting his head on Davy’s. “I’m going to miss this.”

“Yes. We’ve become terribly spoiled, but I don’t regret a moment—or a penny.” Ordinarily, a private post chaise would have been an outrageous expense for a pair of young officers in His Majesty’s Navy, but a very peculiar run of luck had left them with modest fortunes that made the indulgence possible.

Had it been good luck? Marshall sighed. In many ways, yes. Being kidnapped had transformed his life for the better, financially. He could imagine no other way—at least, no legally and morally unimpeachable way—that a man of only twenty-one might go from living on the careful budget of one hundred pounds per annum to having a tidy sum of six thousand in the bank, drawing interest with no effort on his part. And his heart had reaped a startling and wonderful but potentially dangerous bounty as well: he and David Archer had become lovers during that time. So long as they kept that a secret, they were safe. If they were ever found out, they would die—badly—hanged as sodomites under Article Twenty-Nine of the Royal Navy’s Articles of War.

It was worth the risk.

But the riches had come at a terrible price. If he had been asked to go back to that day in mid-July and somehow been given the chance to take a different course…. “Davy,” he said aloud. “If you could change this past month so that we’d never seen or heard of Adrian and his damned brig, would you do it?” Because that was the one dark stain on all their good fortune: the two weeks of humiliation and sexual abuse that Davy had endured.

Davy was silent for a moment, the light of his blue-gray eyes a little shadowed. “No,” he said at last. “No, I wouldn’t.” His sudden grin lifted Marshall’s heart. “I’d given up hope of ever getting you into bed, Lieutenant. If not for that bastard’s schemes, I might never have managed it. And, by God, it felt good to be a hero at the end, instead of a victim.”

“You were that all along,” Marshall said, and leaned down for a kiss, so much better than the first and filled with the power to set his whole body afire with longing. He groaned and pulled away. “We can’t, not here in town.”

“I know.” Davy sighed and sat back. “Damn the Articles. We should have made better use of our time in that cell.”

How many times had it been, now? Twice only, aboard the renegade’s brig—the first time, and then the night when they seized their chance because they’d never thought they’d leave the ship alive. Their first coupling had been little more than an instinctive reaction to the fear and uncertainty of their situation, David coming panicking out of a nightmare and Marshall, a virgin himself, taken flat aback. There’d been precious little intention to that wild surge of passion, though Davy confessed later that he’d had feelings since they first served together. And then yesterday afternoon in the post chaise—was it really only yesterday? And a long, wonderful evening and night and morning at that little inn, with a thunderstorm to mask the sounds of their misbehavior.

Not nearly long enough. But that was how it would be, always—at least as long as they were able to serve together. A stolen moment here and there, an occasional shore leave—

“I shall have to write my mother,” Davy said abruptly.

Marshall blinked. “Sorry?”

“I am under strict orders that if I’m ever in town, I must inform my mother. At this time of year, the whole family will likely be out in the country, but if Mama is in town for any reason and learns that I was too and didn’t let her know…. Well, I can’t omit that duty. She hasn’t seen me since I went to sea, more than five years ago. I shall send a letter to the townhouse. If they have to send it on, she will know I’ve done my best.”

“Is she a Tartar, then?”

“Oh, no, she’s quite unlike my father. I’d very much like to see her if time allows. I haven’t seen any of the family since we ran across my cousin and his fiancée. You remember Kit and Zoe.”

“Of course.”

“Kit” was Christopher St. John, Baron Guilford, a young man who looked enough like Davy to be his brother. Some years back, their frigate, the Calypso, had happened to run across a smaller vessel carrying the Baron, his bride-to-be, and her father out of the insanity of the postrevolutionary Terror in Paris. St. John was a delightful fellow, and it was clear that he and Davy had a long-standing friendship as well as family ties.

Marshall felt a sudden stab of guilt. “I’m sorry—I’ve no family myself, it never occurred to me that of course you would want to see them. Should you not stay at your family’s home, then?”

“No! If they are here, naturally I want to see them, but I think not until after I’ve been promoted—or failed. Think of how grand it would be to arrive as Lieutenant Archer, when I left as a lowly midshipman. And if I fail—”

“You won’t.”

Davy shook his head. “Either way, there’d be no harm done because I thought I’d missed the chance for promotion this year. I only sent a note assuring Mama and my sisters that I was alive—I didn’t know what my future held that day we came into port. So long as my father’s not in town, a visit will be no hardship. And if he is, well, he’ll be on best behavior for my mother’s sake. He’d cut off his own arm rather than hurt her.”

Will did not reply, knowing that Davy’s father, the Earl, did not respect his bookish son as he should. “I’m glad. I know it’s selfish, but I want you to myself for as long as possible.”

“I’m just as selfish, Will. I’d have been content to lurk about the inns in Portsmouth with you. Though I suppose we’re safer, so far away from anyone who might know us.”

The coach slowed and swayed as it made a turn, bumping a little on the cobblestones. “Not long now,” Davy said. “I wonder how we’ll manage, aboard ship. I hope I haven’t drawn you into something that will ruin your life.”

Odd that only yesterday Will himself was thinking that—and how the night had chased his doubts away. He shook his head. “No. My father always said it takes two to make a quarrel, and the same is true of our situation. You may have startled me, but you certainly didn’t seduce me! However difficult this may be, we’ll find a way.”

They had just time for a kiss before the chaise slowed to a stop and the postboy called, “Here’s the George, gents!”

Will took a deep breath and followed Davy out of the chaise, doing his best to maintain a blasé expression that said he’d done this a hundred times before. It took him a moment to get used to standing on solid ground after the interminable joggling of the chaise. Davy, apparently less rattled, paid off the postboy.

Their bags landed at Will’s feet, so he handed over the sum that Davy had advised him to give for the service. Since one of their tasks would be to replace the dress uniforms damaged during their late adventure, his own bag was no burden, and they only had to carry their things to a room at this same inn. Will suspected the reason they were staying at the George was because, as Davy had informed him, it had been one of Shakespeare’s haunts. He would have preferred something smaller and less hectic, but the aromas wafting out of the kitchen as they booked a room convinced him to put up with the racket.

“Of course, it had to be rebuilt after the big Southwark fire back in 1677.” Davy’s lecture continued as they followed a boy up two flights of stairs and along a gallery to a room near the end. “But it didn’t burn down completely, and we’re not too far from Whitehall. Tomorrow we can find another inn that’s quieter, if you’d rather,” he added as a mail coach rattled into the courtyard. “The Bard didn’t have to contend with all this traffic.”

Will glanced down at the hubbub as hostlers ran out with fresh horses, unharnessing the ones who’d just pulled in and replacing them in the traces at amazing speed, sending the coach on its way again faster than he would have thought possible. “I think I should like that,” he said absently. “I suppose they must practice, to change so quickly.”

“Yes, like gunnery drill,” Davy said, tipping the boy who unlocked the door and handed him the key.

They entered and set their bags down; Davy locked the door. They listened a moment, while the boy’s footsteps retreated down the gallery, and then moved into a brief embrace, pressed up against the door. Will felt himself relax once more and drew back. “What now? You were thrilled at the thought of London—well, we’re in London. Shall we go to the tailor’s first?”

Davy gave him a puzzled look. “That would do us no good. It’s Sunday.”

“It is?” They’d been sent off on Saturday; the coach broke down that evening, just last night. “So it is. Yesterday morning seems such a long time ago.” He looked about the room. Small but adequate—larger than a ship’s cabin, at any rate. A small table sat before the window, with a chair on either side; the bed took up most of the wall beside the door. “We should work out an itinerary.” He chose one of the chairs, pleased to sit on something that was not swaying back and forth.

“We should go find some dinner. We’ve two days before I walk into the lions’ den, and after that, come what may, we’ll have a week of freedom. And we needn’t eat here. There’s another inn just next door.”

“Who dined there, Marlowe?”

“You’re on the scent, but it’s the wrong scent. Chaucer.”

Will rolled his eyes heavenward. Dinner was on his mind—but not only dinner. “Must we? Immediately?” He leaned over to peer through the window and saw nothing but the brick wall of the building opposite.

Davy lifted a small towel from beside the washbasin and draped it over the doorknob, blocking the keyhole. “We must, but not immediately. Did you have some other activity in mind?”

His voice had a tone in it that sent a warm flush down to Will’s toes. Then he sauntered over and stood close enough that Will could put an arm around his hips, so he did. “Well, yes.”

“Very likely the same thing I do,” Davy said, and bent until their lips met. Shakespeare, Chaucer, and the entire British literary pantheon fled, replaced by the sudden need to get as close as possible to that amazing warm body.

Will was on his feet without knowing how he got there, Davy pressed against him, both of them moving slowly toward the wall beside the window. He felt a little fear at how completely his control was gone, his whole being focused on a trail of fire that flashed down his body, his hips arching forward involuntarily.

Davy shifted away, and Will gasped as a warm hand covered his cock through his breeches. “Never mind the bed,” Davy whispered, working the buttons free.

Will nodded dumbly and pulled loose the lacings that kept Davy’s breeches fitted tight to his glorious arse, and then there was only flesh touching naked flesh, their cocks sliding against each other, the sensation building with every move until it burst like a signal flare all through his body, and a moment later, Davy stiffened against him with a muted gasp.

He felt a bit silly after, with his belly sticky and his breeches down around his knees, which were just a little shaky. But he held Davy tight against his chest and let his face rest against that golden crown of hair. Oh yes, worth the risk. Worth any risk.

Davy cleared his throat and looked up with a smile. “I didn’t want to try the bed. It doesn’t look as sturdy as the one we had last night.”

Will laughed. “Well, then, since you’ve done reconnaissance, is there water in the jug?”

“Of course.”

They cleaned up quickly, leaving no trace, and took the opportunity to wash away the road dust from their faces. Will heard someone pass by on the gallery outside—a man and a woman, talking in low tones. If he could hear them…. “We shall need to be quiet here.”

Davy shrugged. “I know. We always will. Quiet and careful as we’d be aboard ship. We were mad last night, to do so much. Lucky, too.”

“It was a wonderful storm.”

“Indoors or out?”

Will laughed again. It felt strange to be so happy. He’d always been fairly content with his life, but this joy was something new. “Anywhere you like. Come, let’s go find something to eat where Venerable Bede took tea.”

“Chaucer. And it’s the Talbot now, but originally it was the Tabard—and that, Will, is the inn from which the Canterbury pilgrims set out. It’s been rebuilt since then—”

“Burned down in the Southwark fire, of course,” Will finished. “I expect almost everything around here did. Out, sir, and no more literary lectures until we’ve found something more digestible than Chaucer and his babbling band.”

BY THE time they returned to the George, Will had seen the signs explaining the Talbot’s origins—two of them, obstructing the inn’s galleries but making it clear to all and sundry that any traveler setting foot in the mucky wagon yard was automatically hallowed by association. The food was, of course, better than shipboard fare, and Will had nothing to complain about when the roast beef came with pieces of potato, carrot, and onion in gravy that he mopped up with a chunk of fresh bread.

Davy, curious to see what was going on in town, had located day-old copies of both the Times and the Morning Post. But he set these aside long enough to pen a note to his mother and find a serving lad who could deliver it first thing in the morning.

“I’ve told her you’re with me,” he reported, “and that we have official business to keep us occupied tomorrow and much of Wednesday. And, as it’s August, I really doubt we’ll hear back. The family generally goes out to the country this time of year.”

“Would you like to go there?” Will asked. “That is, would we have the time?”

“No. There might be time, but we would spend almost all of it on the road. That might have its compensations, but I don’t believe we’d be there long enough to make the trip worthwhile. It’s something like two hundred and fifty miles, Will. We could make the trip in a day or so on a mail coach, but those carry four passengers, so there’d be no privacy at all, and only five-minute stops all the way.”

Staying put suited Will perfectly. He would never deprive Davy of something he truly wanted, but the notion of facing the entire Archer clan was more than he felt prepared to tackle. “I’m convinced. Now, would you care to spend a little while in a review of scudding?”

“I would not,” Davy replied, folding his newspaper to a comfortable size for reading. “There are a hundred details to remember that I would enlarge upon if asked, but the most important is that a ship’s safety while scudding depends on minimal sails and a steady hand at the wheel.”

“When would you inspect a ship’s boats while at sea?”

“After sunset. Though I still think it makes more sense to inspect them just before, when there’s some light. And I know when you go to bend sails, you bend the light ones first. I can name the number and ranks of a full ship’s complement for any size vessel you can imagine, I know the proper loads of powder for various sizes of cannon…. I do know all this, Will, really. I’ve lived and breathed it for the past five years. So long as they give me a moment to think, I’m sure I can remember.” He smiled at the doubt Will knew was on his face. “Truly. If I don’t have it in my mind by now, a cram is pointless. I know you picked up a Naval Gazette in Portsmouth, so why not enjoy it and let me read my paper?”

Will saw that even if a cram was not pointless, an argument was. “Very well.”

Much later, they went upstairs and expressed their mutual affection in a quiet but thorough manner. The bed survived.

SOMETHING HEAVY crashed against the wall at the foot of the bed, shaking the room. David Archer’s eyes flew open.

Will was sitting bolt upright in his nightshirt, staring at the door. “What was that?”

David shook himself awake. “I’d guess someone dropped a trunk,” he speculated, “or fell against the wall, or—” Another crash, farther down the gallery. “Or is carrying too many bags for such a narrow space. Hope he doesn’t go over the railing. Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, until someone’s baby started howling just before dawn. You didn’t seem to notice.”

“I plead exhaustion,” David said with a grin. “All your fault. What’s the time?”

Will stretched an arm over and snagged his breeches from the nearest chair. “Half past six,” he said, consulting his pocket watch.

“Excellent!” He prodded Will’s side with a finger. “Well, we’re both awake now. Out or down, sir! We’ve no time to waste. The boy should be up with hot water in ten or fifteen minutes.”

Will shrugged and climbed out of bed, yawning. “Don’t know why I’m so sleepy,” he grumbled. “Four hours seems plenty of sleep on watch.”

“Yes, but you get four hours twice a day at sea. We should be just about used to shore hours by the time we’re due back. If you want to find another place to stay, we had better pack our bags now.”

“I do. Have you a place in mind?”

“Mr. Drinkwater recommended the Red Lion, did he not? It’s on the same side of the river as the Admiralty, and fairly close. A good area too. Or we could scout around today, stay here, and change tomorrow morning. But before we go anywhere, Will, I must tutor you on London as you’ve been tutoring me in navigation.”

Will put his shaving kit down and turned. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve not been to London before. I know you’re brave and clever—and I’d want no one else at my back in a fight—but you’re easy prey for the street urchins and other lowlife. You must be careful of where you stow your money. Never keep more than a couple of shillings and a few pence in your coat pocket. Put your other coins in your breeches and banknotes in your inner waistcoat pocket, and don’t take your watch out in public. Or—perhaps we should find a shop and buy you one of these.” He dug through his packed clothing and found his money pouch, a drawstring bag with a long looped cord. “I can keep your bankroll in this until you have one of your own. Around the neck, under the shirt—you’d notice if a pickpocket tried for it there.”

Will smiled a little dubiously. “But there’s two of us—and we do have swords!”

David sighed. “You are a babe in the wood. Will, the street thieves learn their art from the time they can walk. Most of them have little choice, poor brutes. They’re experienced by the age of five or six. A boy sees his target—a well-dressed greenhorn, gawping at the sights—and rushes by, snatching his purse and disappearing into the crowd before you realize you’ve been robbed. Some of the older ones work in pairs—one jostles you from in front while his accomplice brushes past behind and relieves you of your riches, or perhaps just your handkerchief. They’re swift, and your sword is useless because by the time you could draw it, the only ones you’d endanger are innocent bystanders.”

Will stood there with his mouth half-open for a full ten seconds. Then he said, a little incredulously, “And… you consider running this gauntlet a jolly pastime?”

A knock at the door announced their shaving water.

David got out their tiny shaving mirror. “You go first. Yes, I do think you will enjoy London more than you expect. There’s less danger because there are two of us, and we are officers and armed. But we need to watch each other’s backs, same as we would in a cutting-out. As long as you stay alert, you’ll be fine.” When Will said nothing, he continued, “I think we should break our fast here, pay our shot, then take a cab to the Lion, and then visit my family’s tailor.”

Busy with his shaving, Will could only roll his eyes with what David interpreted as resignation, and he felt badly for lecturing as though Will had never been on land before. But he hadn’t ever been in London. “I’m speaking from my own mistakes,” he explained. “When my brother Mark took me down to get my first proper evening dress, I lost my holiday money to one of the little villains and felt like an idiot. I’m only trying to save you learning the hard way.”

Finished shaving now, Will said, “It’s all right, Davy.”

“Perhaps we should hire a cab for a few hours, until you adjust to the crowds. That would let us see more of the city and reduce the risk of trouble.”

Will rinsed off his razor. “I am in your hands, Mr. Archer,” he said, his smile softening the formality. “I’m an Englishman, an officer, and doing my best to be a gentleman, so I must form an acquaintance with this city. But you know I’d be just as happy if we spent the whole time in some quiet garret with no one to disturb us.”

“Someday,” David said, wishing they had time to consider the notion. “Of course, we’ll probably be too old by then to do anything with the privacy, but… someday.”

WILL APPRECIATED Davy’s attempt to make him feel less the country mouse, and he found that facing London Town after at least a partial night’s sleep—and from the elevation of a cab—was less daunting than he’d feared. They drove first to the Red Lion to leave their baggage, taking the long way around over Blackfriars Bridge, a grand tour that left Will overwhelmed with impressions of the city streets. Never mind the buildings; London held more vehicles than he’d seen in one place in his whole life. And after a while, all the scenes began to look the same.

He was annoyed with himself for being less impressed than he’d expected to be. But the plain truth was, he was a man of simple tastes. He was perfectly willing to admire the grand architecture that Davy happily pointed out, and he did realize how clever the engineering had been, but he lacked any desire at all to explore what lay within the impressive stone and brick edifices. Which probably meant that sooner or later Davy would find him boring, and he would hate for that to happen. He determined to maintain an interest in London for the next ten days.

The Red Lion did seem a much more comfortable stopping place, busy but not as hectic as the George. Their room there was considerably larger and had its own mirror over the washbasin, with sconces set on either side—and no carriages thundering past just outside the door. It was all he could have wished for.

As they stepped up into the cab, Davy had asked, “Do you have some other tailor you’d prefer to visit, Will? I can vouch for Stratford, but….” He shrugged.

“You’re better dressed than anyone I know, barring the Captain,” Will said. “I doubt anyone would be able to make me look half as neat as either of you, but I do need a dress uniform.” He was now wearing what had been his best, and even though the tailor in Portsmouth had done a fair job of mending it, a new coat was definitely in order. “Lucky you had another dress coat good enough to face the Board in. It would be a shame to have a new midshipmen’s uniform made just for one day’s wear.”

“That one’s had its sleeve torn off, and half the seam split, but as long as I don’t wave my arms in the air, it won’t show. I could trade my old stuff to one of the younger mids, I suppose,” Davy said. “I think I should just give my old coats to Wilcoxon. He’s been growing this past year, and I might as well share my good fortune—if I’m so fortunate as to pass.”

“Touch wood,” Will said, doing just that on the cab’s armrest.

“And then to Lock, for a new hat,” Davy said. “I sent them a note last night, when I was scavenging newspapers. I think our good hats must have been left in the coach when we were kidnapped.” He was wearing one that had seen better days and was all right for duty watch but not for the Admiralty.

“I saw what happened to mine,” Will said. “One of those oafs stepped on it.” He had replaced his own bicorne at a shop in Portsmouth—not as stylish as Lock & Company, but probably not as costly either. He wasn’t going to waste his fortune, modest though it was, on window dressing. “If Lock can’t come up to scratch in time, you can borrow mine.”

“Oh, they will. I’ll wager they sell hundreds. Whoever designed cocked hats must have meant them to be blown off in the least breeze.”

Will smiled—it was true, the broad, flat surface caught the wind like a sail. “At least the fore-and-aft style sends the rain off behind,” he said as the cab pulled up to the storefront.

Mr. Stratford, the tailor—astonishingly, there was no Shakespearean connection—was a matter-of-fact, competent fellow who took Will’s measurements, gave him a reasonable estimate for a new uniform, and brought Davy’s records to date. “You’ve grown up well, Mr. Archer, if I say so myself!” A small, balding, cheerful man, he spoke to Davy as to a favorite child. “I saw your uncle just last week, and he told me you’re quite the hero in some circles. I understand the next uniform I’ll be making for you will be a step up!”

“Perhaps,” Davy said. “If I make the grade. I should know by this time tomorrow, at any rate, and I’ll be sure to drop you a note. Do you know if my uncle Jack is in town?”

“That was not the impression he gave me,” Stratford said. “On his way out of the country, I thought, though with those diplomatic gentlemen, you never really know.”

“I shall have to see if he’s back before we leave.”

They bade farewell with a promise to return in a week for the finished clothing. “Does your family know everyone?” Will asked when they were back in the cab.

“Of course not. I’m only taking you to those who might remember me in order to impress you.” As they wheeled around a corner, he said, “We are now on St. James’s Street. Respectable ladies do not travel in these precincts, because the gentlemen who inhabit the area are not always gentlemen. If a well-dressed woman accosts you, be polite but firm in spurning her suggestions.”

Will cast a sidelong glance at him. “Can you doubt I would?”

Davy only grinned as the cab slowed to a halt before No. 6, James Lock & Company. As predicted, the hat was ready and waiting to be tried on. In a matter of minutes, the hat and its handsome protective case were set for delivery to the Lion, and they were back in their cab on Piccadilly, rolling past a beautiful expanse of trees and greenery that Davy identified as the Green Park. “London does have some trees, you see. This was where Handel’s music for fireworks was first performed. My mother says she was taken there as a child but does not remember the concert. Oh, and speaking of fireworks, we must go to Vauxhall one evening. If any of the family are in town, perhaps we can make a night of it. I don’t want to say too much about the place—I would rather surprise you.”

Unsure of how to take that, Will said, “What about your uncle’s family—do you mean to visit them?”

“No, they’re at Brighton,” Davy said, apparently in one of his talkative moods. “My aunt always goes to Brighton with as many of her kin as she can recruit, and—not to be unkind—she’s the most boring woman I know. I had only hoped to introduce you to Uncle Jack. He despises seaside resorts and always stays in town. He’s only my half uncle, actually.”

“I thought he was your mother’s brother.”

“Oh, no. He’s my grandmother’s son by her previous husband.”

“Is his name not Archer, then?”

“No, it is. Look, here’s Hyde Park. Later this week we should take a stroll here and see all the fashionable people parading for one another. Perhaps after we get our impressive new togs. But to answer your question—I should tell you that my family has a propensity for odd romances—really, Kit and Zoe are typical. My grandfather had been in love with Uncle Jack’s mother, but her father, who probably had some Roman blood—the complete paterfamilias—forced her to marry someone else with a more impressive title. Fate thought otherwise, and just a year later, the fellow broke his neck foxhunting. At that point my grandfather thought enough was enough and eloped with the widow, my Grandma Rose, who was a wonderful lady.”

“Daring too, I imagine.”

“Very likely. Either that, or she was simply fed up with her father’s ambitions and bullying. She saw nothing shabby about being a countess! At any rate, Grandfather treated Uncle Jack as his own, and Jack added “Archer” to Edmundton after he inherited the title. That annoyed the Edmundtons, and there was a bit of scandal because she married so soon after the Marquis died but I suppose they thought that with a new baby, it was better she had a husband. So Uncle Jack is my family, but not my grandfather’s blood descendant. Grandfather’s title went to my father, naturally, and Uncle Jack has a much nicer one of his own.”

Will shook his head. “I wish I had a pencil and paper. You lost me back at the fox hunt, but I see the broad outline. Your family does sound interesting.”

“I could write melodramas.”

THAT THOUGHT prompted him to stop at the next bookshop they saw. Besides a guidebook to the sights of London—which Will considered a needless expense—they acquired a Gentlemen’s Magazine and The Dramatic Censor; or, Weekly Theatrical Report: Comprising a Complete Chronicle of the British Stage, and a Regular Series of Theatrical Criticism in Every Department of the Drama.

“How many ‘departments of the drama’ are there?” Will asked.

“That depends on who you ask,” David said, riffling through the pages. “I would say the legitimate theater, which holds a royal patent, and opera, of course, and melodrama. Then there’s music halls…. I’m not certain if one should count the sort of thing Astley does as theater, though I don’t know what else you could call it.”

“What sort of thing is that?”

“Oh, performing horses, ladies who dance about on horseback, simple musical plays… not much appeal to the intellect, but great fun. My own wish is to see some real Shakespeare in his natural habitat. They’re doing King John at Drury Lane—it seems as though King John is all they’ve been doing for some time now—and, Will, it’s Charles and Philip Kemble, Miss Tidswell, and Mrs. Siddons!” He could see from Will’s face that they might as well be four random urchins plucked from the streets. “Extraordinary actors, Will. Mrs. Siddons has men worshipping at her feet. She is amazing.”

“Are we going to the theater today?”

“Oh, no, I’m waiting for that as a reward if I make Lieutenant. Or as consolation if I do not. We can buy the tickets now and then rest from our arduous journeys. Are you feeling ready for a bite to eat?”

“Of course.”

David stuck a hand out and signaled the cabman to halt. When the man hopped down, David asked him to take them to Drury Lane. “I’ve not been to town these past five years, and I am sure things have changed. If you can recommend a place nearby with decent food, we’ll take a break—and let you and your horse take one too.” He passed the man a silver sixpence. “On account. We’ll settle the bill then, or you can meet us afterward and we’ll continue on.”

“Reckon I will, sir,” the driver said appreciatively. “There’s a place just a few streets away got a Yorkshire puddin’ that makes you sorry there’s no vittles in Heaven. Was you lookin’ for any entertainment later? I know a gal….”

David laughed. “No, thank you! I’ve a big day tomorrow, and no time for distractions. We’re just dull, nose-to-the-grindstone fellows, I’m afraid.”

“Yes, sir,” the driver said, and clambered back up to his perch.

Will gave him a shocked look. “Do all the cabmen act as pimps?”

“Of course not—well, I suppose some do, I wouldn’t know. But plenty of men ask, just as I asked about a place to eat.” He knew it would be cruel to laugh at Will’s naïveté. “Lieutenant Marshall, only consider: we are sailors on shore leave in London, the biggest and naughtiest city in the world. Many of our colleagues would’ve taken him up on the offer—and those who didn’t would likely be too old or would already have made their own arrangements.”

Will smiled and pressed his leg against David’s. “I prefer our own arrangements.”

“Absolutely, sir.”

“OH, HE’S long gone, sir,” the clerk at the ticket office said, scratching his unkempt head. “Ninety-nine, I guess it was. Two years ago the first of June, right after Grimaldi came offstage. Just dropped down dead.”

“I see,” David said. “Old Joseph was up in years, wasn’t he?”

He had parked Will in the theater’s entry hall while he went to purchase tickets for a performance later in the week and inquire after the people he’d known in his younger days. His intention had been to find some old acquaintance and give Will a peek backstage when the house was quiet, perhaps let him look out on the rows of seats and lavish boxes and imagine the sight when the place was full. A silly notion—that was not something that caught Will’s imagination as it did his own.

And just as well. He’d expected that things would have changed in the theater. He hadn’t thought everyone he’d known would be gone, though. Joseph, who was in charge of minding the steel fireproof curtain—old Joseph, whose last name he’d never learned—he’d seemed to be a part of the place that would go on forever. But old men died, and life went on. Even in the theater.

It made him feel older too.

“Seventy-eight, his son said. A good bit past his threescore and ten. Said that was how old Joseph wanted to go too. He loved this place.”

“How about Marybelle Blossom? Did she ever get billing?”

“Blossom…. You mean Mary Soames? Pretty little thing, big eyes, black hair? Did a lot of understudy work—that’s right, it would’a been five, six years ago. Been here five, myself, just barely. Time does fly.”

“It does,” David agreed, wanting to shake the man.

“Well, she’s gone too. Oh, not dead!” he said hastily, seeing the shock on David’s face. “She just got married. He sold pies off a cart. Nice fellow. Her last night here, he brought his cart around and gave us all pies. Good eatin’ they was, too. They say he’s still in business, but I never see that cart anymore.”

“I see. Thank you.” He paid for his tickets and added a tip for the information, even though it was well-nigh worthless. He was in a thoughtful mood when he met Will out in the entry hall.

“Something wrong?” Will asked.

“Nothing unexpected. A very old stagehand passed away, and it seems that everyone else I once knew has gone on to other things. Now I understand those old tales about a man who’s lured away by the fairies and comes back to find everyone he knew is gone.”

“Even your long-lost love?”

“Oh, she went off and married a pieman!” David said, and the absurdity of it cracked the shell of his gloom. “That puts me in my place, right enough! But I’m told they were very good pies.”

“Well, you said she was a sensible girl.” Will shrugged. “Theater is all very well, but you know where you stand with a good pie.”

“True enough. Let’s go find our cab and something hot for our tea.”

Now that he was thinking of food, it seemed the whole street carried the aromas of cooking. The jarvey clucked to his horse, and they set off again, going only a little way before they came to a halt in front of a neat shop with spanking clean paint and a sign that proclaimed “The Mr. and Mrs.” The cabman tapped on the roof, and they took that as the signal to climb out and arrange for a rendezvous in an hour’s time.

The place was busy as they walked in, but not overcrowded. A young man wiping dishes behind the bar nodded to them and pointed to an empty table off in one corner. He held up a pint mug in an inquiring way. David indicated two, then led the way to the table.

Moments later, a fair-haired girl in a tidy apron brought them two mugs of ale that had a strong, hoppy scent. She beamed as she set the beer down, and David grinned at the appreciative way she eyed Will. “Afternoon, gentlemen! Are you here for a meal or just a bite?”

“What’s on offer?” Will asked.

“Roast beef or mutton, bread with dripping, potatoes and green beans, bread and cheese, shepherd’s pie, pork pie.” She stopped the singsong and thought. “And there might be some Yorkshire pudding left. Got soup almost ready, and currant buns.”

Will nodded happily. “Something smells delicious. I’m ready for a meal.”

“Oh, yes,” David agreed. “Beef, please. And by all means, bring the Yorkshire pudding if you still have it. It comes highly recommended!”

“Start with soup?”

“Why not?”

“Careful, Will,” he warned as the girl skipped away. “There’s a lass who likes a man in uniform!”

Will gave him a patient look and lifted his mug. “She must be all of fifteen. To your health and success tomorrow… and someday a fine young man—who is not me—for that child!”

David chuckled and hoisted his own drink. But he’d only taken a sip before another woman approached the table—probably ten years older than the serving girl, but much prettier—a bright smile, dark curls tucked under a kerchief, and eyes he would never forget.

He set his mug down hastily and scrambled to his feet. “Marybelle?”

“Davy! It is you!”

He was suddenly enveloped in a mass of feminine pulchritude as she hugged him and gave him a hearty buss on the cheek. She grinned at his shock and Will’s bewilderment, then turned to the room. “Settle down, boys, he’s just an old friend. Nothing to worry the Mister.” Still smiling, she said, “Susan came running into the kitchen to tell me there were two beautiful sailors in the house, and when she started to describe you, I thought—well, maybe it is him. And here you are!” She looked his uniform over. “What sort of officer are you, then?”

“No sort at all, yet,” he admitted. “Allow me to present my shipmate, Lieutenant Marshall. Mr. Marshall, this is Mrs.….”

“Brown,” she said, shaking Will’s hand. “Funny, isn’t it? All the fancy names for the stage, and here I am, plain Mrs. Alan Brown, and happier than I’d ever expected.”

“He’s an Acting Lieutenant, Mrs. Brown, here in town for his promotion,” Will interjected. “Mr. Archer is the best man on the ship, and the best friend as well.”

“How ever did you find me?” she asked.

David pulled out a chair for her, and they all sat again. “Serendipity. At the theater they told me you married a pieman. This….” He glanced around at the small but beautifully kept dining room. “We came here because our cabman spoke highly of your Yorkshire pudding, but this is no pie wagon.”

“Oh, we do still have the wagon.” She nodded toward the bar. “My brother-in-law, Fred, there, he takes that out in the evening when people are going home. My husband’s out with our son now—I was making soup and found a whole bag of onions had gone bad, so they’re off fetching some more. We had a big crowd in at midday.”

“You left the stage?”

She smiled wistfully, patting his hand. “It was a pretty dream, wasn’t it? But after you left, I started thinking about what I’d do in five years’ time, or ten, and I knew I’d always be cast as the comic maid or Juliet’s nurse. I haven’t that extra something the great ones have. And there was Alan, with his own little business, bringing me a pie every day after you’d gone—he’d thought I wouldn’t be interested, while I was with you. Silly man finally got up the nerve to ask if I’d walk out with him…. He wasn’t as smart and romantic as you, but he’s a good man and a sensible, hardworking one, and I could see we’d do well in harness. I knew that if I put the money I had from you together with what he’d saved, we could make a go of it. He didn’t want to take anything until I convinced him that this was what I wanted—a place of my own. Of our own.”

“That helped, then?”

“Helped?” She looked at Will. “He’s still like that, isn’t he? Doesn’t see what a dear thing he is.”

“I think you are exactly right,” Will agreed.

“Two against one is not fair,” David lamented.

“You gave me a chance at freedom, m’dear,” she said, serious now, and in a voice that would not carry to the other tables. “You saw the sign outside? Alan insisted on that—both our names over the door, because it’s our business. I’m mistress of my own place now, and nobody’s understudy, thanks to you.”

“It wasn’t that much,” he said. “You’d have—”

“We’d still be pushing the pie wagons,” she said. “It may not have been much to you, but before that I had nothing. And it was enough, after a year, to put down on a lease.” She turned to Will. “He couldn’t have done better by me if he’d married me. That kind and generous, and you know I didn’t expect more than a little flirtation, him just a boy himself, and Quality. I didn’t want to lie about him, and I didn’t have to. Alan said he’d had girlfriends before me and didn’t expect he was my first. And he meant it! I do love him—he’s such a good man.” Nodding toward David, she said, “And so is he! We named our first boy Alan David, in his honor.”

David could feel his face going red and cursed his fair coloring. “That wasn’t necessary,” he protested.

“No, it wasn’t,” she agreed, getting to her feet. “And that’s what made it such a fine, generous thing for you to do. Now, you gents just sit back and enjoy that ale, and I’m sending you out our best dinner. Anything else you want, just ask—it’s on the house.” She winked at David with a cheeky grin. “’Cept one thing, love, ’cause I’m a respectable married woman now. But didn’t we have good times!”

She was off with a bounce, and David was barely able to meet Will’s eyes. “If you love me,” he pleaded, “not a word of this once we’re back aboard.”

“Of—” Will tried to be serious, but broke into helpless laughter. “Of course not. Gentlemen never tell. Oh, Davy, if you could see your face! But she’s right, you know. It was a wonderful thing you did.” His eyes flicked back in the direction she’d gone. “You don’t regret it, do you?”

“That I’m not running a pie shop off Drury Lane, teaching my boy to buy wholesome produce?” He sighed. “No, Will. In the first place, I have no idea how to tell if an onion’s sound. I’m also nowhere near ready to be a father, and if I’d stayed, I would be one by now.”

“Sobering thought,” Will said.

“Indeed. But as sweet as it was…. That was years ago. She was right. We did have good times, but we’d never have been happy together, and it would’ve broken my mother’s heart to have grandchildren she couldn’t brag about to her friends. I don’t think I would have liked it much either.” He met Will’s eyes, and held them. “If I had stayed… I would never have met you.”

“That would have been my loss.”

He seemed about to say something more, but the girl who’d brought their beer came up bearing a tray with a round loaf and two crockery bowls. “Onion soup! I know that don’t sound like much, but Mrs. Brown learnt it from a French cook, and it’s my favorite. You just try it!”

“She sounds like my father’s housekeeper,” Will said when the girl was out of earshot. “I wouldn’t dare not like it.”

David had already ventured a taste, letting the sweet-and-savory flavors dazzle his palate. He tore a chunk of bread off the loaf and dunked it shamelessly. “Don’t worry. It’s delicious. One day I may have to send my own cook here to beg her for the recipe.”

Mary Brown may have had a simple name, but she—or her cook—had a genius for making plain food the best it could possibly be.

When she came out to ask if they’d enjoyed the meal, Will leaned over and said in an undertone, “I was telling Lieutenant Archer he should have eloped with you, ma’am. If we were allowed ladies on board, I’d beg you to sign on as our ship’s cook.”

“Mr. Marshall,” David said, “her customers would riot.”

“Aye, and so would my family,” she said. She glanced up as the door opened, and smiled at the man who came in with a small boy. “There’s Mr. Brown now. I think maybe I’d best not introduce you. He’s a proud man, my Alan.”

David nodded. “Of course. Thank you again for a wonderful meal, and the best of luck to both of you. I’m so glad to see how well you’ve done.”

He smiled to himself as she greeted her husband and relieved him of one of several sacks of what were no doubt onions. The fellow was medium height, with light, thinning hair and a friendly, intelligent expression. The boy beside him had his mother’s dark coloring. He was so young it was impossible to guess which of them he’d look like when he grew up. They all disappeared into the kitchen, and David surreptitiously left a shilling on the table for young Susan. She deserved it, for letting him see that Marybelle had found her true prince—even if he had been pushing a pie wagon instead of riding on a white charger.

“You’re far more handsome than Mr. Brown,” Will said.

“I’m sure you think so, but he has a kind face. I’m glad of that. Let’s clear out before we cause any awkwardness.”

“Are there any more sights we must see today?” Will asked as they stepped out into the afternoon heat. “It’s been a full day, and I am more than ready to sit down with a good book and call it an early night. There’s tomorrow to think about. Is that our cab?”

“Yes. Let’s ask this cabman to come by at nine and take us to the Admiralty tomorrow morning. He seems dependable, and my only fear now is of having some delay at the last moment. Oh, and Will?”

“Yes?”

“On the way to the Lion… one more bookshop?”

AS THEY entered the Red Lion, the innkeeper seemed to catch himself before handing over their room key. “Mr. Archer?”

“Yes.”

“This came for you while you were out. A footman in livery!”

Will raised an eyebrow.

“Thank you. I suppose my mother’s in town after all,” David said absently, taking the sealed letter. “Did he wait for a reply?”

“No, sir.”

He broke the seal and scanned the note. Will caught a glimpse of beautiful copperplate script before Davy folded the missive. “Nothing we need do this evening,” Davy said as they headed up the stairs to their room, “other than write and accept, and I can fire that off in the morning—she might expect we’ll be out late. My mother has invited us to dinner tomorrow. She is in town, but my father is not, and my sister Mary is staying with her at the townhouse.”

Will had a sudden notion. “I would like some tea, Davy. If I were to ask the man on duty to send up a tray, would he do so?”

“Of course. Shall I come?”

“No, I’ll only be a moment. You go on.” He hurried back downstairs. “Sir? We would like some tea sent up to our room, if you may. And… is there a writing desk I might use?”

HE’D EXPECTED to find Davy with his nose buried in a book when he went back upstairs, but instead he was standing at the window, gazing down into the street three stories below. For a moment Will just watched with appreciation at the way the afternoon sun set that golden hair ablaze, and then he asked, “Enjoying the passing scene?”

“Yes, but not quite as much as I’d thought I would.” He smiled apologetically. “I feel as though I’ve dragged you halfway across England to no purpose.”

“What?”

“I need to be here for the examination, true enough, but…. Will, it’s all been my own interests today, and tomorrow will be more of the same. Is there anything in London that interests you? Anything you would like to do?”

Will’s heart melted. “Yes, but someone’s bringing tea in just a few minutes, and I don’t believe we’d have time.”

“That’s not what I meant—be serious!”

“That is what I mean, and I am serious!” He crossed the room swiftly and turned Davy back toward the window. “Look out there. It’s enormous—like nothing I had imagined. You were right; I was completely unprepared for all the bustle, and without you I’d have lost my shirt by now, and probably my trousers as well.”

Davy smiled reluctantly. “That’d be a sight worth seeing.”

“Oh, thank you, sir. But instead, I have a new uniform on order, an invitation to dine with a Countess, and I no longer feel like a grass-comber his first day aboard. If I’ve seemed to be in a bad mood, it’s simply that I’ve been overwhelmed. Everything is so new I wouldn’t know what to choose. And in any case, you didn’t drag me here, you ass. We’re here on Captain’s orders, remember?”

Leaning against him, Davy relaxed. “Yes, I do. And try as I may, I can’t forget what’s coming up tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll do whatever I can to put that out of your mind,” Will promised. “At least for a while.”

HE AWOKE very early the next morning. Gray dawn light showed through a crack in the curtains, and Davy lay heavy against him, still sound asleep. The attempt to distract him had gone extremely well. They’d barely had the energy to tidy up after themselves and climb into nightshirts. In August, no maid would come in to start a fire, but there was no point taking chances.

What a week this was going to be! So much would depend on the next few hours, but after the examination, what? Dinner with the Countess. Good God. He had accepted Davy’s social standing as a given, but until now it had not seemed to be something that would affect him personally. Aboard ship they were merely two small cogs in a well-oiled mechanism of command. Here in London, he was the son of a commoner—yes, son of a clergyman, self-educated and respectable, but not a person of any importance.

“Nelson’s father was a parson too,” Davy had told him. And Will had replied that Nelson’s godfather was a baron, and Nelson’s mother had a prime minister just two generations back in her family. Hardly the same thing!

Still, their difference in social standing wouldn’t affect him much once they were back on the Calypso. Not unless the obviously well-connected Archer family decided to exert its power in promoting Davy’s career. The understanding between them had always been that Will would make post rank first and take Lieutenant Archer with him, but “interest” always carried more weight than merit. Not that Davy wasn’t just as deserving of promotion, but by his own admission, he was not ambitious to command. What might happen then?

Will sighed. Life had been so very simple just a month ago. He doubted it would ever be simple again.

Then he listened to his weary body and went back to sleep.

IT SEEMED as though only a moment had passed before it was bright daylight and a maid was knocking at the door. Davy was too intense and focused—Will would not call it “nervy”—to eat much, so they made do with a couple of rolls and hot chocolate. That was all right. They would be finished at the Admiralty by noon, with any luck, and would then be able to pick up something to tide them over until dinner with… Davy’s mother. Will refused to let his mind keep repeating the phrase that made him feel as though he’d stepped into a novel.

They took a cab to keep their uniforms neat. Will remembered well enough how much appearance mattered—and how painfully aware he’d been, just a month before he was due to face the Examining Board in Portsmouth, that the uniform he’d bought only the year before had grown too tight at the shoulders. He hadn’t the money to replace his midshipman’s coat and still have enough to buy the coveted uniform of a Lieutenant, so he’d wound up trading a week’s rum ration for the loan of a coat from a fellow who was larger—a little too much larger, but a couple of temporary tucks had produced an acceptable effect.

Davy, of course, had no such problem. The tailor in Portsmouth had done a splendid job of restoration on both their dress uniforms, and Will was certain—even if he knew affection colored his opinion—that Acting Lieutenant Archer was the very image of a perfect Naval officer, right down to the silver buckles on his brilliantly polished shoes. If one were to paint a picture of the Admiralty, with its clean lines and imposing white walls towering over the streets, one would want to have a few handsome officers artistically placed about the grounds.

He certainly looked the part as they approached the guard post at the Admiralty and gave their names and purpose to the officer on guard, whose uniform was every bit as impeccable as Davy’s. He glanced at the list and nodded. “Archer and Marshall. Straight ahead, gentlemen, and report to the duty officer in the entry hall.”

Will was glad they’d allowed an extra half hour as they trod the long open courtyard between the gate and the pillared portico of the sacred precincts. He had a notion of how gladiators might have felt, out in the open with walls of marble all around them.

“Gives them plenty of time to see who’s coming,” Davy said under his breath. “I can just hear them now: ‘Oh, Lord, it’s Grenbrook’s whelp—where’s the vat of boiling oil?’”

Will supposed it must be nerves behind the humor. “You’ll be fine.”

“Of course.”

Or perhaps it was not only Davy who was nervous. Will felt a little out of place himself, and more than a bit of a scruff. “You have all your papers?”

“Yes, and my commendations and my lucky admission token to Drury Lane in case I decide to chuck it all and run away to join the circus. And a clean handkerchief, Mama, so you needn’t worry about your little boy disgracing himself!” Davy chuckled. “I expect it’s going to be awful, Will, but honestly—there’s nothing left to worry about, and nothing more I can do to prepare. I’m as ready as I’m likely to be. If they decide that’s not enough, I think you’ll be more disappointed than I.”

Another perfectly groomed officer met them at the door—without boiling oil—and escorted them to a hall with gleaming marble floors and a row of chairs along one wall, where they were instructed to sit. Their escort continued down the hall to a set of carved double doors—closed, of course—where he knocked, then walked away.

“Efficient signals,” Davy commented. “But what would you expect in the Holy of Holies?”

Will shot him a warning look. This was not the time for the impudent Archer sense of humor to make itself known.

“Oh, don’t worry, Will! I’ll be meek as a nun’s hen in the presence of greatness.”

“Polite, I believe.” He brushed a nonexistent speck of dust off Davy’s shoulder. “Meek, never.”

Yet another perfect aide-de-camp opened the door to the inner sanctum. “Mr. Archer?”

Davy drew in a quick breath and rose. “And they’re off!” he murmured.

Will gave him a smile. “Good luck.”

Davy only nodded and walked briskly down the hall, head up and colors flying.

Will had never been so proud.

THE QUESTIONS came at him for approximately an eternity, but much to Archer’s surprise, none of them were insurmountable. They were issued more rapidly than he would have liked, but that was fair too—there’d be no time for dithering in battle. This was as much a test of character as knowledge. The Navy would be remiss in its duty if it passed men who could not shoulder responsibility and hold up in the face of pressure.

But there was still one thing he knew was coming—and at last, it arrived.

“So,” Captain James said ponderously. “Sir Paul says you know your navigation. Well, then, sir….” He held out a slip of paper. “Cast your eyes upon these figgers and tell me where your ship is moored.”

“You may use the chart if you like,” Captain McLain offered. He seemed the least fusty of the bunch, but none of the stern older men showed an ounce of humanity. Nor, Archer supposed, should they. This was a trial, not a fete. It was supposed to be difficult.

He looked at the figures and swallowed. The rest of the questions had been fairly simple, but he had never forgotten that the worst hurdle lay ahead. Navigation had always been his weakest subject, and he’d been dreading this.

Well, as Will always told him, it was only numbers. Just a problem. And what you did with problems was, you solved them.

He worked the calculations as he had done hundreds of times before, standing at the table with the paper and pencil provided. His mind went blank at the answer he produced. He’d shot the sun in locations all over the English Channel and the nearby Atlantic, but never come up with 51.11 N, 1.49 W… surely England, and just as surely no place he could moor a ship. And those numbers seemed familiar, somehow. One of Will’s silly games, giving him readings that made no nautical sense so he would learn to trust the numbers to tell him the truth.

And then the light dawned. “Salisbury Plain?”

“Are you asking or telling?” Captain James snapped.

He wanted to look at the chart but decided against it. “Salisbury Plain,” he said with a certainty he did not feel. “Very near Stonehenge, sir, if I’m not mistaken. Not an ideal mooring.”

Captain McLain’s neutral expression showed the hint of a smile. “Very good, Mr. Archer.” He cast a glance at the other captains. “Gentlemen?”

“I’m satisfied,” Captain Moore said. “Smith won’t send a man in until he knows his business.”

Captain James gave a grudging nod, and Captain McLain said, “If you will excuse us, Mr. Archer?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

He managed not to trip on his own feet while leaving the room, but his heart gave an odd lurch when Will looked up from the Naval Gazette he’d been reading, the question clear in his eyes.

Archer shrugged. “I’m to wait for the verdict. I think it went well.”

“They were quick,” Will said. “Or perhaps my own only seemed to take forever.”

“I believe they spent more time examining my papers than questioning me. And, Will, thank you for making me calculate readings no ship could navigate. They had me stationed at Stonehenge.”

Will laughed, an incongruous sound in that monument to serious purpose. “Did you guess it?”

“Yes, I recognized the latitude!”

At a whisper of sound behind them, they both became grave. Archer turned to see Captain McLain approaching, Archer’s service records in one hand and a new document in the other. “Sir?”

“Congratulations, Lieutenant Archer.” McLain’s broad face broke into a smile. “Go pay your shilling and take your oath, sir! And my compliments to Sir Paul, when next you see him.” He extended a hand first to Archer, then to Will. “Smith and I were midshipmen together,” McClain said. “I could hardly say so earlier, but you both have my thanks for helping him bring in that bastard.”

“It—it was our pleasure, Captain,” Archer managed. “But to tell you the truth, I prefer fighting the French.”

McLain laughed. “Indeed. A fair fight and no false colors. Good day to you both, gentlemen. And again, congratulations!”

“Are my feet touching the floor?” Archer inquired as they left the hall. “I can hardly tell. I passed, Will!”

“Of course you did, Lieutenant Archer,” Will responded. “Now let us do as the Captain commanded, and go take your oath so we may then find something to eat. Your head may be in the clouds, but my stomach says it’s been a long time since breakfast.”

“Back to the Lion?”

“Yes. But before we do that, I think we should go by your tailor’s establishment. I suppose it’s much too early for him to have finished our clothes, but we may as well let him know that you will be needing that new uniform as soon as possible.”

“A pity I wasn’t more confident yesterday,” Davy said. “It would be a fine thing to dine with my mother as a commissioned officer of His Majesty’s fleet.”

“Who knows?” Will said. “Perhaps he was inspired.”

MR. STRATFORD himself was waiting when they walked in the door. If he had been cheerful on their first visit, today he was positively gleeful. “Mr. Archer! Lieutenant Archer, I should say! You are just in time!”

Davy frowned. “In time for what?”

“To try on your new uniform, sir!” He cocked an eyebrow at Will. “I received your notice yesterday, sir, but I had already begun work as soon as you left the premises. In fact, I had a rough cut already made in blue superfine, waiting only for the particulars.”

“I thank you for your confidence,” Davy said, “but—”

Stratford turned to Will. “Sir, were you confident that Mr. Archer would pass his examination?”

“Of course!”

“And so was your uncle, sir, and you know very well that if you had somehow failed, I would be none the worse for having a spare uniform in stock. But it will fit you better than anyone else, so if you would step this way, please?”

Will found himself a comfortable chair in the area obviously designed for customers to wait and amused himself with the Gentlemen’s Magazine. Sometime later, he heard a slight sound and glanced up—and sat staring, speechless with delight.

Lt. David Archer, Royal Navy, was splendid from the cockade at the top of his bicorne to the mirror polish on his shoes. His brass buttons shone like so many miniature suns, his face was neatly framed by an immaculate dress shirt and neckcloth, and the gilt tassel that dangled from the scabbard of his dress sword drew Will’s eyes perilously close to where they should never go in public. Davy’s new breeches fit very, very well.

“Will I do?” he asked, with a mischievous grin.

“I should say so!” Will would have expounded on that theme if they had been alone, but Stratford appeared at that moment, beaming with well-deserved pride. The tailor’s presence helped Will get his admiration under control as he joined Davy in congratulating Stratford on a magnificent job done at lightning speed.

“And we’re to meet my mother for dinner,” Davy said, “so you’ve saved me the trouble of explaining my promotion. I may need to pick up smelling salts, just in case she swoons.”

Will thought privately that if the family tailor had known about it, the Countess might have already had a hint from her brother-in-law. He kept that notion to himself. Davy deserved the fun of surprising his mother.

“Lt. Marshall, I fear that your order is not yet ready—”

“Oh, think nothing of it. As you see, I’m not quite so polished, but they did allow me into the Admiralty this morning. And it would have been a shame to keep Mr. Archer in a midshipman’s attire one moment longer than necessary.”

Stratford looked relieved. “Come by on Friday, sir, and we’ll do you just as proud.” He hesitated. “Lt. Archer, might I prevail upon you to do me an enormous favor? I’ve wished to have a drawing made for some time now, to show our work to its best advantage. I realize it is a tremendous imposition, but if you could spare an hour or two while you’re in town…. The artist is not well-known, but he is extremely talented, he works quickly, and, of course, we could have the drawings made so your face would not appear in any commercial way….”

Davy looked aghast, but the idea caught Will’s imagination, and he thought of the prize-money he had in the bank, and what he could do with just a little of it. “Sir—do you think this artist could produce a small portrait from his drawings? We are only here until a week from Friday—”

“Will!”

“No, Mr. Archer, only consider! Your modesty does you credit, but put it aside for a moment. You joined the Navy at sixteen! Think how pleased your mother would be to have a likeness of you as you are now, a grown man and an officer.”

Davy opened his mouth to protest, and then Will saw that his words struck home. “She… she would like that. Very much. Perhaps I might arrange to have it delivered as a Christmas present.”

“Then you will sit for the drawings?” Stratford asked cautiously.

With a sigh, Davy said, “In for a penny, in for a pound. If your artist can meet with us early next week, I’ll do it—but for no more than a day, and I must see an example of his work before I consider commissioning a portrait. And it had better be a small one. I haven’t much of my family’s fortune!”

“Of course. Thank you, sir! I shall do my best to have him here when you come by for Mr. Marshall’s uniform and your other items, if you let me know the time.”

Will guessed that Stratford was a shrewd businessman, quick to realize the benefits of a Countess showing her friends her handsome son in his equally handsome uniform—and with luck the artist would be pleased to have his work so displayed, as well. If he had any sense at all, Stratford would commission a portrait to hang in his shop—but, no, that might spark a great deal of jealousy amongst other Navy men.

The drawings would do that, anyway.

BACK TO the cab. David waited until the driver was up on his perch, out of earshot, before he said, “Will, I was ready to murder you.”

“I know. But he made a great deal of sense, Davy, and if the artist he means to use is the one who drew the pictures in his pattern book—did you notice those? They were original drawings, not prints—then the man has talent.” He looked a little wistful. “I would love to have a portrait of you myself, but it’s not the sort of thing I could keep in my sea chest without someone thinking it peculiar if I were to be killed. Of course, that wouldn’t matter to me, but it might damage your reputation.”

David’s throat closed at the thought of losing Will, and he coughed to clear it. “Nonsense. I’d just say you’d had it done for my mother and wanted to deliver it personally.”

“No.” Will shook his head regretfully. “It would be too foolish. As long as I have the real thing to gaze upon, I need no picture, and if I did not have you there… I’m not certain I could bear to look at a picture.” He bit his lip and changed the subject abruptly. “Shall we stop somewhere for a drink to celebrate your promotion?”

David shrugged. “The taproom at the Lion will do well enough. My mother will call for champagne at dinner, so we had best pace ourselves.”

“When we get to the Lion,” Will said, his voice surprisingly quiet, “I want to go straight up to our room… and tell you exactly how splendid you look in that uniform. I may find myself explaining in such detail that you will soon be out of that uniform.”

“What?” He turned to look at Will and found himself being visually devoured. He had known Will to be capable of passion, but he hadn’t ever seen him quite like this before. And that wild look in Will’s eyes sent a flush of arousal through his own body. He looked away because he had to, or he’d have fallen into those dark eyes and they’d both have been dead.

“I don’t know how it is,” Will said in that quiet voice that David now realized was a sign of tight self-control, “but the sight of you in that uniform makes me wish I could have my hands all over you this very minute. If we do not have a period to rest and refresh ourselves before we go to dine with your mother, I will be in the most severe discomfort for the rest of the day.”

“We had better do that, then,” David said. “I seem to be feeling the same way myself.”

BUT IT was not so easy. The innkeeper, alert to nuance, noticed that the Mr. Archer who had left in the morning had returned Lieutenant Archer, and he insisted on standing the two naval gentlemen to a glass of the establishment’s best brandy.

Naturally, the new lieutenant had to return the compliment—fortunately there were only a couple of other patrons on the taproom at the time—and he escaped as quickly as possible by pleading a command appearance at his mother’s, who had not seen him in five long years. “And I got hardly any sleep last night,” he improvised untruthfully, “so I’d very much like to catch a few winks to prevent falling asleep in my soup. I haven’t done that since I was out of short pants.”

He might have only bought tickets in Drury Lane, but he hadn’t forgotten that it was best to leave the audience laughing. He ordered up a farewell round to drink the King’s health, was promised a wake-up call in two hours, and followed Will up the stairs—he thought it prudent to be behind Will, rather than in front of him.

Will got the door unlocked, fumbling a bit, and threw his hat onto the bed.

Door locked. Keyhole blocked. Curtains drawn—and portmanteau set in front of the door to create a moment’s delay, just in case.

“If I may assist you with your coat, sir?” Will asked with exquisite courtesy.

“Thank you, sir,” David said politely, and grabbed Will with both hands, pulling his mouth down for a kiss. It burned like fire.

Will caught his hands, pushed them down, and worked the jacket off over his shoulders. Another moment, and Will pulled his mouth away. “Davy, damn it—we can’t do anything to wrinkle your clothes!”

“I know!” He was unbuttoning his waistcoat as fast as he possibly could, and as Will laid the coat carefully over a small chest at the foot of the bed, he got his neckcloth unfastened. “What about yours?”

“Let me look at you first.” But he wasn’t just looking. Will slid his hands under the waistcoat and eased that off, then the neckcloth. He bent to kiss David’s throat, a trace of heat cooled by breath that made him shiver. “Lieutenant Archer. May I congratulate you on your promotion?”

“Not until I get my breeches off!” David whispered urgently.

“Certainly, sir!” Will dropped to his knees and rubbed his mouth against the front flap of the new, uncomfortably tight breeches, opening the buttons as he teased.

David dug his fingers into Will’s hair. “Not yet.”

Will stood again, panting, and finished the job with the buttons. “Sorry.”

“Idiot.” Shaking his head, David rapidly removed the rest of his clothes while Will did the same. “There. I’m out of uniform. Better?”

“Much.” Will brushed his hair out of his eyes with one hand. “I’m sorry. Don’t know what got into me.” His tone was apologetic, but his touch was not. He did what he’d said in the cab; he seemed to need to touch David everywhere, cradling his face as he kissed him, brushing over his back, his arse, his thighs, turning him around and resting his hot cock between David’s buttocks as he held him close.

“Let’s not bother with the bed,” David gasped. The wall was handy; he put both hands against it while Will reached around and brought him to a quick and explosive release.

Trust Will; he had a handkerchief there to catch the mess. Then Will was shivering against him, and they were both standing there weak-kneed and giddy.

But quiet. Even as they slid to the floor, they did it as silently as might be.

“Two-gun salute for a Lieutenant,” Will mumbled.

A COUPLE of hours later, a discreet tap at the door found them lounging around in shirtsleeves, reviewing the Times.

WILL NOTICED that Davy was watching him warily as they dressed, but he suppressed the impulse to tease. “Stand down, Mr. Archer, you are quite safe. Whatever it was that possessed me this afternoon seems to have passed out of my system.”

“I’m glad of that,” Davy said. “Not that it wasn’t delightful in its way, but I’m not sure either of us would survive if it became chronic.”

“If I hadn’t known we would have the privacy….”

“I understand. And we won’t have it very often, so I’m glad you did.”

Will nodded. Then he said, “Are you certain I won’t be intruding at your mother’s?”

“I’m certain I had better not appear without you if I value my life—and if you ask me once more, I’m going to find a pond and throw you in it. If you’d seen some of the louts my brother has dragged home to dinner, you’d realize how ridiculous that question is. My mother has been prepared to clasp you to her bosom ever since I wrote to her that you’d vanquished a bully who was making my life miserable. That was just a little over five years ago, so you might as well resign yourself. And no, I did not inflict the details on her. I just said you thwarted him so thoroughly he left the ship.”

He frowned at the knot of his neck cloth and undid it for another attempt. “My eldest sister Mary Elizabeth will be there as well. She’s Lady Crandall—she will never let you forget it—and she’s in town because her daughter has just become engaged but fell sick with the flu. Mary’s come to my mother for help with their matrimonial frenzy. If we’re lucky we won’t have to hear too much about it. I wish it were Amelia visiting—you’d like her—but Mary tends to believe everyone thinks her husband’s family tree is as interesting as she does.”

“I can nod and ask unintrusive questions with the best,” Will said.

“I know you can. There is nothing to worry about. You will have a wonderful time.”

MUCH TO Will’s surprise, he did. Lady Grenbrook was a delightful woman, and Will saw immediately where Davy’s sunny personality came from. He was very like her in coloring, too, though her hair was now silver gilt, enhanced by the soft blues of her simple but attractive gown.

Lady Crandall was on her way out as they came in, lingering only long enough to greet her younger brother, allow him to present Will, and then hurry off in her landau. A previous engagement, she explained, made before she knew her brother was going to be in town this week, required her attendance. It had something to do with husband’s close associates, and she could not possibly offend by canceling at such short notice. She managed to make it sound as though the inconvenient timing had somehow been Davy’s fault. Will was just as pleased that she couldn’t spare the time.

Davy simply smiled. “That’s perfectly all right, old girl,” he assured her. “I didn’t know I’d be here myself until Saturday noon. Have a lovely evening. We’ll manage somehow. Perhaps you can find time next week—I’m taking Mr. Marshall to Astley’s! Would you care to join us?”

“You really should not tease your sister that way,” Lady Grenbrook said after the door had closed behind her daughter. “The poor girl has no sense of humor.”

“I know, Mama, but… she hasn’t changed one bit, and I suppose neither have I. Always the trouble child, aren’t I?”

“Don’t be foolish, David. My, you look splendid! I’ve told your father that we need to have family portraits done now that you’re all grown, but I suppose you’ll be off to sea before I can arrange that.”

“Wait until Genie’s a little older,” he suggested, raising an eyebrow at Will. “I just got this uniform, and I’m not in a hurry to change it. How are things going with the rest of the family? And how are you?”

“Proud enough to burst!” She hugged him again. “Your father will be so vexed that he missed you.”

“He can tell me that himself, sometime. But you tell me, would you care to see King John at Drury Lane this Friday evening?”

“With a military escort? I certainly would!”

“I come by it honestly, you see,” Davy told Will. “I’m going to take Will out to Vauxhall tomorrow—he’s never been, and I think everyone should see it at least once.”

“Yes,” she said. “But I saw a notice in the Times today that tomorrow’s spectacular will include the Duke of York’s band as well as the fireworks. That’s a little more exuberance than I’m quite ready for—and besides, there is one horn player who invariably blows flat, and that sets my teeth on edge. I’m sure you boys will have far more fun if you’re footloose and fancy-free.”

Davy winced. “Thank you for the warning—we may not stay for the marching band!”

The rest of the evening went much the same way. If he did not quite feel like one of the family, Will certainly felt a welcome guest, and though he was awed by the size of the house (only a little ballroom, her ladyship said, but with four girls to launch—five, counting Jane—it was such a convenience), the mansion did feel like a home, despite its elegant décor. And though he was ready to leave by the end of the evening, he was in no hurry to escape. It was good to see Davy so relaxed and happy after all the tension and trouble of the previous month.

“NOT SO bad, then, was it?” David asked as they settled into their room at the Red Lion. His mother had offered them hospitality but seemed to understand that two young men on the town might prefer to be at liberty—even though she had no idea what it meant in this case—and she’d sent them home in the family carriage. The coachman had known David since he was eight and took the chance to congratulate him on his promotion. Since it was an open landaulet, they’d had to keep their conversation general until they got back to the hotel.

“Not bad at all,” Will said. “Your mother is delightful. Apart from being snubbed by your sister, did you enjoy the evening?” He yawned, taking off his jacket and unbuttoning his waistcoat.

David sank into one of the comfortable chairs flanking the table. “Will, I can’t recall a happier day in my whole life. Touch wood! Really, it was very nearly perfect. And we’ve a week of treats to look forward to—though we can omit Astley’s if you like. They’re doing Fair Rosamund, and you might find her a bit overwrought. Friday we must go back to Stratford’s—later in the day, I think, and he may not have my undress uniforms and other gear until next week.” He realized he was starting to ramble and said, “But what would you like to do?”

Will shook his head. “As I said, I’m game for almost anything. If you want to visit another bookshop, I’ve been thinking there might be some military history I’d enjoy—and I saw a poster that they’re digging up the ruins at Pompeii. That would be interesting, if anything has been published on the excavations.”

“I am never going to turn down a bookshop,” David said. “It’s as well we have other readers on the Calypso, because I can’t possibly keep everything I’ve been wanting to pick up. If it’s ruins you want, we must stop by the museum. Anything else?”

Will seemed hesitant, standing behind his chair and shifting restlessly. “No, nothing I want to do, particularly. But I was wondering…. Your old sweetheart…. I’m not certain how to say this. Davy, do you see the two of us in that way—something that is good and pleasant for now, but without a future?”

“Will!”

“It’s all right if you do,” Will added hastily. “Our situation… it’s not one that can ever be recognized. Your father would probably kill us both if he ever found out, if the Navy didn’t do it first, but—”

“Will, stop. Please, sit down.” As he did, David fetched out the bottle of champagne his mother had sent with them, and two glasses that he’d had sent up from downstairs. He poured a glass for each of them, watching the bubbles rise. “I have loved you as a friend—and more—for three years now. What happened a few weeks ago… like this whole day, it was better than I had ever hoped. I know this is all very new to you. It is to me too. I had never dared hope…. I don’t know how long it will last, or how it will end, or if we can somehow make it last for the rest of our lives. But I hope we can.”

Will bowed his head, and David wondered if he’d just put his foot in it.

“Will? How do you see the two of us?”

Will looked up, blinking back tears. “I don’t want it to end. Ever. I don’t know if we can do it either, but that is what I want. Only…. Davy, you’re the son of an earl. You’re capable of so much more than a dangerous, illicit connection—”

“If we both want this to continue,” David said, choosing his words carefully, “then, for now—let’s just allow it to continue. I don’t see any need to look for some vague dream when I have what I want right here and now.” He picked up his glass and touched it to Will’s. “Here’s to a future—together.”

THE ROAD from Portsmouth to London had seemed to go on forever. On the return trip, even though they were on the road all day long, the miles sped by just as the past week’s whirl of activities had. Their conversation slowed and stopped toward the end of the journey, as though they were both preparing to keep a close watch on every word. After the last change of horses, they decided to sit opposite each other instead of side by side, just to get back into the habit of separation.

But Davy was up to something; Will could see that in his eyes. Finally he could contain his curiosity no longer. “Very well, I’ll ask. What is it?”

“You know me too well. I had thought to keep it until Christmas—it’s too long to wait for your next birthday.”

“Oh, no,” Will said. “I hope you haven’t wasted—”

“Absolutely not a waste, Mr. Marshall. And I shall enjoy it as well.” He pulled his small traveling bag onto his lap and unbuckled the straps. “Something you said gave me the idea.”

Will was on tenterhooks as Davy brought out a flat package wrapped in stiff paper, unfolded the wrapping, then took another sheet of paper off what looked like a small rectangle of cardboard. “It’s just a little souvenir. See?”

He turned the cardboard over so that Will could see it—and read the legend at the bottom: “The New Uniforms!”

Above it was a lively line drawing of two young and carefree officers, Davy smiling, his hands outstretched as though sharing his glorious garb with all and sundry and laughing at himself all the while. Will stood a few feet away, giving him a slightly reproving look but unable to be very serious.

Will remembered the moment as though it were yesterday instead of a week ago. “I didn’t know he’d drawn that!”

“I saw the sketch before you did, and asked him to put it aside,” Davy admitted. “It’s what you said you wanted—and I wanted one of you, too. This is harmless, no matter who might see it—just a couple of fellows larking about at the tailor’s.”

“It’s perfect,” Will said, holding it to the light. “I wonder why Mr. Stratford didn’t want to keep it!”

“This is ink, drawn from the rough sketch—so he may have the original. I told him to ask my mother for permission if he wanted to use it in his shop. My guess is she’ll have it for herself if he does.”

Will took a last look and handed it back. “Keep it safe. I wondered why you brought that case with you, instead of packing it away!”

“Anything else in my trunk can be replaced,” Davy said. When the picture was safe once more, he shifted to sit beside Will and fastened the window curtains shut. “This is our last chance for God knows how long, Mr. Marshall. I suggest we make the most of it.”


ALL SOULS EVE

MIDSHIPMAN DAVID Archer woke in the dark, frowning as he tried to catch the edge of his vanished dream. Or was it a dream? He could not be sure. Something was wrong with Will; he knew that much. Since sodomy meant death in His Majesty’s Navy—and since Will Marshall was a loyal subject of His Majesty—Archer would never be able to tell Will how he felt. But his love, cherished like a small lamp in a dark cave, lent him an awareness of how things stood with his shipmate. Even now, Archer could not-quite hear something, hovering just outside his perceptions.

He sat up, his eyes growing accustomed to the dim light. Full moon tonight, All Hallows’ Eve. The cook had made a little soul cake and tied it out on the bowsprit—not that he was superstitious, mind, but one just couldn’t be too careful. Who knew what might be abroad on a night like this?

“Hello, Davy.”

No north wind could blow colder. Archer closed his eyes, steadied himself, then opened them again.

His nemesis stood before him: George Correy, pale as the grave, wearing midshipman’s breeches and a plain shirt. The horrible dark blotch across his chest spoke of his death wound. “Cat got your tongue, boy?”

Archer swallowed. This was not possible. “You—you are dead,” he managed. Dead two years now, and at Will Marshall’s hand. Will had not bowed under Correy’s bullying, as Archer had done; he’d faced Correy’s demands and threats and called him out. Only eighteen, but his clean shot put an end to Correy’s reign of rape and terror among the younger midshipmen. From that day on, Archer had been Marshall’s, body and soul—if only Will had wanted either.

Correy leered as though he knew all that. He shrugged. “Hasn’t stopped me, though, has it? Not tonight.” He took a step forward, clearly expecting Archer to give ground.

“You are dead,” Archer repeated, trying to convince himself. “You have no power here.”

“Oh, don’t I?” Grinning, he swung a fist, and Archer ducked vainly, knowing he’d moved too slowly.

But with a strange, damp chill, the fist passed through him, and with that proof, his courage returned. “You cannot touch me.”

“Not yet, Davy-boy, not yet—but I will. You’ve grown since we last met, haven’t you? Gotten above yourself. But you don’t have the shelter of your body, boy. You’re a naked spirit, just as I am. And when you despair, you’ll sink down to a level where I can reach you.”

Archer felt very strange, realizing there was still a body in his hammock. His own body, wrapped in a blanket, snoring a little. As he held his hand before his face, he realized that the body he wore now—this body, that felt as real as any—was glowing faintly, and a bright silver cord stretched back to the self in the hammock. He looked back and forth between his hand and his bed, bewildered.

“You think you’re strong, do you?” Correy waved toward the hammock. “You don’t have that flesh swaddling you, you little git. You left it to help your dear friend, and you can’t get back until the morning. By then you’ll be mine again, Archer.” A savage flash of teeth. “All mine. Forever. You and that swaggering bastard who shot me. I’ll have you both.”

Oh, my God. Will.

Even as he thought it, he was in Will’s little cabin, gazing down on his sleeping friend. But the sleep was very, very deep, and Archer saw another silvery cord stretching up through the ceiling. “What have you done to him?”

Correy smirked. “Not much. Not yet. Nightmares, Davy. You know all about nightmares, don’t you? I know I taught you the very best I could.”

This made no sense. It had to be some kind of dream. “You are not real.”

“Tonight I am. You know what night this is. And your wonderful Captain Smith—” He spat without effect. “—has brought this ship into a very special place. The veils are thin here, boy. I was finally able to pass through, and I can stay all night.”

“How—?”

“Oh, of course. You’re still living, you wouldn’t know. It’s attachment. Strong feeling, love or hate. And you must know, my dear Mr. Archer….” The ghostly fingers shivered along his face, clutched into his throat. “You must know how very cordially I do hate you both.”

Archer felt that hate, stronger than a physical blow.

And Correy saw it, his face lighting with an ugly anticipation. “Oh, you’re getting closer, aren’t you? Closer all the time. It won’t be long now, Davy.”

He had to get to Will. And as quickly as thought, he was there—up in the fighting top, where Will knelt against the mast, head bowed, one arm draped over the rail, his stare focused down into the water. He didn’t look up at Archer’s arrival or seem to be aware of his presence, even when Archer knelt beside him.

“Will?”

“He doesn’t know you’re here,” Correy whispered in his ear. “In his dream, he saw me drive a knife into your heart and throw your body overboard.”

“But you never—”

“I would have, if I’d had time. And that’s what I showed him.”

“But he killed you! He put you out of our lives forever.”

“Oh, that.” Correy aimed a kick at Will; he flinched, as if he felt something. “There! Much better. He’s getting down to my level. He doesn’t know he saved you, you see. He thinks the dream was real, and the truth was just a dream. And when he gets down here, I’ll have him. He won’t be able to go back to his body. Perhaps I’ll see if I can take it, instead. I always wanted to be a Lieutenant….”

Archer searched the deck below. Was there no one else on board who could see what was going on, who might help?

“No one.” Correy answered his thoughts as though he could hear them. “There’s no one else aboard who shared that special bond we three have. You were both such tender little morsels, so vulnerable. No one can see me now—or you either. They have their own affairs to mind….”

He waved a hand, and Archer was suddenly aware that the ship was full of shades, some of them in uniforms, English or French, some women, children—loved ones who died while husbands and fathers were at sea. The men awake, on duty, were wholly oblivious, while the others saw only those to whom they were bound, through love or hate.

What in God’s name am I going to do?

“Will?” He put a hand on Will’s shoulder, and it sank through, and Correy laughed—and as Archer’s heart contracted in fear, the shoulder under his hand grew firm. If feelings governed contact, then he had reached that same level of despair where Will was caught. All right, then. At least we’ll go together. “Will!”

Will blinked and looked up, and his eyes filled with tears. “Davy!” He caught Archer’s wrist. “Oh, God, Davy, I’m sorry, I never guessed he’d—”

“I’m all right, Will. It’s all right.” How to explain this madness? “I’m not even hurt.”

“Are we both dead, then?”

Correy leaned in between them. “Yes, you are, you little dog, and now you’re mine.”

“No!” Archer pushed at Correy, but his hand passed through. Good. Good. The bastard was at some lower level still. Of course. “No, Will. We’re both all right.”

Will only stared in bewilderment. “But if Correy’s dead, and we can see him—”

“He won’t believe you, Archer,” Correy purred. “This doesn’t fit into his little logical, mathematical mind. Isn’t it a delicious paradox?”

“Correy, shut your ugly face!” He knelt beside his friend. “Will, don’t you remember? You shot him a week after you came aboard. You freed us all. He never left Portsmouth after that because he was dead!” This, from a man who was apparently floating around a frigate like a will-o’-the-wisp. Why should Will believe him? I don’t know that I believe it myself. I shall feel a fool in the morning.

But he knew, somehow, that this was real, that he was fighting for both their lives. “Don’t you remember? You must remember the duel, at least. You can’t have forgotten that. You’d hardly come aboard the Titan before he was after you.”

“All a dream,” Correy interjected. “Everything you remember about him, it’s just a dream.”

“You were there.” Will’s grip tightened on Archer’s arm. “On the Calypso, under Captain Smith. We went overboard, were marooned on an island. You were there, Davy. I don’t know how—”

It was Archer’s turn to stare, at hearing the memory of his own dream from his friend’s lips. Was it possible? “Yes. It was a dream, as this is a dream, but the Calypso is real, captain and crew. We’re aboard her now.” He held his breath, watching the emotions shift on Will’s expressive face. They had been lovers in that dream, but Archer had thought it must have been his own unworthy fantasy. Had that been like this, shared dreams? Did Will really share his feelings as well? Surely not in his waking mind—Will had shot Correy for attempting to seduce him. He prayed that Will would not be frightened away by the memories, back into Correy’s grasp.

Will looked down at his hand, finally, and relaxed just a trifle. “I can touch you.”

“Yes.”

“No!” Correy grabbed for their shoulders, as though to push them apart, but his touch left no sensation this time, none at all. He was sliding down, or they were moving up; somehow, the gulf was widening. “No, you little whoresons, you’re mine, you hear me—”

“No, we’re not,” Archer said firmly. It was fear that pulled them down, and what was it that cast out fear? He had the answer now, he knew, if only…. “Will, do you remember that dream, of the island?”

Will’s dark brows drew together for a moment. “Yes. I never remembered it before, I couldn’t. The island, and sharing a hammock, and we—” He looked up, a dawning light in his eyes. “Davy, we are dreaming, aren’t we? This is not real? I can touch you?”

“Yes!” Archer said, and leaned over to kiss him. It was a dream, no doubt, and wholly insubstantial, but it felt real enough, the arms around him strong and warm… and their actions tore a scream of rage from Correy.

Will pulled back, with the beautiful, relaxed smile he never wore in life, that only showed in dreams. “Davy, even if this is only a dream—I love you.”

“Yes,” Archer said again. “Yes. We’re only dreaming, it’s safe here. Oh, God, I love you!” He leaned back against the mast, pulling Will to him, somehow not surprised at all to find their clothes gone. And then there was nothing but Will and a joyful urgency that left no room for anything else.

At some point Correy ceased to matter; whatever tie had drawn him seemed to have melted away in this warmth. He was no longer important, or frightening, or even very real. A curse, a wail of thwarted fury, and he was gone. Forever, Archer guessed.

They lay together for a very long time, holding each other, exploring, laughing like youngsters at the way their bodies leaped to attention at the merest touch, finding the touches that banished rational thought.

And then, slowly, a sense of time began to make itself felt. The night was passing.

Will gazed out over the ocean, at the swirling mist reflecting the bright full moon. “So this is all just a dream?” His fingers brushed Davy’s cheek, and Davy turned into the caress, leaving a kiss in his palm.

“I cannot think what else to call it. I know this is not physically real.” But it felt real; it felt more genuine than anything that had ever happened before, and more wonderful. But no, it was not real. And it was not going to last. He could feel time slipping away like sand beneath his feet. “It’s real to me, Will. I love you. That’s real enough.”

Will’s dark eyes were luminous in the moonlight. “Do you think we’ll remember?”

“I suppose not.” I will remember, he swore to himself. As I remember to breathe, I will remember this. But he knew, somehow, that Will would not. The whole notion would be too strange, the intimacy too threatening to Will’s essentially cautious nature. And in truth, to make this physically real would be deadly dangerous for them both, under the Articles of War.

His essentially cautious friend suddenly caught him in a fierce embrace, his warmth and scent as tangible as a heartbeat. “God, Davy, I don’t want to lose this, I had no idea….” Their kiss was long and deep, and Archer had a strange sense that the two of them were almost merging into each other. Perhaps souls could do that; he didn’t know. But hold on as he might, his lover was slipping away.

“Will, we can always dream,” he said quickly. “Whatever happens in waking, let us try to meet in dreams.”

“Here, in the fighting top?” Will said into his hair.

“Yes. Yes, or anywhere. Wherever you like.”

“Oh, God.” Will pulled him close, as though sensing the impending separation. “Davy, what’s happening? I can’t feel you—”

And he was gone, suddenly, as the ship’s bell sounded the inexorable end of one watch and beginning of the next. Will would be going on duty; he always did seem to be awake just before the bell sounded his watch. This watch would see the sunrise too. That made no sense, given where the moon seemed to be, but who ever said the planets behaved sensibly in dreams?

Archer decided to share the sunrise with Will, even if no memories accompanied it. He drifted down toward the deck, barely touching the shrouds, then felt a wrenching dislocation, felt himself falling—

And sat up clutching at the edges of his hammock.

ARCHER DRESSED quickly and made his way above deck, surprised at how damp and chilly the air was to his wakened body. He felt heavier too, less aware. He was a little surprised to find that he could no longer sense where Will was just by thinking of him. How strange, to feel that his physical body could be a constraint—and to realize how easily he had adjusted to being outside it.

But Will was where he ought to be, of course, standing on the quarterdeck, his attention focused on the binnacle, checking the compass, since he had just taken over the watch. He nodded when Archer came up. “You’re up early, Davy.”

“Halloween dreams. I couldn’t sleep.”

Will smiled crookedly. “I had strange dreams too, I think. Don’t remember much.”

With the sense of Pandora admiring her gift box, Archer asked casually, “Goblins and ghosts?”

“Oh, worse than that. George Correy, of all people. Wanted to drag us down to Hell, or some such thing. Silly.”

“Us?”

“Yes. I suppose it makes sense—that always was his aim, wasn’t it? But we sent him packing.”

“How did we manage that?” Davy asked, half hoping to evoke the rest of the memory.

Will shook his head, smiling slightly. “I really can’t remember, Davy. Somehow, it just seemed that we were strong enough together that he could not even touch us.”

“A good dream, then,” Archer said neutrally.

Will’s smile widened, but there was still a distant look in his eyes, as though he sought what he could not recall. “Indeed it was.”

Archer rested a hand on his shoulder for a moment, a brief touch, nothing in excess of friendship. “Let’s hope we have many more.” He bit his lip at the slip, but Will only nodded.

“Yes…. Oh, Davy, look!”

The sun had edged just above the horizon, and the eastern sky glowed in a dazzle of bright colors, the sun magnified in the misty air. Every shade of gold, pink, and violet sparkled against the water, a visual splendor to drive a painter mad with frustration. The light poured across the Calypso, gilding her sails and turning her very halyards into cords of gold. For one instant, all the bustle on deck ceased, every soul aboard stopping to acknowledge the sun’s glory.

“Nearly two minutes later than yesterday,” Will noted, as though he needed to modify his delight in the beauty of it. “Eight more weeks of longer nights.”

“But no darker,” Archer replied, then shook his head at his friend’s quizzical look. “Sorry, I was just waxing philosophical. But it is beautiful, Will. Such a beautiful new day.”


GIFT EXCHANGE

DEAREST MOTHER,

Thank you very much for sending the Christmas package. It did reach me in time for the holiday, though I am sorry to say I was unable to open it on Christmas Day. We had a long, wet gale that blew as though it would never cease, and all our ship’s company was either on deck, below deck at the pumps, or sleeping like the dead from sheer exhaustion. The weather moderated, however; as I write this, my lantern is swinging gently as a baby’s cradle.

Please do not be alarmed at my mention of the pumps, Mother. It is perfectly usual for a ship to take on a little water in lively weather, and, of course, you know our good Captain would not allow the Calypso, his pride and joy, to fall into disrepair. Indeed, as soon as the wind relented and the rain began to fall down instead of sideways, Captain Smith had our men commence the restoration of order.

But I must return to my thanks. I enjoyed the marzipan rabbit immensely—I was astonished that it had survived the journey!—and will share the fruitcake with my messmates. The warm underclothing and woolen stockings are also much appreciated, but I may not have room in my sea chest for so many; please do not think me ungrateful if I pass a few of them on to my friend Lt. Marshall. He has no family, Mother, and though he would never speak of it, I know he feels the lack keenly, especially at this blessed Season. I have not seen him receive even one letter since we returned to the ship after our adventure last summer.

If we are ever given shore leave again (and I know not when that might be), I should like to bring Lt. Marshall home with me for a visit. You have seen for yourself that he is a most respectable officer—a full Lieutenant, with several commendations to his record—and I am certain even Father could not object to him. (Indeed, after his dismay at my Drury Lane acquaintances, Father might not even recognize me in such utterly unexceptionable company!) Please do broach the subject, if you are able, and let me know how the wind blows in that quarter. You are a better judge of His Lordship’s temperament than I, and Father can be so abrupt. I would not see my friend slighted, as he is only too aware that his antecedents are less than illustrious. (Though I suspect he will eventually surpass many of our better-born but less capable shipmates.) He is certainly the best friend I have ever had, and I would not be writing this now if he had not saved my life last summer, an action that I know you must approve.

I do apologize for bringing up such an unfestive memory, but as the year draws to a close, I cannot help reflecting upon the great improvement in my life in the year just past. I had expected to wait a year at least before being allowed to take my examination for Lieutenant—and passing on my first attempt!—I did not wish to embarrass Mr. Marshall by saying this while he was present, but he must be given much credit for my promotion, since he did me the kindness of tutoring me in navigational mathematics—never my best subject. He vows that I am now able to find my way around the globe in my sleep, though if I can even manage that feat in broad daylight, I will be well pleased!

I seem to be approaching the bottom of another page, Mother, and while I do understand your hint—a gift of writing paper and ink is a signal even a junior Lieutenant can decipher—I must close now so as not to waste either my candle or my sleeping-time. Those of us on watch throughout the storm have been given two watches off to rest and recover ourselves. Captain Smith is, as I have surely said before, a very fine commanding officer, and while he expects our very best at all times, he is also vigilant of our welfare. You will be pleased to know that, once the ship was secure, he wasted no time in having the deck cleared for services so that he might read the Nativity from St. Luke to the assembled crew, after which he wished each man a Merry Christmas and had the cook serve a festive meal from special stores he had brought aboard when we were last supplied. The merriment that ensued was like nothing you could even imagine on such a normally sober, well-regulated ship!

Please rest assured that I am well and happy, and wish only that I could see your dear face, and those of my sisters. I will write to them soon, and more to you as time permits. When I may see you other than in my mind’s eye, I do not know, but I can think of no better way to occupy my time than serving in His Majesty’s Navy and guarding the land that holds my dear Family.

All love to you, and a Happy New Year!

Your devoted son,

David

Lieutenant (!) The Hon. David Archer, Royal Navy, HMS Calypso

“I DON’T know what to say.” Second Lieutenant William Marshall gazed at the little bundle of treasure that Third Lieutenant David Archer had just placed in his hands a few minutes after they’d come off watch.

Will was not only surprised but slightly tipsy, having for once drunk his entire spirit ration with the intention of getting to sleep as quickly as possible. If he were asleep, he would not be lying awake, alone in his hammock, two days before the first Christmas Eve of the nineteenth century. Alone, longing for the pleasure of Davy beside him in bed, a pleasure they would both have to do without until their next chance to be private together on shore leave. One day in October, All Hallows’ Eve, was all they’d had since the previous August, and every day of abstinence was more trying than the one before.

He’d thought Davy would be snug in his own berth already, not appearing in his greatcoat at the door of Marshall’s tiny cabin aboard the frigate Calypso. A brown paper bundle in his hands held a thick, warm winter scarf and two pair of stockings knit of the same fine, dense wool.

“You don’t need to say anything,” Davy assured him cheerfully. “Just use them, please. The weather’s been bitter enough, these past weeks.”

No doubt of that. Nor was there any way to lie convincingly and deny that he was always freezing cold on watch, in the damp, biting winds of the English Channel, where they had spent the last two months guarding against Bonaparte’s blockade-runners. “Davy, I can’t—”

“Of course you can!” Davy’s grin faltered. “Why ever not?”

“I—I haven’t anything to give you in return.” He had meant to visit the little bookshop in Plymouth and find a book of poetry for his lover, but the Captain had left him in command of Calypso during their brief stop in port. He’d known Davy would understand, but there were very few opportunities to show Davy how much he cared. They weren’t like ordinary sweethearts, who could carry their love tokens publicly. And it was even worse to be empty-handed in the face of Davy’s generosity.

“My dear friend….” Davy shook his head. “It sounds trite, I know, but you could give me the pleasure of sharing the gift.”

It was unfair of him to be so reasonable. Will ran a hand through his untidy hair, trying to come up with a response. “Davy—”

“Truly, Will—not only does my mother knit the things herself, she has set both my unmarried sisters to fabricating them as well.” He made a comical face. “Keeps them out of trouble, I suppose, but they’ve sent more than I shall ever use. It would please me very much to see you comfortable.”

William’s hands were warmer just holding the items; he was especially cold right now, wearing only his nightshirt. The thought of how those stockings might feel on his chilly shins, the scarf blocking the icy draft down his coat, was undermining his resolve.

His pride still balked. “Davy… is there anything I possess that you would like to have? Anything at all that I might give you?”

An odd longing flickered across Davy’s face for a moment. Then he smiled and shook his head. “No.”

“What is it? I know there is something—”

The look now was exasperation. “Will—Oh, very well. Yes, there is. One thing, and we can call it even.”

He could not imagine what that might be. “What, then?”

Fire lurked in the blue eyes that met Marshall’s brown ones. “A kiss.”

A too-familiar, suppressed sensation shot through Marshall’s body, but he fought it down. “What? Here, on board the ship?” They had spoken of this when they’d first become lovers, and they’d decided that strict celibacy aboard ship was the only way to keep themselves safe. The Articles of War, the draconian law of the Royal Navy, decreed death by hanging for men who did what they were doing, and the horror of seeing that happen to the man he loved was more than Marshall was willing to risk.

Davy bit his lip. “I’m sorry, Will. I beg your pardon. I know we agreed to behave ourselves at sea, and I think that’s wise. But tomorrow is Christmas Eve, and I don’t think one kiss would be such a risk.”

“Perhaps not. But, Davy, can you stop at just a kiss? I’m not sure I could.”

“You’re right. I know you’re right,” Davy said with a sigh. “But please, Will, do keep the woolies. You never buy anything for yourself, and you have no idea how cold I feel, watching you shivering on the quarterdeck.” He gave Marshall’s arm a quick squeeze. “I’m sorry. I’d better go now.”

He shifted, turning away; Will caught his shoulder. Davy looked up, their eyes met, and for a long moment, Marshall just looked at him, his gaze caressing the fine-boned beauty of Davy’s face, the sea-blue eyes, the perfection of his lips. Remembering how it would feel to touch those lips. To kiss them.

Nervous under the scrutiny, Davy licked his lips. “I’m sorry—” he began again, and Marshall kept hold of his shoulder and bent his head swiftly, catching Davy’s half-open mouth with his own.

It didn’t last very long. A little pressure, moist softness, Davy’s warm breath caressing his face, a tiny tug as they pulled apart—then his own frantic grab for Davy’s waist so he could steal a second kiss, longer and deeper. Davy’s fingers were cool on the sides of his face now, and the taste of him made Will suddenly ravenous for more. A third kiss; somehow he was holding Davy tight against him, and the kiss was turning into something that involved his whole body.

He pushed Davy’s coat aside, discovering that he was also dressed for bed. He must have had a sudden generous impulse and tossed the greatcoat on over his nightshirt.

“Will—we shouldn’t—what if someone were to come in?”

He heard the words, but they were murmured without conviction—and Davy’s hands were now clutching Marshall’s shoulders, locking them together.

“No one will come in, Davy.” He reached over and slipped the hook closed on the door, then leaned back against the bulkhead beside the door, pulling Davy closer, discovering that Davy was as hard as he was. Rum and desire made him lightheaded; his body was urging him closer, but part of his mind was all too aware of the possible consequences. “Davy, what—what can we—”

Davy straightened, his expression dazed and wondering. “What do you want? Wait, just a moment.” He cupped Marshall’s face very gently in one hand and searched his eyes. “Will, you really don’t have to pay me back, you know. Especially not like this.”

They were speaking in whispers; it was so good, so sweet, and so very dangerous. But some things were worth the risk. “I do,” Will said. “Now. Quickly. It’s been too long.”

More kisses. There was a sharpness in the taste of Davy’s mouth now, an urgency. Will’s hands slipped to Davy’s arse as their bodies settled into a rhythm of sorts. Davy’s hands were roving down his back, his thighs, up his sides, thumbs slipping between their bodies to tease his nipples while Davy’s mouth muffled his involuntary moan. He was panting, sweating; his body was pushing toward completion, but the pressure was not—quite—enough.

“Will?” Davy’s whisper called him back to rational thought. “I’m going to do something. You must keep quiet. Can you do that?”

Gasping, he nodded. “What?”

“I’ll show you.” Davy kissed him, his tongue flicking lightly across Will’s lips. When Marshall sought to deepen the kiss, Davy switched targets, rubbing his lips across his jaw, down the side of his throat.

Marshall arched back against the bulkhead, shivering at the contrast of warm mouth and cool breath. He nearly cried out when Davy’s mouth closed on a nipple, but managed to keep it to a strangled gasp. A part of his mind was grateful for the gusty winter wind outside; their little noises would be lost in the natural sounds and the creaking of the ship.

“Can you keep quiet, Will?” Davy asked softly, then licked his ear and wrapped his fingers firmly around Marshall’s yearning cock. He groaned, reaching to reciprocate, but Davy shifted just out of reach. “You must stay quiet.”

“I will…. Davy, for pity’s sake—!”

Davy chuckled and slid slowly down the front of Marshall’s body. He knelt for a moment, gently cupping Will’s balls. “Quiet, now,” he warned. “Shhhh….”

Marshall had to bite his own hand to keep still as Davy took his cock into his mouth. His whole being narrowed down to that one intense point of pleasure. But after a moment, he mastered himself, reaching down to tangle his fingers in Davy’s golden hair. The sensation was unbearably good, utterly perfect. Davy held him, braced firmly but gently, while his mouth… dear God…! The gathering pressure suddenly peaked, and he was thrusting frantically, and Davy somehow kept up with him as he went over, was there with him, catching him in his arms as he slid bonelessly to the floor, holding him as he sprawled there, panting, trying to compose himself.

“Oh my God, Davy….”

Davy was laughing softly, and Will was struck by sudden remorse. “What about you? What should I do?”

Davy kissed him, a light salute. “Nothing. I came too. Couldn’t have stopped it, Will. I got caught in your squall.”

“Oh.” He looked closer and saw a patch of wetness near the hem of Davy’s nightshirt. “But I should have done something for—”

“You did exactly what you should have,” Davy said. He pulled Will into a close embrace, then relaxed his hold. “For once, you simply let me give you what you wanted. Thank you.”

Marshall blinked. “You—you wanted a kiss.”

“And I got it too!” Davy’s grin was positively wicked. He pushed himself to his feet, extending a hand. “You’d better climb into bed before you pass out down there, Will. And I’ll be asleep myself in a minute or two, so I’d best be in my own cabin.”

Marshall took his hand. He would have liked nothing more than to squeeze the both of them onto his berth and doze off with Davy’s breath warm against his neck, but that would be fatally stupid. He hoisted himself up reluctantly, his head spinning with drink and happiness.

Davy guided him into his hammock and kissed him again, then picked up the forgotten woolens and wrapped the scarf snugly around Marshall’s neck. “There.”

“But….” He plucked at the scarf. “Davy, you’ve given me so much….”

“It’s a little bit of wool. After what you just gave me, I ought to give you a whole sheep!” He laughed at Marshall’s horrified expression. “Well, perhaps not, that might cause talk. Pleasant dreams, Will! Merry Christmas!” Still smiling, Davy pulled his greatcoat back on and let himself out.

Marshall lay back and pulled the blanket up to his chin. He could never recall having felt so content. He knew he ought to be ashamed or at least indignant at how easily Davy had seduced him, but he just could not manage it. Not right now. He was too relaxed, too comfortable… too warm. His body tingled with the happy memory of Davy’s touch, and the scarf around his neck still held the faint scent of his friend and lover. Better than mistletoe.

Merry Christmas, indeed!

Perhaps they ought to celebrate Twelfth Night too. And Candlemas, of course. And possibly Spring Equinox….


FORTUNE FAVORS

LIEUTENANT WILL Marshall tightened the wet leather around the upright shaft. “Give it a tug.”

“Ow! Stop!”

“What the—?”

“You caught my hand in it,” Lieutenant David Archer explained. “I need those fingers.”

With a growl of exasperation, Marshall relaxed the collar that he had—finally—managed to fit snugly down around the base of the spar serving as their mast long enough for Davy to pull his hand free.

It was entirely his own fault that he’d bagged the pleasant chore of taking the Calypso’s skiff out for a test run after a few splintered boards had been replaced, and it was remiss of him to have taken only one shipmate with him. But the chance to sail the little boat out around a rocky, barren speck of land that barely qualified for the term “island,” tether their craft to one of the scrubby trees that jutted out over the water, and enjoy each other’s bodies for the first time in months was worth taking a bit of a chance to sail the boat a little farther than necessary.

In terms of prudent seamanship, it had been a mistake.

But error in judgment or not, he’d done it, and he had savored Davy’s look of astonishment when he’d realized what Will was up to almost as much as the delightful shiver of his lover’s body when he took Davy’s suddenly upright yardarm in hand and licked its rosy tip.

Five minutes, Will had estimated, and he’d met his goal almost to the second, as Davy reciprocated his affectionate attentions and then loosed the boat while Will buttoned himself up. The love was no less sincere for being hasty; a few minutes snatched here and there, like a hummingbird hovering in flight to sip nectar, was all they could ever hope for aboard ship. They had to be quick, and careful, and bold. “Fortune Favors the Brave”—that was the motto Will’s first captain had engraved on the quarterdeck rail.

He hadn’t thought to add that Fortune sometimes mocks the overly bold.

They were rounding the far side of the little island on their way back when the squall line came in over the horizon, and were two-thirds of the way home when it hit them, moving fast, catching the boat’s sail even as they struggled to gather in the suddenly sodden, heavy canvas. For a few crazed moments, it was all they could do to hold fast and ride it out, and then the wind cracked the mast out of its socket.

Then the squall was gone, and they were left sitting in several inches of water in a skiff riding tipsily on a roiling sea, their cracked mast dragging along beside them, held on only by a few tangled lines.

Will swore, scanning the horizon. He could see the Calypso far in the distance, and knew that someone would be up in the fighting top with a spyglass trained on them. He waved, and Davy stood up beside him, so their shipmates would know that they were all right. A signal flag responded—the Blue Peter. Return to ship immediately, to make sail. That was Captain Smith, all right: he had all due concern for his men, but no inclination to coddle those who made stupid mistakes.

“Ah, well,” Will said. “Fix the mast, or row?”

“We shall fix the mast here or back aboard,” Davy said with a grin. “We’re alive, at any rate—and I’d not have missed that chance for the world.”

Will nodded. And as they dragged the soggy mess of sail back onboard so they might untangle the lines, he raised a corner of canvas to shield them from the ship and gave his lover one last sweet, hummingbird kiss.


TOKEN OF AFFECTION

“THE LADIES, God bless ’em!”

The toast was duly drunk: first to the Captain’s wife, then to First Lieutenant Drinkwater’s, and so on down the line. The younger lieutenants and midshipmen of His Majesty’s frigate Calypso, most of whom were not so fortunate as to have a wife or sweetheart, swapped feminine relatives for their salutes. Lieutenant David Archer praised, in a chastely avuncular manner, the beauty and charm of Mr. Drinkwater’s eight-year-old daughter, while Lieutenant William Marshall raised his glass to Mr. Archer’s sisters—all four of them, two of whom were already married—and was duly chaffed for his ambition. The ship’s surgeon, Dr. Curran, who received innumerable missives from the fair sex, finished with, “To our wives and sweethearts—may they never meet!”

Marshall had come off his watch just before supper; Archer was off duty for the rest of the evening. Now that the official acknowledgment of romantic love was over, they had a little time to spend indulging in the genuine article—even though they couldn’t risk an active celebration.

“Mr. Archer, would you care to resume our study of Shakespeare?”

“Certainly, sir.” Having matched his lover’s formality, Davy took another tack. “One of these days, Will, we shall have to round up the hands and stage a theatrical. I long to see Klingler play Bottom.”

“Your longing in that direction may be forever unrequited,” Will said. “Though if you could convince him it was a starring role, I’m sure he would acquit himself well. And who would you cast as Titania? Yourself?”

“No, I’d rather be Puck. If his lines aren’t delivered properly, no one can understand the story. That new little mid—Beecroft?—he looks the part, but that stammer of his would be fatal.”

“Do you think Captain Smith would approve such a thing?”

“We’ve nothing to lose by asking. So long as their work does not suffer, what harm is there in educating British sailors in some of the greatest drama in the English language?” Davy grinned. “It will keep them on their toes while this infernal blockade duty persists. Besides, do you think Sir Paul could turn down the part of Oberon?”

“And what part would you give me?” Will asked as they reached his cabin. “I would have thought you’d want to see my Bottom, but—”

Davy gasped as he stepped inside. “Will! Was that a pun?”

“I fear it is. Your evil influence, no doubt.” He pulled Davy to the side of the door, where they could not be seen from without, and kissed him soundly. “I have a Valentine’s surprise for you.”

“Not here, Will, we couldn’t possibly—!”

“Mr. Archer, whatever are you thinking?” He fumbled in his pocket and withdrew a small flat packet, folded in brown paper. “For you. It isn’t much.”

Davy took the gift with a smile. “I have something for you too—but for what I really want to give, and receive, we’ll have to wait for shore leave.” He unwrapped the parcel and found a pair of handkerchiefs—fine, close-woven silk, soft and just a little too elegant to be practical.

“I didn’t know what else to get,” Will said. “We have not come near a bookshop in months. I know you have some already, but… examine them closely. I hope you won’t think me foolish.”

“They’re very fine,” Davy said, shaking out the folds. “And I shall keep them for shoregoing, so they don’t get spoilt—” His eye caught something that warmed him through. “Oh, good Heavens. Will, did you do this yourself?”

Embroidered on one corner of each handkerchief was a tiny red heart.

Will was blushing furiously, something Davy had not seen him do in quite some time. “Yes, I—stupid, I know, ruined them, I should have left them alone, you can pick out the stitches—”

“I never will.”

“I thought if anyone were to notice, you could say one of your sisters had sent them.”

“If anyone notices, I shall cast him a mysterious look and keep mum. That should enhance my reputation.” Davy studied the tiny stitches. “Where ever did you find red thread?”

“Oh, that.” Will’s combination of pride and unease was most endearing. “When I was Flag Officer—remember, I asked you for the loan of your sewing kit?”

“Will—you didn’t raid the Union Jack!”

The blush disappeared; he actually went white. “Of course not! One of the signal flags caught on a hook and had to be trimmed.”

Davy bit his lip to hide his smile. Will might defy Article Twenty-Nine without regret, but deface the flag? Never. “Well, I shall treasure them. And for you….” A small packet appeared from his own pocket. “A token of my esteem, and quite coincidentally appropriate.”

Will unwrapped his package in turn, and laughed aloud at what it contained: a small leather envelope with a card of needles, a tiny pair of scissors, and white as well as colored threads wrapped around a fold of paper.

“I knew you’d lost yours when we were kidnapped,” Davy explained. “The thread came with the kit. I’ve never seen you use any but white or navy blue.”

“It’s too much,” Will protested.

“I won’t quibble over shillings with you, Mr. Marshall. You cannot tell me these handkerchiefs were cheap.”

“You really like them?”

“Very much.” He needed to tell Will how deeply touched he was by the clumsy stitching without causing his lover to die of embarrassment. “I take back what I said about saving them for a special occasion, though. I shall keep one of these hearts next to mine, always.”

Will blinked, his face so very serious. “Thank you. And… I shall take better care of this kit than my previous one.”

They stood looking at one another, conscious of the footsteps on the deck above, listening for movement in the gangway outside the door. A touch, a quick kiss—then necessary discipline locked passion back in its place. After Will retrieved the hefty volume of Shakespeare’s collected works from his sea chest, they settled themselves upon it, side by side beneath the port.

“Had we finished Much Ado About Nothing?” Will asked.

“Not quite.” He dared a squeeze to Will’s knee. “You will see much ado the next time we are in port, I promise you.”

“I shall hold you to your word, Mr. Archer.”

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Mr. Marshall.”


TOUCH

THEY ENDURED the boat trip from the Calypso, rushed through the meal at the inn, lied through their teeth about the ladies of dubious reputation they’d visited, and finally clumped upstairs as though they wanted nothing more than ten hours’ sleep.

Will barely had his jacket off before Davy pounced on him, driving him back against the wall like a frigate attacking a seventy-four. His body answered his lover’s urgency, and they had each other’s clothes off in less than a minute, stopping only to be sure the door was locked and a jacket hung on the doorknob to block the keyhole. Davy bent to retrieve the little jar of salve from his pocket, and Will was so overcome by the sight that he simply tipped him onto the bed. Laughing, they wrestled the cork out of the jar, and Will got enough of the stuff out to accomplish his purpose.

He loved the way Davy shivered when he bit that sensitive juncture where neck met shoulder. How he thrust back when Will squeezed his cock, pushing his own deep inside. How the faintest pinch on a nipple could make Davy suck in his breath like a man surfacing from deep water.

Within three minutes of entering the room, they were lying on the bed, twined together like ribbons of a maypole, breathing hard and utterly spent. With Davy’s blond head tucked against his shoulder, Will closed his eyes for just a moment.

The sun was a little farther along when they awoke. Will reached for Davy again, but his lover caught his hand.

“It’s my turn, Will.”

“What?”

“There’s something I’d like to try. We always seem to couple so very quickly—”

“But didn’t you like—I thought—”

“Yes, I liked.” Davy grinned and brushed his lips with a kiss. His scent, wafting across the bed, was indescribable. Will felt stirrings in his nether regions. “But you’re taking your rank far too seriously, Mr. Marshall.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

Davy sat up in bed, crossing his legs tailor-fashion. “You take the tiller, like this….” Will gasped as Davy’s fingers closed around him. “And the next thing I know, we’re lying here panting as though we’d run a mile. Not that it isn’t the activity I prefer to all others, Will, but I want the chance to touch you. To take my time. You assume an attitude like Nelson.”

Will’s mind balked at the notion. “Davy, no, you don’t—you couldn’t think—he and Hardy?”

“I don’t think Lady Hamilton would stand for that, no,” Davy said drily. “I’m referring to your inclination to dismiss maneuvers and ‘go straight for it.’”

“I don’t understand.”

“Excellent! I shall demonstrate—if you believe you can hold still for it.”

“Of course I can.”

“Are you sure, Will?”

The way he drew the word out, running a finger along Will’s thigh, sent a thrill down Will’s spine. “You have my word!”

Davy grinned. “Don’t forget, then. Lie back?”

Will lay back against the pillow, amazed at the sudden pounding of his heart. He knew Davy would do nothing to harm him, but what would he do? He held his breath, mesmerized, as Davy reached out across the few inches between them. His hand seemed to move with infinite slowness.

“Will!”

He jumped guiltily. “What?”

“You’re watching me!”

“Of course I’m watching you! I can’t imagine what you’re going to do!”

Davy sighed. “Nothing I haven’t done before, for pity’s sake. Would you be willing to close your eyes?”

“Why?”

“Because it’s unnerving, to have you watch me like a rabbit with a snake.”

“Davy—”

“Close your eyes, Will,” Davy coaxed. “Just for a moment, and I’ll do something you’ll like.” He scowled at Davy with wounded dignity, but Davy only laughed. “If you act like a little boy who doesn’t want to take his medicine, that’s how I shall treat you,” Davy said. “Only what I’ve got for you is much better than some nasty pill.”

Will found it impossible to resist the good-natured teasing, and he knew by the sparkle in Davy’s eyes that it was no empty promise. “No tickling!” he said sternly.

“Aye-aye, Mr. Marshall, sir,” Davy saluted. “Eyes closed, if you please. And do try to relax.”

Attempting to scowl, Will eased back down, doing his best to release the tension in his muscles. He was immediately rewarded with a kiss, quick and sweet, hardly more than a breath against his lips.

He tried to make it more; Davy drew away. Will sucked in a breath, but before he could speak, Davy’s fingers rested on his mouth.

“You have the most beautiful lips I’ve ever seen,” Davy said, tracing the outline lightly, brushing across the lower lip. “No, no, not yet,” he scolded gently as Will tried to take the fingers into his mouth. His fingers moved up to Will’s eyebrows, tracing them from nose to temple. “You have a look about you, in battle, that almost frightens me. It seems you move outside yourself and forget you even have a body. I don’t understand that kind of courage.”

“It isn’t courage,” Will mumbled, leaning into the hand that now cradled his face. “It’s terror. I can’t let myself think. If I thought about what could happen to my body, I’d be frozen stiff.”

“Mmm.”

Both hands on his face now, and Davy leaned in for a real kiss, deep and thorough. But that was the only contact; though he could sense Davy’s warmth and closeness with the rest of his body, the only reality was the mouth on his, the hands in his hair. He usually closed his eyes when they kissed; he supposed Davy did too, but this was different somehow, more intense.

Davy stopped for breath and sat back again, breaking the connection.

“Are you finished?” Will asked hopefully.

A merry laugh was not the answer he’d hoped for. “I’ve hardly begun!” Those warm hands ran lightly down his arms. “Mine, all mine!”

Will groaned, the sound drawing out as Davy stroked back up, along the collarbone, and spread his fingers to skim them down Will’s chest, just skirting his nipples. “Oh, have mercy!”

“I don’t expect you’re going to let me do this very often,” Davy said. “Our opportunities come so seldom.” He planted a wet kiss on Will’s chest and cooled it with a breath. “So I’m going to make the most of it.”

Will felt goose bumps rise all over his body, the shivers blending with the tingle rising in his groin. Davy’s hands were at his hip bones now, and once again he avoided the part that most wanted to be touched. The part that was getting harder than it had ever been, and how was he supposed to lie still for this?

Davy shifted, straddling him, one hand on either side of his waist. Will felt a soft weight brush his left leg, and a soft breath on his right nipple. Then a lick—just one.

“Davy, for pity’s sake—!”

“Patience, Will.” He did take pity on him with another kiss, and Will could tell from the taste of Davy’s mouth that he was not alone in his state of arousal.

But yet again Davy broke the kiss to nuzzle along the side of Will’s neck. “Do you know you have different scents?” Davy inquired, raising shivers again with the whisper. “Here behind your ear… and by your arms…. Will, would you move your arms out a bit?”

Will did, and Davy drew a deep breath like a scent hound seeking a trail. “It’s different here… and down here….” He slid down Will’s chest, rubbing his face against the skin as though he’d been changed into a big cat. “Oh, down here… hmm.”

“What?”

“Just a moment.”

Davy shifted away, and Will could tell from the way the straw mattress rustled that he was now completely alone on the bed. “Are you finished now?”

“No. Just a moment.” There were a few indistinct splashes, then the rattle of an iron in the fireplace. “It’s too chilly in here. I’m going to stir up the fire a bit.”

“Oh.” He leaned back once more, summoning his patience. He’d never guessed Davy could be so inventive, or so diabolical. “I’m not going to keep my eyes closed for more than an hour, Mr. Archer.”

“Wouldn’t think of asking you to, Mr. Marshall.” He climbed back into bed, laying a hand on Will’s shoulder. “I’d just been thinking about one of my favorite parts of your body, and where it was most recently, and I thought…. This is going to be warm, Will—I held it over the fire.”

Will yelped as warmth and moisture settled over his cock, but it was really very comfortable.

“Just the washrag,” Davy assured him. “I thought it might be unkind to make you wait while I ordered a bath.”

“Th—thank you.” He hoped the washing-up was a hint of things to come, and gave a quick thanks to whatever random gods looked after misbehaving sailors that Davy was cleanly in his habits.

He was also developing into the world’s worst tease, wrapping the wet cloth around the distressed organ and squeezing it not quite hard enough. “Do you know, Will, I think this damned thing gets bigger every time.”

“It’s going to be big as a nine-pounder by the time you’re done with it.”

“It’s going to be smaller than it is now when I’m done with it!” Davy retorted. He must have laid the cloth aside, because both his hands were playing over Will’s chest and belly. “I wonder why you have such a little bit of hair up here, and so much way down… here.”

“To attract your curiosity, I imagine.” He rolled just a little to the left, leaning against his lover, flank to knees. “It’s very strange that you find such fascination in a scarecrow like me.”

Davy chuckled a little but did not move away; instead, he gathered Will’s balls up in one hand, stroking the underside lightly with the tips of his fingers, while the other hand roamed across his chest. “You have no idea how beautiful you are, Will. I suppose you might have been a scarecrow when you were fourteen or so, when you first shot up—”

“Thirteen.”

“But I’ll wager you’ve not looked at yourself since then.” Davy swooped down and placed a quick kiss on Marshall’s belly; his cock leaped but was ignored yet again. “You’ve filled out as well as any man could ask. Look at—no, don’t you look at these legs, I’ll do it. Feel how beautifully your muscles flow.” His hands started at the hip bones, slipped down smoothly over thighs and calves. “You could pose for statuary, but I’ve never seen a statue so fine. Roll over?”

“Davy—”

“Only for a moment. I like this side of you far too well to let it be.” Davy waited until Will had grumblingly rolled over, then laid himself full length upon Will’s back. The hot weight of his cock rested in the cleft of Will’s arse, and for an instant, as Davy caught a breath and clutched at him, he thought the game must have reached its end.

But Davy recovered his control and lifted himself up and off. “You see what I mean, Will?” His voice was shaky. “Can you not feel how very beautiful you are?” His hands swept down Will’s spine, coming to rest on his buttocks, circling with gentle pressure before they moved down his legs and up again.

His touch set a fire that spread up and in, filling Will and driving him into the bedclothes. “Davy, please. I cannot do anything about your delusions, but if I lie this way another moment—”

“You are an impatient rogue, Mr. Marshall. Roll over, then, and I’ll hold the thought of your fine stern in my mind’s eye.”

“Hold anything you like,” Will said as he reversed his heading. “And see if you can’t extend the same courtesy to me.”

“Soon,” Davy promised. He slipped an arm beneath Will’s neck and pulled him into a kiss as he lay atop him, both their bodies quivering involuntarily as their cocks rubbed together. “Is that better?”

“Much!”

“What would you like now?” Davy whispered. “To take me? Or be taken? I might use my hands, or my mouth… or we could just stay like this for a time.”

Riding on a wave of exquisite pleasure, Will found he could not think, and Davy’s hot breath in his ear made things no easier. All he proposed sounded wonderful, felt wonderful, and he realized it mattered not at all. “Whatever you like.”

He felt the low rumble of Davy’s laughter against his chest. “Mr. Marshall, I do believe you’re overwhelmed.”

“I believe you’re right, you ravisher.”

“Oh, you want ravishing? Happy to oblige!” Davy nipped the edge of his shoulder, then shifted so he was fastened hungrily on one nipple while he pinched the other. Will arched up, restraint abandoned as he clutched at Davy’s shoulders. Davy pulled away gently, kissing his way downward, until his mouth closed around Will’s throbbing cock.

But Davy wasn’t quite finished. As Will thrashed against the pillow, he felt Davy’s body over him once again, and realized that there was a pendant weight against his face, a persistent nudge against his lips.

He didn’t really know what he was doing; Davy was driving him mad. When he opened his own mouth and took Davy’s cock into it, only Davy’s cry, resonating around his own organ, told him that whatever he was doing, it must be right. He had that brief, curious sensation he sometimes felt with Davy—that he was part of one larger being; that whatever he was doing, he was really doing to himself—and then they were both rocking, shivering, holding, and thrusting, until at last the storm passed and Davy rolled off to one side, then crept up to burrow into his shoulder.

“My God,” Will said.

“That’s quite a promotion,” Davy murmured drowsily.

For a while neither of them spoke, but Will could not suppress the anxiety growing within him, and at last he found the right words. “Davy, that was astonishing. But was it—do you—”

“Speak, thou apparition!” Davy said without opening his eyes. “Will, whatever is the matter?”

“Do you mean we should do all that every time?”

He thought Davy was coughing until the sound resolved into giggles. “Of course not, you ass! We almost never have the time—and I like hard and fast.”

“Oh. Good.”

Another long silence.

“But you did like it this other way, as well?”

“Loved it,” Davy said, following the words with a prodigious yawn.

“Good.” Will pulled the blanket up and wrapped his arms around his shagged-out lover. “Because next time it’s my turn.”
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BY CHARLIE COCHRANE

“ONE. QUITE a big one. Two—no, three. All of them absolute beauties.”

“Must we have a running commentary on this procedure? I don’t think we need to keep a log.”

“I thought that you’d be interested, you being such a stickler for facts and figures. The exact time for two rolling broadsides, to within a second—the correct latitude and longitude, to half of a second—therefore, the precise number of lice. I’ve given up counting the nits.” David Archer carefully wiped his comb on a towel; the guttering light from the gun room lantern meant his tally couldn’t be as precise as he was claiming.

William Marshall grimaced. He was happy to submit to his hair being washed with some particularly foul-smelling soap, and for Davy to be disentangling it with a comb designed for the express purpose of removing Pediculus humanus from its unwilling host. But he really didn’t want to have the gruesome details spread abroad.

“Anyway,” Davy continued, “you must have removed many more of them from me when we were just a pair of snotties, back on Titan. I think I scratched my head to pieces before you set to work—this is a mere bagatelle compared to that.” He drew the comb through the hair again, looking like he was enjoying himself. Davy had rarely dressed his friend’s hair, even back in those far-off days. Will had been far too independent—and, he now realized, stupid—to rely on a tie mate.

Will shut his eyes under Davy’s tender ministrations, trying hard to keep his thoughts above waist level, even though, for once, the activity didn’t put them at risk of breaking the Articles. It was difficult enough working alongside a man whose body you knew as intimately as your own, but when he was actually rubbing your scalp and caressing your temples…. “Sorry, Davy—did you say something?”

“I asked where you thought you got them, these little visitors?”

“Back in that wretched room we took for the night in Plymouth, I suspect. Vile, vermin-infested place.”

“That wouldn’t work, Will. These buggers only pass from head to head, or so my mother used to say, and I have no reason to doubt her. Who have you been tête-à-tête with?”

“No one!” Will’s protestation was just too quick and defensive—as if he was desperate to assure his lover that he hadn’t strayed willy-nilly into any particular arms.

“Well, it’s not me—I’ve been clean for ages.” Davy waved the nit comb. “Been using it regularly, like a good boy. Ever since we escaped our captivity.”

Brave of him to mention those desperate days of being kidnapped. Will knew Davy’s memories of the time were unpleasant—he’d tried hard to shut his mind to much of it also—but the close proximity had been precious to both of them. In the midst of misery, there had been stolen pleasures, and now, in the midst of duty, there was the same.

Will suddenly rolled his eyes. “Mr. Korthals.”

“What about him?”

“A couple of weeks ago we were looking at some charts together, plotting out the shoals. Our heads were over the papers, very close, and I remember now he’d been scratching his scalp with the end of a quill as we talked.”

“Nice present he gave you to bring back to the gun room. Don’t feel that you have to share it with me.” Davy grinned and wiped the comb again. “Six—and I suspect that’s the end of the adults. Just these little clinger-onners to get at. Think we’re winning, although it would be so much easier if your hair were a lighter color.”

“I shall see what I can acquire when we’re next home—I’ll dye my hair so it resembles yours in the height of summer if you wish.” Will wondered how it would feel if the roles were reversed, to tend to Davy’s locks. It would certainly be easier to pick out the vermin against Davy’s lighter hair, paler skin. He’d have happily performed those duties every day for a year, sitting on the table, towel on his knees and a glorious golden head on the towel. It would be bliss to be allowed to touch the hair and skin of the man he adored, out in the open. It would be painful too—to be so close and not to be able to proceed further—but what other chance did they have? Oh, for the privacy shore leave brought.

“Korthals has planted the seeds of a zoological garden in your thatch.” Davy sounded full of concentration. “There’s a particularly difficult patch of nits behind your ear.”

“I’m glad they’re just on my head.” Will shivered to think of an all-round infestation.

Davy laughed. “My father used to know an Admiral who got completely infested—head to toe—in a house of ill repute in Provincetown.”

“You’d have thought the man would have had more sense than going after loose women at his age.”

“Wasn’t a woman—” Davy gently tugged at one of Will’s curls. “It was a young man caused all the problems. Now don’t jerk your head like that—you know it’ll hurt.”

“A man? A male doxy?”

“Didn’t you know they exist, Will? They may not be as obvious as those girls at Portsmouth, winking their eyes and jiggling their accoutrements, but they can be found.”

“But he was an Admiral. How could he?”

“Well, I don’t think that all romantic inclinations stop when you get a second swab on your shoulder. Life in old dogs yet, as they say.” He wiped the comb carefully on the towel again, reluctantly bringing his task to an end. “At least I hope there will be.”

“There’ll be no doubt on that score.” Will risked a kiss on the hand that held the nit comb. “But I hope it’ll be in my britches and not on my head.”
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“JOHNNY?”

For a moment John’s voice froze, and so did his hand on the telephone receiver. Then he asked cautiously, “Kevin?” It couldn’t be, couldn’t be. He hadn’t heard that voice in years. Where had the time gone? But there was no one else who ever called him that. He had always been “John” to everyone else, or “Lieutenant,” or now just “Mr. Hanson.”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

The silence stretched out so long that he was almost ready to add audio hallucinations to the list of his afflictions. But then Kevin said, “Would… would you mind very much if I stopped by?”

John’s throat closed up at that and his eyes filled with tears. Damn the old emotional hair-trigger! He hadn’t had this strong a reaction to anything for longer than he could remember. “No,” he finally managed. “No, of course not. When?”

He heard a deep sigh at the other end of the line and realized this must be just as hard for Kevin as it was for him. Worse, maybe—Kev would’ve had to get up the nerve to make the call and risk being turned away.

“I can be there tonight,” Kevin suggested. “Say by eight? And if you could recommend a hotel—”

“Nonsense. You’ll stay here.” He bit his lip, wondering if he’d said too much, if the offer would be misinterpreted. Or not. “I mean—there’s room enough, I have one of those futons. It’s not too lumpy.” He pushed aside the image of Kevin sprawled on dark blue sheets, relaxed and sleepy. No. Forget it. That was part of the past now. What they’d had between them was over. But maybe there could still be friendship.

“Oh.” Was that disappointment, or relief? “That would be fine, thanks.”

“Right. Um… I’m in Portsmouth, you know. You found my number—do you need the address, or directions?”

“No, I can find you. Just thought I should ring first. But if you’d rather not be bothered—”

“No!” His vehemence surprised and embarrassed him. “No, of course, not, I—” Damn these tears too! “It’s… it’s good to hear your voice.”

“Yours too. I’ll be there soon, Johnny.” Such a world of promise in the soft tones—a ray of light, a lifeline.

John cradled the receiver gently, then dropped onto the sofa and closed his eyes. His mind flew back to that afternoon in officers’ training school, the first session of a class on biological weapons. It was just another class, one he really did not want to take and hoped he’d never have occasion to use. But he’d skimmed through the textbook; he had his notebook at the ready. He was good at the academic side of military training; this was just another class.

Until Kendrick, K. walked in and gave his name to the instructor.

There was something about the man, the way he carried himself, that caught John’s attention immediately. Then the new student ran his crystal-blue eyes down the row of desks and spotted the empty one just behind Hanson, J. He looked up, their eyes met—and John’s breath caught in his throat as his heart started beating wildly. It’s him. He’s the one. My God, of all places—it’s him!

He forced himself to look polite rather than pole-axed and gave a casual nod and smile. The new student blinked once, took his seat, and the instructor started his lecture before anything more could be said, while John thanked whatever deity was in charge that there were no students whose names fell between theirs.

How was this possible? All his life—since puberty, anyway—he had been attracted to people who fit Kendrick’s general description: fair, blue-eyed, trim and compact, exuding an aura of physical competence. In his teens he had dated a few sporty girls, to their mutual disappointment. When he got to university, he finally sorted out that what he was looking for was a man who fit that description. Who, in fact, fit the precise description of the young officer sitting directly behind him. It was uncanny, as though his deepest, most secret fantasy had taken shape and walked right into this classroom.

John didn’t hear a word the instructor said that day. From the moment his eyes met Kendrick’s until the bell rang to signal the end of class, his mind was full of that face—the lean angles of jaw and cheekbones, a squarish chin framing a perfectly shaped mouth, brows like two quick brushstrokes above those extraordinarily blue eyes, and a nose just a little too small for perfect balance and looked as though it might have been broken sometime in the past.

John wasted the government funds being poured into his education as he wondered how a set of relatively ordinary features could fit together to produce perfection. It took all his willpower not to turn around and stare. He was able to control himself only because he knew that if he turned around, he’d have to say something, and if he tried to do that, he would sound like an idiot.

Kevin admitted, later, that he’d been in the same state of numb astonishment, staring at the back of John’s head. Neither of them gave the slightest indication of interest, though, not right there in the classroom. Gay men were still extremely circumspect in the British Army—a man’s sex life was best kept private if it didn’t involve shagging any life-form in a skirt—and in any case, a class on biohazards was hardly a pickup bar.

John was so disconcerted that, as soon as class was over, he made a beeline for the men’s room and hid in a stall while he summoned his courage to talk to the new student. By the time he came out, Kendrick was nowhere to be seen.

IT WASN’T until later, when John was frowning at the selections in the cafeteria vending machine, that a voice at his elbow said, “You don’t want to eat that—it’s leftover samples from class. Want to go find some Chinese?”

Kevin could have said, “Want to go find some fried earthworms?” and John would have accepted as promptly. On the way to the Chinese restaurant, he learned that his fantasy man, whose name was Kevin Kendrick, had a voice as low-key and attractive as the rest of him and a comfortable manner that would put anyone at ease. Although Kevin was from a military family, he was by no means certain he wanted to make it his life’s work as his father had, but he’d been willing to give it a try. He had only arrived the day before, to take a few specialized courses at this training center.

“And what about you?” Kevin asked. “Why the Army?”

John hadn’t really ever been asked that question; the recruiters had been happy enough to have him and were more interested to know that he spoke French and a little German.

“I suppose it sounds a bit antique,” John said, “but I thought a few years in the Service might teach me something. And it’s like jury duty, in a way. Someone has to do it, and if you only leave the dirty work to those too stupid to avoid it, I’m not sure that would leave me feeling all that safe. I’ve thought about going into police work, eventually—thought the military background would be useful.”

“Responsibility,” Kevin said. “You don’t think it’s a dirty word. That’s a nice change. Are you an oldest son?”

“Only son,” John said. “Only child. My parents died in an accident when I was twelve, and my grandmother raised me the rest of the way. She’s gone now, as well.”

“I’m sorry.”

John shrugged. “Thanks, but that was a long time ago. She was ninety-eight, so it wasn’t unexpected.”

“No other relatives?”

“Some distant ones somewhere, I think. No one close enough to come to her funeral. I suppose that’s another reason the Army looked attractive—I’m not a big joiner, but it’s nice to know I belong somewhere. What about your family?”

“The Brigadier—well, that’s what we all call my father—he’s retired from the Army. My mother has the kind of resourcefulness you’d expect for someone who’s raised three kids as a military wife. Older brother, younger sister, various cousins and uncles and aunts. Quite a lot of cousins, enough to spare. Would you like a few?”

“Not until I’ve met them, but thanks—Damn, it’s closed!” A sign hung on the locked door of the Chinese takeaway, printed in both English and Chinese. “This happens sometimes,” John explained. “Mr. Cheng’s an herbalist on the side, and sometimes he just closes the shop for no apparent reason.”

Kevin looked up and down the street and spotted the sign over the Indian restaurant a block down. “All right, then. What do you say to Indian?”

“I like it better than Chinese, actually, and Kandahar’s quite good. Usually crowded, though—would you mind takeaway?”

Kevin gave him a sidelong glance and a half smile. “I think I’d prefer it.”

They wound up taking nan, raita, matar paneer, and curried lamb back to John’s flat. The food was excellent, as it always was, and he had no classes until the following afternoon, so there was no time pressure.

The beer helped too, no doubt. But it wasn’t only that. John felt comfortable with Kevin, as he seldom had with anyone else, and it seemed to be mutual. Or possibly Kevin was one of those fortunate souls who were naturally gregarious, who could talk with anyone about anything. John found out later that he was only half right; as a military brat, Kevin had indeed learned to be personable and make friends easily, but not to the degree that they had clicked.

It had been so easy, so natural. They were sitting on the sofa, watching the late sports news—nothing important to either of them—and they talked over the news reader’s monologue. It was the usual caution at first, hints about pubs and films, the little signs and countersigns of establishing gay identity, until Kevin said, quite frankly, “Why don’t you just ask? I don’t have a girlfriend—have had, but probably won’t again. Don’t have a boyfriend either.”

The unapologetic challenge in those beautiful eyes captured John’s heart, then and there. He’d always been shy, never good at quick clever lines, but he heard himself say, “Mind if I apply for the position?”

And Kevin said, grinning, “Which position? Or are you versatile?”

“Side by side,” he’d answered, embarrassing himself again.

Kevin’s smile lit up the room. “I’d like that.”

John smiled back, reached up tentatively to touch Kevin’s face, and closed his eyes as Kevin leaned in for a kiss.

It had been like coming home. The taste of his lips, the warmth of that strong, muscled body, even his scent—it all held a faint familiarity, as though this were something they had done many times before. And as the weeks and months passed, it only grew better, unlike John’s other—admittedly few—liaisons. The fellow students he’d dated at uni had generally wanted nothing more than no-strings sex, and for John that was a turn-off. The other extreme—the sad but tenacious lad who might have become a stalker if he hadn’t been so pathetic—finally pushed John’s patience to the limit, and the break-up had been loud and acrimonious

Kevin was different. The sex was wonderful, but so was all the time in between. They’d had fun together. Even a simple walk along the shore became something to look forward to. They were both signed up for extended training, so after a couple of weeks, Kevin had abandoned his bedsit and moved in, ostensibly to save money. John had become comfortable, had started thinking in terms of settling down.

And then it all went to pieces.

They had not seen each other since the day before John’s unit shipped out for Bosnia. And their parting had been—well, not quite what you could call bitter, more bewildered—each of them staring at the other, thinking his lover had gone mad. They had never properly discussed their choices of specialization. They had mentioned possibilities, each had been mildly derisive of the other’s ideas, and they’d simply stopped discussing the matter.

That, John knew now, had been the second-worst mistake of his life. His duty choice had been the absolute worst: he had chosen to sign up as a UN peacekeeper, with likely assignment to the Balkans. He was going to prevent war, to protect civilians. The best sort of work for a soldier.

He had been an idealistic fool. So many of them had, even high-ranking officers. How could anyone have foreseen that chaos? The whole society broke down and went back to the Dark Ages. Kosovo. The bloodbath.

He still shied away from thinking about it, for his own sanity’s sake. It had been years before the nightmares stopped.

But that choice, naïve though it was, had at least been consistent with John’s basic personality. He had gone into the military more out of a desire to protect the helpless than to strut around in a uniform and make guns go bang. Kevin’s choice was a total surprise. Calm, brilliant, rational, amiable Kevin had decided to apply for admission to that exclusive crew of trigger-happy, cloak-and-dagger maniacs that called itself the SAS.

If Kevin was still with that mob, he’d have access to all sorts of military information. He would have been able to learn of Lt. John Hanson’s nervous breakdown in the midst of that horror in Bosnia. Of his botched suicide, and probably even of the months of medical leave and therapy, and the disability pension, and the fact that he was now back in university, studying psychology in a desperate attempt to find a way to weave his shredded soul back together.

Why would he come to see me now? I must be nine kinds of a security risk! One thing he knew about the SAS—it was one place where sexual orientation was still a major issue.

Which, of course, was why Kevin’s decision had come as such a shock. “The SAS,” John had joked, when Kevin first told him of his intentions. “Where Men are Men and sheep are scared. You can’t be serious—”

“It’s necessary,” Kev had said. His jaw was set and he was using the voice that said he’d already made up his mind. “Johnny, terrorists are real. Someone has to stop them. It’s like what you said the day we met—if everyone backs off because it’s a brutal job, then the only ones left to do it are the brutes.”

“It’s what the job will do to you that worries me. That kind of thing would eat you alive. It’s mad.”

“No madder than going into a war zone with orders against fighting. It’s not as though the UN is taking the Serbs’ weapons away, you know.” Kevin’s fair skin had been flushed with emotion. “You’ll be nothing but a helpless observer—there’s no peace to keep! That whole operation is a political farce, Johnny—an exercise in military impotence!”

They’d finally realized that no matter how readily they might agree on other things, this was one subject that would always divide them. So they dropped it, made love frantically for the few days they had left, and parted on more or less amiable terms.

The parting of ways didn’t change how John felt about Kevin, but time and distance had put an end to the relationship. They had exchanged a couple of brief, superficial e-mails—of course, they had never been indiscreet enough to write anything, anywhere, that might be considered compromising—but there had been so little left to say. I thought I knew you. I thought I understood you. Or, more truthfully, I thought you knew me. I thought you cared enough to stay with me.

And that brought John back to the mystery of the phone call. Why now, after all these years? What was there left to say?

Or was Kevin waiting for John to say, “You were right?”

No problem there. He had been right. Diagnosis: Delayed Stress Syndrome resulting from Military Impotence. Take two Viagra and a bottle of sleeping pills, call the doctor in the morning if you’re still alive.

Yes, Kev, you were right. And if I know you, you’ll say, “I wish I’d been wrong.”

John jittered away a quarter of an hour, trying to see the humor in a sitcom that was the least annoying offering, but finally gave up. The sole point seemed to be that no matter how bad your life was, this family was worse, and watching the actors snipe at one another was more painful than amusing. There was a football match on, too, but he could no longer tolerate that fierce conflict over something so meaningless as kicking a ball from one end of a field to the other. Not after watching that same us-and-them intensity turn ordinary men into genocidal monsters.

I liked sports, once.

I used to have a sense of humor.

But something else had not changed at all, despite all that had happened. One thing he had tried to forget, that now assumed enormous importance.

I still love him. Want him.

What the hell am I going to do?

He ought to apply himself to his books to pass the time. He’d put that statistics course off as long as he possibly could, but he had to pass it to graduate. And he had to study to pass. And of all the classes he had taken, this was the one he really did not want to take a second time. Study was imperative.

But not tonight. He’d need full concentration to prepare for next week’s test, and his mind kept presenting him with distractions. So many years ago, but the memory was so sharp, it could have been last week.

There were other memories along that trail, more recent ones. A woman newly released from the hospital, one eye gone, thanking Hanson in broken English for seeing to it that her murdered husband had been buried decently instead of being left to rot in pieces. “He was my life….” The woman wept, holding her surviving child in her arms. “What will I do now?”

Why was she asking him? “Keep going. Keep him alive in your memory. Raise his son to remember his father. Just live one day at a time, what else can you do?”

It was the most honest thing he could have said. It was how he had been surviving, one day after another, ever since Kevin had gone. Whether his words had helped that poor woman, who could say? He had not known the couple at all; he had seen the little family walking past his guard station on their way home every day, and that was all he knew of either of them. He’d been standing there, supposedly guarding the peace, when the Serb truck drove by and gunned down half a dozen innocent civilians. But he wasn’t allowed to shoot at them; he was a Peacekeeper. Armed, dangerous, and hamstrung. All he was allowed to do was bury the victims. He’d given the widow the standard information on refugee assistance, in case she’d wanted to leave, but she told him she had nowhere to go.

He was glad, after he got back to England, that he had at least tried to help her. There had been so little he could do for anyone, to stop the soul-numbing brutality. Serbs returning headless bodies under a flag of truce, then playing football with their victim’s heads just over the no-pass line, in full sight of the bereaved families—how could anything have prepared him for that? So many people he’d met, stupid people turned into monsters, decent people trying to make some kind of a life under impossible conditions. So many of them dead now. And here he was, sitting, waiting, afraid to hope—

Even though he’d expected it, the doorbell’s ring sent him a foot into the air.
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Ransom

Royal Navy: Book One

By Lee Rowan

An officer, a gentleman… and a sodomite. The first two earn him honor and respect, the third may cost him his life. David Archer realizes how hopeless his attraction to his fellow midshipman is from the moment a newly-arrived William Marshall challenges a sexually abusive shipmate to a duel—and shoots him dead.

To Marshall, the Navy is his one chance to move beyond his humble beginnings. While others spend shore leave carousing, he curls up with a navigation text. When they and their captain are abducted, Archer and Marshall become pawns in a renegade’s sadistic game. To protect the man he loves, David Archer chooses to face his own demons of past abuse returned in a different form. When Marshall learns of Archer’s sacrifice, he discovers what he feels for Davy runs stronger and deeper than friendship. He’s in love, for the first time in his life, and he wants to know all about this new emotion.

But first they must escape. Only then will they find out if they can preserve their love without losing their lives.
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Winds of Change & Eye of the Storm

Royal Navy: Book Two

By Lee Rowan

Winds of Change

Lieutenants William Marshall and David Archer, of His Majesty’s frigate Calypso, have been lovers for more than a year. Because the penalty for discovery is the hangman’s noose, they limit themselves to the occasional night of passion ashore.

But in the Navy, nothing lasts forever. A transfer to a new ship brings with it a bizarre turn of events: their captain orders them to behave as though they are involved in an illicit relationship in order to smoke out a suspected traitor. When their masquerade proves dangerously effective, it threatens to cost Davy his life.

Eye of the Storm

The long war between England and France enters a fragile and temporary truce in the winter of 1802, but the lives of Commander William Marshall and Lieutenant David Archer are more complicated than ever. After almost losing Davy in battle, Will faces the responsibility of command and questions whether he can give orders that will put his love in harm’s way once more.

Doubts torment David Archer. Will walked away once, trying to end their relationship for Davy’s own safety. His physical wounds have healed, but the loss of trust remains. Now, his biggest challenge is persuading Will their love is worth the risk of loss.
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Home is the Sailor

Royal Navy: Book Three

By Lee Rowan

The Royal Navy meets the Stately English Manor Murder Mystery, and if it were only a matter of Colonel Mustard in the library, things would be so much easier.

After an ambush by the French while on a routine surveillance mission, Will Marshall and David Archer are advised to retreat to the English countryside to avoid Bonaparte’s animosity for a time. Upon their arrival, they discover that David’s eldest brother has died after a mysterious accident and this puts his other, very unsuitable brother in line for the title. David’s suspicions—that the new heir had a hand in his brother’s death—seem so unreasonable that even Will finds it difficult to believe his fears are valid. If Davy thought his lover was hard to convince, his autocratic father, who still sees him as the inept youngest son, won’t even listen to him. Davy and Will are thrust into the role of sleuths, trying to determine the truth behind the mystery.

All the while Will has concerns of his own: his fear of losing Davy is still stronger than his desire to keep Davy beside him on the quarterdeck… but he knows no other life than the Navy.

http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com
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