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      The Duke of Devonshire’s glittering ball was in full cry. Lord Patrick Lansdowne—naval captain, a marquess’ brother, and a newly minted viscount—had little use for it; his attendance for another purpose—to purchase a painting by the illustrious Reginald Pheland, the late Baron Halafair.

      Patrick stood on the balcony, checking his watch every few minutes. The baron was long dead and paintings by his hand seldom came up for sale. They went for a hefty price. While Patrick admired the artist’s landscapes, his seascapes drew him like no other artist. The movement of the waves, the singular scent of the sea, the colors of dawn and sunset—Halafair’s work put Patrick back on deck, the sea beneath him, the place he always wished to be.

      His purchase this evening had come about through a circuitous route via factor and letters exchanged, the factor sending a study and sketches by Pheland of the work in question.

      He’d learned of the painting through word of mouth and found it odd the seller was not using an auction house, a far more typical venue.

      Patrick was well acquainted with the late Pheland’s baroness, Beatrice, and their two daughters through his sister-in-law, Rose. He never mentioned his passion for the baron’s work, as the family was endlessly assaulted by Pheland’s admirers, some fanatical in their devotion.

      The factor had planned to deliver the painting yesterday, but a late note said the seller would be standing in for him this evening, the ball the venue for the transfer, and the man’s insistence on wearing a mask. He had used the alias “Kauffman.”

      The whole procedure felt dodgy, the seller’s nom de plume referencing Angelica Kauffman, a famed artist and a founder of the Royal Academy of Arts. Which was why he had tucked a pocket pistol into his boot.

      Why choose a woman artist’s name? Perhaps the seller was a woman. Interesting.

      He had used the name Signor Ricci, after an Italian friend, having no intention of revealing his true one, the price undoubtedly rising to staggering heights. Patrick had told the factor their meeting must be tonight, for he sailed on the morrow. He’d used strong words, for his purchase was no trifling business. Kauffman indeed.

      The reply to his missive had intrigued him. “Kauffman” had written, “Life is a serious business, sir. This is commerce, and one should not give a transaction too much weight.”

      The seller had a point.

      Patrick played along by wearing a domino. Behind him, through the French doors, dancers pranced and whirled. The night was clear, stars spangling the sky, the same ones he charted at sea.

      Patrick checked his pocket watch yet again. The meeting time neared. He made his way downstairs to the second floor and into Devonshire’s library, as noted in the missive. The vast room held stacks upon stacks of books, two sliding ladders, and a spiral staircase that wound upward to a second level.

      Before him, a large hearth flickered, with two wing chairs placed at angles before its flames.

      Patrick paced, early by fifteen minutes, as he intended to arrive before the seller. His nerves were aquiver, his adrenaline high, much as when he stood on deck facing an enemy’s brace of cannon.

      The mantel clock chimed midnight and behind him, a rustle.

      Patrick whirled to see a woman enveloped in a large cloak, the cobalt blue of her gown flashing beneath as she emerged from a wing chair. His shock yielded to an appreciation of her elegant form and carriage, her glittering owl-shaped mask shading her eyes, much of her face, and her bound hair.

      “Have you brought the funds, sir?” the seller said.

      Patrick froze, stunned, and then he chuckled softly.

       

      That laugh, smokey and warm as velvet. Charlotte Pheland would recognize it anywhere—Lord Patrick Lansdowne, now Lord Hawthorne, if she recalled. Devil have it! Her nerves aquiver since the ball’s start, prickled.

      Patrick wore a mask, as instructed, his tall form hinting at muscle beneath his elegant clothes. He carried himself like the military man he was, one who knew his place in the world.

      Charlotte understood at some point she would sell a painting to a friend. So be it.

      Though wary, she could not renege. Her mother and sister’s well-being, along with Halafair’s maintenance, depended upon it. As it was, they’d spent a small fortune on her dress to impress the buyer. While their dear papa had been a warm and cheerful man and an exceptional artist, he had been unwise when it came to funds. Upon her father’s death, they had been destitute until her mother married Earl Fielding, a man whose name was never voiced by Mama, herself, or Claire, not if they could help it. A despicable man, and with Fielding’s passing, their financial support suffered another shocking reversal.

      “Good sir, I repeat, have you brought the funds?” she said.

      The man nodded, bristling with energy as if mere flesh and bone could not contain him.

      “Sir?” she repeated.

      He reached into his tailcoat’s inner pocket and withdrew a pouch.

      Charlotte crossed her arms. She might know Patrick Lansdowne, but she would not release the painting to a mute, his silence suggesting mischief.

      The absurdity of their face-off nearly tickled her fancy. She lifted the wrapped painting from behind the chair. “I am afraid we shall not commence the sale, my good man, unless you speak.” Charlotte turned to leave.

      He laughed again, soft and low, the sound always charming her. Charlotte stepped toward the door. “If you do not speak, you will neither see nor leave with the Pheland painting you desired so very much.”

      She brushed a hand over the paperweight in her pocket—a clever addition courtesy of Rose—the glass bauble insurance against nefarious doings. Not that she would cosh Patrick on the head. Would she? Tension tightened her belly. “Well?”

      “What do you wish me to say, Madame Kauffman?”

      “You can be an ass, Patrick.” She tossed her mask onto a chair and approached him.

      He removed his domino, as well. “I see your hearing is in good order, Lady Charlotte,” he said with sarcasm. “It is obviously I.”

      Unbelievable. She’d seen him only last week at Woodbine, a brother-in-law after her stepsister, Rose, had married Patrick’s brother, Rhys. The naval captain, a charmer, was also a nuisance who tweaked her and others with his sarcasm and quips.

      “You admire my father’s work?” she said.

      The man’s stiff posture relaxed a fraction. “Admire is too faint a word, Charlotte. His seascapes take me to the place I love most in this world.”

      Patrick could not have surprised her more, having expected a set down, rather than enthusiasm. “That pleases me, for all this cloak-and-dagger wears on a person.”

      He let out a chuckle. “I agree. Yet your factor insisted upon it.”

      Charlotte’s cheeks heated. “I admit that was my doing. My agent contracted the influenza, and it is quite awkward selling one’s father’s paintings.”

      “Why not use an auction house, for heaven’s sake?” He leaned against a wing chair’s back, crossing a leg, relaxed, devilishly handsome, and utterly proud, his black hair agleam in the candlelight.

      Charlotte could not reveal she feared an auction house’s scrutiny. “I had an unpleasant issue with Sotheby’s, and Christie’s proved no better, thus I have taken the sales in hand myself.”

      “Why sell them?” he said.

      “Shall we get on with it?”

      He moved closer and laid a hand on her shoulder, his brows drawn together with concern. “Charlotte, why sell your father’s work? You are part of our family now. If you need funds, we can help.”

      “I appreciate your kindness, Patrick, very much. But⁠—”

      With a rattle, the double doors swung wide, to reveal the Duke of Devonshire leading a throng into the library, expounding, “And here we have our newest library, which is dedicated to…”

      Devonshire spotted them and went silent.

      That gossip Lady Ablethorp was with him, too. Curse it. Mama and Claire, Rose and Rhys, and his sisters. And there was the Duke of Wellington, for all that was holy. Heavens!

      Patrick dropped his hand from her shoulder, but not soon enough.

      Lady Ablethorp plowed forward. “What do we have here? An assignation?”

      Ruination crashed upon Charlotte like an avalanche.

      The duke moved to Lady Ablethorp’s side, a frown wreathing his face.

      “My lady,” he said to the viperous Ablethorp. “I fear you make much out of nothing. Lady Charlotte and Lord Hawthorne are related.”

      “Vaguely,” she said.

      The duke, Patrick’s good friend, eyed him with a pained expression. “My lord?”

      It felt as if a thousand eyes peered at her. At least Mama and Claire knew what she was about, which mattered little, for all stared goggle-eyed at her and Patrick’s misstep.

      Charlotte could find no words, for she was compromised in the eyes of the ton.

      Patrick appeared confounded, too. As a man who commanded a Royal Navy ship, he must feel as if he had stepped into another’s life.

      Patrick was confounded. True, he could reply to the duke, say nothing untoward had occurred. Charlotte’s name would still be blackened.

      Which was the coward’s way.

      As a man, he would escape unscathed—Lady Charlotte had no male relatives to defend her honor, unless he counted Rhys or himself. The irony did not escape him.

      Charlotte would be brushed with scandal and called loose or wanton. Unconscionable epithets. The episode would be caricatured in cartoons, noted in The Morning Post, the gossip endless.

      He imagined those faces multiplied by hundreds, rumors slithering through the ton, shaming Charlotte.

      The clock on the mantle ticked.

      Patrick did not wish to marry. Yet, as a gentleman, he could not abandon this woman to wolves like Ablethorp.

      Charlotte peered at him, damming tears she obviously wished would vanish. Her back was straight, her chin high, but the fear and grief in her eyes touched him.

      “An assignation, you say, Lady Ablethorp?” Patrick said. “That would paint our meeting in an unsavory light, given Lady Charlotte’s and my betrothal.”

      Lady Ablethorp raised a haughty brow. “Is that so, my lord? And are you not to depart for your new command in the near future?”

      “On the morrow.” He nodded. “Hence, my farewells to my fiancée in private.”

      Ablethorp huffed. “And shall you leave Lady Charlotte dangling at the end of a string for years?”

      Charlotte’s eyes widened, and she went to speak, opening that pretty mouth of hers.

      Patrick forestalled her words. “I shall not be absent for years but for a few months. Lady Charlotte and I intend to marry upon my return.”

      Charlotte closed her mouth, her face paling further, lips compressed tight.

      Lady Ablethorp winked. “How fortuitous. And may I offer you both my heartfelt congratulations.” 

      A hullabaloo of congratulations and back slaps ensued, along with their family’s speculative stares as the guests filtered out.

      Alone once again, Charlotte rounded on Patrick. “And what are we supposed to do now?”

      “I assumed that was obvious.”

      “Become engaged? That is absurd.”

      “Extended engagements are not uncommon, and in truth, I have no idea how long I shall be gone on my next assignment. We shall have ample time to wiggle out of this challenging situation. In fact, the longer I am away, the more believable it will be that you tire of waiting and cry off.”

      “Ah.” Charlotte grinned. “Not a bad thought, my lord.”

      Patrick winged out an arm. “Let us complete the sale after a dance, a waltz, to convince the Philistines that we are indeed a couple.”

      “I fervently hope,” Charlotte said, taking his arm, “that our dance will not give you hives.”

      Patrick’s soft laugh charmed her once again.

      “I doubt that,” he said, lips twitching. “But one never knows.”

       His cheeky grin appeared. “What say you to gifting me your father’s painting? A token of our engagement.”

      Charlotte tapped a finger to her lips, then offered a saucy smile. “Not a chance, my lord. The price stands.”
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      Weeks after Patrick Lansdowne had sailed, Charlotte sat at her desk and dipped her pen into ink to hover over a fresh sheet of foolscap. Her daily correspondence to her friends and relatives complete, she had resolved to write Patrick in answer to his letter. But how to phrase her words?

      A dollop of ink dripped to the paper.

       

      Salutations, Lord Patrick!

      How do you fare? Your letter sounds as if life at sea is treating you well. I am pleased you are bound for the Mediterranean, rather than Bermuda. Closer to home.

      I hope you do not mind me calling you Lord Patrick. I find Lord Hawthorne or Captain Lansdowne too formal for an “engaged” couple.

      Please continue with your vivid descriptions of the sea and sky, for I am painting a challenging seascape and hope to incorporate your details onto the canvas.

      All is well at Halafair, though Claire has contracted a cold from her many treks to a nearby dig. I admire my sister’s passion, but I confess her absorption with archaeology leaves me nonplussed. Gardening is the only dirt I wish to turn.

      I recently read Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Ozymandias.” What an exceptional work! I suspect you will find it so upon reading the poem. I shall enclose a copy.

      Do you and your men play cards? I bet that you do so. Whist, piquet, vingt-et-un? I am curious. What else do you do aboard ship of a recreational nature?

      Your descriptions of the native costumes and landscapes of the West Indies thrilled me. Though I may never see that exotic land, I feel I have been there due to your lively words.

      I visited Woodbine to see Rose, and she and your brother are faring well. I have a surprise for their anniversary, a work-in-progress. Can you guess the subject matter? I suspect you shall.

      Do stay safe.

      Yours,

      Lady Charlotte, Halafair Hall

       

      While in port, Patrick’s cabin boy handed him his correspondence, including a letter from Lady Charlotte. He opened it first, knifing through the seal, and upon reading her tepid thoughts on her sister’s archeological fervor, he laughed aloud. He assembled his writing materials, for he must return an equally entertaining missive.

       

      Dear Lady Charlotte,

      How fare you? We are headed for the Black Sea, and I am in a sour mood as we have been becalmed for a solid three days. The men are restless, as are the officers and myself!

      The painting I purchased from you now hangs in my cabin, a true pleasure and delight each time I view it.

      You may find this as charming as I do—a cabin boy, not my own, mind you, has seen fit to attach himself to me. He is a fine little fellow named Henry, of about eight years. He has become my shadow, and his antics give me much amusement. He seldom speaks, other than to say, “yes, sir,” yet he manages to convey a plethora of emotion in those two words and appears at the oddest of times. I fear a bad case of hero worship.

      Did he know my many flaws, ones you are privy to, he would run in the other direction.

      To answer your question, we indeed play poker, whist, and vingt-et-un, most often with my steward, Lieutenant Banby, who is somewhat of a card shark! Regarding other recreational activities…the lieutenant embroiders pictures, as do several of the other men, which are called woolies. A few tell entertaining stories, whilst others play musical instruments such as flutes or drums. Dice games are popular, as are woodcarving or model making. I admit to the latter pastime.

      I began The Bride of Lammermoor (Anonymous), but did not find it pleasurable, thus I have switched to Frankenstein or the Modern Prometheus, also published anonymously. A ripping read. Have you read it?

      No tales of adventure nor exotics in this letter, I am afraid, though I am wondering when you shall cry off our engagement. I fear it shall be an onerous task, and I do not envy you.

      Whilst in the West Indies, I purchased a token for you from Barbados, a “painting” made of shells by a local woman. I suspect you will be amazed by its intricacy.

      Do tell more about your gift to Rhys and Rose, for I suspect both Roddy and Dolce figure prominently! Those yearlings are full of mischief!

      Yours truly,

      Captain Patrick Lansdowne, the Royal Charles

       

      How awful to be becalmed, Charlotte thought. How frustrating. She hoped the winds had picked up by now. Of course, they must have, given his letter arrived eons after posting.

      Patrick had purchased a token for her from exotic Barbados! How kind…and intriguing. Shells, of all amazing things. Any art fascinated her, including Patrick’s model building, and she was equally charmed by his lieutenant’s embroidery, having seen other exquisite works by sailors at sea called woolies. She must tell him more of her current painting in her next letter.

       

      Dear Lord Patrick,

      I hope the winds have picked up by now! The rain here is unceasing and I am in the glums. I must light several braces of candles to paint, and that frustrates me excessively. Are you no longer becalmed? I fervently hope so, for it sounded rather tedious, as well as producing mischief amongst the crew. Do you still have your “shadow” cabin boy?

      You make ship models! What a complex craft, and I can picture you, tweezers in hand, bent over your work. Upon your return, I do hope you will share some of your models with me.

      I have begun a large piece for the Royal Academy of Arts’ Summer Exhibition. I am pleased…so far, yet I have much work still to come before its completion. Perhaps this is the year the committee will approve my work for entry! I think you will approve, for it is a seascape.

      Currently, I am reading Northanger Abby by Jane Austen. It is exceptionally written and quite Gothic in tone. Also quite amusing. Have you read any of Austen’s work? For years before her passing, her works were labelled by “A Lady.” It is only with her sad death that her works bear her true name. I find that rather tragic.

      My ten-year-old pup, Titian, is ailing and I am rather distraught. He is a fine fellow and I would hate for him to leave us. When I visited Woodbine, I made sure Diablo was faring well. Your horse is in fine fettle, though I suspect he longs for his master.

      Regarding our engagement, I am hoping to make our announcement ending it at the height of another’s scandal, thus saving myself and you from an excess of chatter. Soon, I am sure.

      Yours,

      Lady Charlotte, Halafair Hall

       

      Dear Lady Charlotte,

      How is Titian? I do hope he is faring better.

      At the moment, I am reading nothing, for I am on fire! A man I dislike intently—an admiral, no less—has ordered the Royal Charles join his Mediterranean flotilla. We were bound for home, and when the order came through, all aboard were greatly disappointed, myself included. He and I shall not interact a great deal, yet I loathe the sight of him even surrounded by the sea. He has an untrustworthy soul and is a man who derided our great Lord Nelson.

      On a more uplifting subject or perhaps a laughable one, the boy’s hero worship has only increased. I now call Henry my barnacle, for he is seldom far from my side. A more insidious case of hero worship I have not seen. My personal cabin boy’s nose is quite out of joint! Yet I cannot find it in my heart to dismiss Henry, for he means well and his antics greatly amuse me.

      Yours truly,

      Captain Patrick Lansdowne, the Royal Charles
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      After months at sea, Patrick stood feet braced on the afterdeck, hands behind his back, as the Royal Charles dove and rose through the churning waves of the Mediterranean, angry waters that presaged the storm to come. A dangerous one. Their flotilla was a beast, a commanding one, yet he sensed the storm would be vicious.

      He signaled Banby to join him, and his steward strode to the afterdeck.

      “I do not like the looks of this, Captain.”

      “Nor do I, my friend.” Patrick leaned against the taffrail. He grinned. “We shall meet the challenge.”

      Banby raised his field glass. “We are far enough from shore.”

      “Would that we could heave to and batten down the hatches. I wish you to have the sails reefed and the bloody cannons checked yourself, for I have little confidence in Midshipman⁠—”

      “I am aware,” Banby said. “It shall be done, as well as Cook’s galley fire.”

      Sea spray lashed them as they peered into the heightening waves. A peel of nearby thunder shook his bones, the surrounding flotilla disappearing and reappearing in the mist, like specters from a ghost story.

      Hours later, the crew weary, Patrick cursed as they swooped downward on yet another immense wave, and the Royal Charles surged upward, attempting to scale it.

      The fallen night, the driving rain made it impossible to see the flotilla other than the few lights winking in and out as the ships strove against towering waves. The Royal Charles crested yet another, but an immense gust of wind sheered across the bow, followed by thunder, then a loud gunshot.

      Except that was no gunshot. Patrick raised his lantern, rain lashing him. Across the bridge…Disaster. A crack in the main mast.

      Shouts, stomping feet, men running to different positions. Patrick boomed commands, changed one sailor’s trajectory, then a midshipmen’s, to see Banby race toward him.

      Another gust. A louder crack.

      A boy ran past him to preserve a loosening stay.

      Lightning struck again. The mast!

      Splinters flying! The main mast bending…toppling!

      A boy directly in the falling mast’s trajectory.

      Men screamed, ran, leapt as Patrick streaked across the deck toward the boy, fighting through bodies, rain, and wind, running…running.

      He peered through the torrent. A crack boomed, the mast teetering.

      The boy… Henry!

      Patrick sprang, shoving away the child as the mast thundered downward.

       

      Patrick regained consciousness with pain so brutal he wished to scream. He clamped his teeth tight. Royal Naval captains did not scream. Beyond the agony, waves rolled beneath him. He cracked his eyes to see watery light filtering in from cabin portholes.

      The pain spiked, his back arched, and he collapsed, a bloody sweating mess. How…

      He remembered. The mast falling, his leap to save the boy…

      Had the boy been saved?

      His uniform smelled of dried blood, and his breath hitched, trying to comprehend his situation. He was onboard a ship. But it was not the Royal Charles, though Patrick couldn’t explain how he knew that.

      He was alive, at least, though that shocked him, for he had been certain the falling mast would end his life.

      When he widened his eyes, light momentarily blinded him, and he rubbed them. Even that simple movement caused pain.

      His eyes adjusted to see two owlish ones, the color of blue frost, peering down at him. Patrick blinked, yet he could not recognize the face.

      “Would you like some water, Captain?”

      The voice was young, very young. He nodded.

      Cool glass touched his parched lips, and when the glass tilted, blessed water coated his tongue. He swallowed.

      More came into focus, the cabin belonging to an unknown officer. But the boy…

      “You…boy… Are you well?”

      “I be good, Captain,” the boy said.

      “Your name?” His words sounded slurred. He should recall the boy’s name.

      “I’m Henry, sir,” the lad said, his freckled face and dark blue eyes filled with worry. “I’m all right, Captain. You saved me.”

      The boy stretched to give him another sip of water, a hand resting on Patrick’s thigh. Patrick saw it with his own eyes.

      Except, where Henry’s hand rested, he felt nothing at all.

      Sleep took him once again.

       

      Charlotte was penning letters, a stack of them, for she had been consumed by her work, dreading a maid delivering that day’s post, which would only make the pile higher.

      Her eyes drifted through the windows to the day outside, with a searing blue sky and early summer flowers abloom. She’d planned a walk with Claire and…

      A knock and their butler entered with yet more letters. After thanking him, she rifled through the stack.

      One from Patrick! His were her favorites, so entertaining.

       

      Dear Lady Charlotte,

      I hope you and your family are well and thriving. I have had little time to write, and as we prepare to leave port in Menorca, a Spanish port once in British hands, I finally have a moment to post my letter.

      Impressive towers protect the harbor and the sea is near blue as the Caribbean. You would be charmed by the town, with its pristine white homes and public buildings, the sky a searing blue. Most days. This week, the weather has turned foul.

      My stable visit to see the Menorquín horses was a highlight. Some say they have Arab blood, others claim them to be of Berber stock, and still others, mid-European. Whatever their source, these beasts are agile and stand a solid fifteen hands. All are black, with gleaming coats, and appear friendly and eager to work. I found myself enthralled.

      The Menorcans claim their horses’ fiery temperament is coupled with steady nerves, and I have observed their riders practicing Doma menorquina, a Menorcan riding style based on dressage. Their athleticism is unparalleled. Upon my return, I shall investigate purchasing a dam and a stud.

      I do not know when I shall be able to write again, for as we set sail, the seas seem unhappy with our flotilla, the skies gunmetal gray, the waves churning.

      What is your latest novel? One you might recommend? I have found no time to read while I assured our ship repairs complete, the Royal Charles now shipshape and sound.

      I found a few moments to work on a new model ship, managing to build the frame and lay down the planks. A British frigate.

      How goes your painting for the Royal Academy’s exhibition? Five feet wide sounds immense, and I hope you are making good progress.

      I have assigned Henry to post this letter. I am rather confounded by the barnacle’s adulation, yet his cheeky words amuse me. The boy has a good heart.

      Once our business in the Mediterranean is complete, we sail for home. I am eager for it.

      Have you had the opportunity to dissolve our engagement?

      Yours truly,

      Captain Patrick Lansdowne

       

      Charlotte lifted her pen to write Patrick, to tell him of Titian’s passing, of her newest novel, The Maid of Killarney, and of her progress on her exhibition entry. Charlotte bit her lip, Patrick’s question nagging. He had again asked about their engagement. Well, no, she had not cried off yet. Soon, she told herself, aware her hand was stayed by her increasing fondness for Patrick and her dislike of the commotion reneging would produce. Which was absurd. She must send the announcement to the papers. Soon. Charlotte would do it soon.

       

      Opening his eyes, Patrick was near blinded by white. Walls, bed, sheets, floors—all white. Where in God’s…?

      Pain reminded him that all was not well, yet it was less severe than his previous awakening.

      Lieutenant Banby sat to his right, and on his left, the boy, Henry.

      As the bed did not move from the rocking waves, the soothing motion absent, they must be ashore.

      “Greetings, Captain,” Banby said. “Good to have you back, as you have been insensate for days. We are in the port city of Barcelona at the Hospital de la Santa Creu i Sant Pau. You are recovering from your accident aboard ship.”

      “How fares my ship?”

      Banby shook his head. “I am grieved to report that the Royal Charles is lost.”

      “Our men?” he said with a rasp.

      “All but three survived the sinking, and were taken aboard the Lady Mary.”

      Even three were too many to lose. “Who?”

      “Lieutenant Proudfoot, Seaman James Tarlow, and…” The man sighed. “And Cook.”

      Cook had been with Patrick since before Trafalgar. An honorable and brave man. All of the three pained his heart, but Cook had been Banby’s and his good friend. For no reason whatsoever, he remembered Cookie’s incident and smiled. “Remember Cook’s affair with the escaped chickens?”

      Banby grinned. “How could I not?”

      Patrick turned his face away. “Christ.”

      “He shall be greatly missed,” Banby said. “I believed you done for, too, Captain.”

      “I thought the same,” Patrick said, turning to the boy in the room. “Why are you here, Henry?”

      Rather than answer, the boy looked to Banby.

      “He will not leave your side,” Banby said.

      Patrick processed Banby’s words, but the emotion felt too complex to untangle. “My prognosis?”

      Banby’s stoic demeanor never changed but his eyes darkened.

      “Banby, report!” he demanded, his voice as stern as he could make it. Which wasn’t much.

      “The doctors believe you are paralyzed from…your thighs down, Captain.”

      Patrick’s world trembled. “And shall I walk again?”

      “They have not speculated.”

      “I see,” he said. “I would prefer to be alone.”

      Banby and the boy saluted him, the pair wearing pained expressions, and Banby quit the room.

      Useless legs. Useless bloody legs. How would he possibly go on?

      He sighed.

      Henry, that pesky boy, remained and now stood tight against a corner of the room staring down at his boots.

      “Why are you still here, Henry?” He hadn’t meant to sound so agitated. Bollocks.

      Henry’s face whitened.

      “Well?”

      “I figure you might need somethin’, Captain. I dunno, a drink of water, a bit ta eat.”

      Patrick didn’t laugh. Christ, he had nothing to laugh about. Yet he found his barnacle amusing.

      “So you plan to simply stand there until I need something, young man?”

      “Yes, sir!” Henry saluted, touching his clenched fist to his brow.

      “Then prove yourself useful. I wish to sit up.”

      Henry scurried to the bed. “You sure?”

      “Henry!”

      The boy saluted again but didn’t move.

      Christ! He spoke in a quiet but stern voice. “Am I your captain or not?”

      The boy’s expression turned pensive. “Well…As we’s on land, I don’t rightly know.”

      A barnacle with a mind.

      Heaven help him.

       

      Charlotte stood at her easel in Halafair Hall, her favorite place to be. Her current painting was of Roddy and Dolce, Rhys and Rose’s two beloved foals, the work to celebrate the couple’s first wedding anniversary. When the Marquess and Marchioness celebrated in a month, the portrait would be ready.

      The delicious light from the window caught her engagement ring, a beautiful bouquet of emeralds and diamonds that sparkled in the sun. Patrick had posted the ring from the West Indies, a surprise. Charlotte cursed, for she had once again forgotten to remove it whilst working. She shook her head, returning to work.

      Charlotte cleaned her brushes and moved on to a second painting, a stormy seascape thirty inches by four feet. She had much yet to do on the work, but was pleased how it was coming along.

      She left that easel and crossed the room to focus on her Royal Academy of Arts’ Summer Exhibition painting. Entrants to the prestigious show did not have to be members, and though they accepted very few women into the exhibition, she hoped her seascape at dawn would do the trick.

      This seascape challenged her—the most difficult painting she had yet to execute—a large piece more than six feet wide.

      As she raised her brush to the restless sea, thoughts of Patrick intruded. Her fiancé. The time was long past for her to declare an end to their engagement.

      She had hesitated again and again, pushing off the announcement of their engagement’s dissolution. She was not sure why. Perhaps due to the ensuing stares and gossip? Charlotte cared little other than needing the ton for the sale of her father’s paintings.

      A more powerful reason lurked in her mind’s recesses. Or was it her heart?

      Perhaps because Patrick’s offer of marriage had been noble? She must call herself a liar to claim that the reason.

      She should be honest at least to herself—she found his correspondence lively and intriguing, his perceptions intelligent. In truth, Charlotte had begun liking the man far more than she could have imagined.

      How surprising.

       

      Patrick’s carriage was loaded, the trunks with new clothes stowed atop, while Lieutenant Banby checked the horses. Within the carriage, Captain Patrick Lansdowne, Viscount Hawthorne since the Battle of Trafalgar, lay on a specially constructed bed for the journey to Germany.

      He was anxious for their leave-taking, yet he could do nothing to speed the process along. Out the window, the barnacle trotted to the front of the carriage.

      Why was the child still here?

      Had Henry’s parents been contacted? Did Henry even have parents?

      Many cabin boys came from naval families, but others were orphans from The Marine Society or the Foundling Hospital, while others with a criminal bent were conscripted. He fervently hoped this boy was amongst the former and would be collected soon.

      “Banby!” Patrick hollered.

      In seconds, the side door was flung open. “How can I help you, Captain?”

      God’s blood! Patrick wanted to scream. How many times had he heard those words over the past month? He was sick to death of them. Sick of the pain. Sick of his useless legs. He should have died beneath that mast aboard the Royal Charles, rather than lived as a useless hulk of a man.

      The barnacle materialized beside Banby.

      “Why are you not on your way home, Henry?” he asked.

      “The Royal Charles were my home, Captain,” Henry said.

      Fury, frustration, exasperation filled every pore. Yet he must not release it onto the boy. “Do you have another home back to England, one with your father and mother?”

      The boy stood straight, hands tight to his sides, though his lower lip quivered.

      “Henry?” Patrick said.

      “I ain’t got no home, Captain, leastways not one as you described.”

      “You are an orphan?”

      The boy’s cheeks pinked. “I am. I were const…conscrp...”

      “Conscripted?” Banby said.

      Henry nodded. “I were in the orphanage and someone took me. That’s how I landed on the Despoina.”

      Why hadn’t the boy told them thus when he had come aboard? The blistering curses circling Patrick’s head were not suitable for a child. Barnacle, indeed. “Then you shall come home with us.”
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      The celebration for the Marquess and Marchioness of Ravenscroft’s first wedded year was small, consisting of family and close friends. Charlotte’s painting of the colt and filly was a success, but a moment of joy in an otherwise concerning celebration. The festivities weren’t somber, not exactly, but worry slithered through the group like an asp seeking prey.

      Two months earlier, Patrick’s letters had gone from chatty to infrequent, the family and Charlotte receiving terse notes that explicated nothing. Patrick was alive, they knew that much. Yet he had not returned home nor indicated what he was doing nor why he remained away.

      Rose insisted Patrick would return soon. She “felt it in her bones.”

      Charlotte suspected Rose’s words were intended to soothe her husband, who near daily contacted the Admiralty with few results, other than knowing the Royal Charles had sunk and three aboard had died, though not Patrick. The family, Charlotte, too, worried as well.

      Rose, Charlotte’s sister-of-the-heart, pulled her aside at the first opportunity. “Have you received any explanation from Patrick?”

      “None,” Charlotte said. “Only brief notes. A line or two that told nothing of his condition or whereabouts.” She missed his chatty letters with his thoughts and feelings about life at sea or in exotic lands.

      “Rhys is not doing well,” Rose said.

      Charlotte glanced at the marquess. His eyes were tired, his demeanor weary. “He looks rather wan.”

      “He is not eating properly and he even went off on one of his retreats. He has not done so for ages.”

      Rhys’ retreats, Charlotte knew, were the result of his participation in the war against Napoleon. Months earlier, after the family had settled at Woodbine, Rhys had ceased them. Their renewal was a bad sign which must stress both himself and Rose.

      “I am so sorry,” Charlotte said. “Thankfully, Patrick has not perished, and yet…”

      “My pain-in-the-ass brother has failed to explain where he is or why he has not returned.”

      Patrick was a pain in the ass. But he was also kind and funny and possessed other fine qualities. He positively vibrated with life.

      Charlotte knew not what to say and remained silent.

       

      Patrick’s pain merely hummed now, ever-present but tolerable, as they traveled away from Schloss Salder, a stately home where an agent said the Farffler chair resided. The chair was unique, as it was self-propelled, which would give Patrick a modicum of independence. He must find the damned chair. Nothing less would do.

      Once Patrick had been strong enough for travel, he, Banby, and the barnacle had traversed numerous uncomfortable miles in search of a self-propelled wheeled chair, each stop ending in disappointment.

      Patrick had tried a Bath chair, but that wheeled contraption was anathema, for he must be either pushed by a man or pulled by a horse, the indignity too much to bear. During his research, he discovered most chairs were the same until he’d found a sketch of Farffler’s. Early on, Patrick had written letters and engaged agents to suss out the chair, and one reply from Italy claimed a chair that might suit.

      Six weeks had passed as they’d made their way to Italy, but the recumbent chair their agent had discovered was again too heavy for Patrick to push himself, even with his increased upper body strength. That egregious disappointment was lightened somewhat by the agent pointing them to an ephemera dealer. There, they discovered the schematics for the Farffler chair, originally constructed in 1655 for the man’s own use.

      At the very least, they now had the plans. Yet they had ventured to Schloss Salder in hopes of finding the actual chair…with no luck.

      Patrick’s strength had grown daily through his demanding calisthenics, his arms, torso, shoulders, chest, and neck all gaining strength. But though Banby exercised his legs each day, they remained useless sticks.

      As Schloss Salder grew small in the rear window, Patrick wanted to throw something, hit something, anything to rid himself of his overwhelming loss of agency.

      He reached for his flask and emptied it. Only water, when he longed for a sip of scotch or bourbon. But he had sworn not to indulge, at least until they found a proper chair.

      When the pain had been intolerable, when he hated what he had become, he imagined killing himself. That would surely end his suffering.

      He sighed, lifting a two-week-old English newspaper, The Times. Of course he would not kill himself. A tossing cowardly thing to do.

      Dear God, but he was bored. The pain was bad. Disability was bad. But the boredom…That might be what killed him.

      Patrick reached for the leather portfolio and pulled out the plans for the Farffler chair. The person sat on a low-sided wooden seat, with two tall wheels alongside. Across the recumbent legs sat a box covering gears, with two crank handles projecting from either side. A third smaller wheel was situated in front. Farffler had used the cranks to propel himself.

      Though his hopes had been repeatedly dashed, he refused to quit. He thumped one of his two canes on the carriage roof, the sticks near as useless as his legs, but they gave him the leverage to stand without aid.

      The carriage soon drew to a halt, and Banby appeared, along with Henry.

      “You called, Captain?” Banby said with a raised brow.

      The man thought he was funny. “I have been reviewing the sketches of Farffler’s chair.”

      “I see,” Banby said.

      “Let us have done with this mad dashing about. We shall build our own cursed chair, then return home.”

       

      Days after the anniversary party, May in full bloom, Charlotte had returned to Halafair to focus once again on her smaller seascapes. The painting nearly done, the light perfect, and her factor now possessed preliminary sketches for clients. A wealthy farmer and Sir Alex Morrison had expressed interest, which might presage a bidding war—a good thing.

      Time for the signature, the most challenging part of the process. For the name she would place on the work was Reginald Pheland, her father, famed for his paintings of landscapes and seascapes. Though he had passed away years earlier, he allegedly left a cache of his work in the attic, work their family continued to sell.

      Only her mother Beatrice, and her sister Claire knew her forgeries paid Halafair’s taxes, funded their staff, and many other estate-related expenses.

      Her papa, whom she dearly loved, had been a fine, albeit traditional, artist. As a child, Charlotte had been fascinated by his work, enough so that she had picked up a paintbrush at the age of three. Years later, her mother and sister claimed she had surpassed her father’s artistry. In her most self-reflective moments, she was forced to agree, due to her studies with the great J.M.W. Turner.

      Women who worked in oils were few, discouraged from the pastime by ignorant men, the proceeds from those sales minuscule. On the commercial market, paintings with her signature would receive far fewer pounds than those bearing her father’s name. Or any male name, in fact.

      Her family needed money to survive, hence Charlotte had become a forger to ensure their survival.

      As she attributed the painting before her to her father, she fervently hoped Papa was looking down upon her with approval.

      Charlotte returned to her work. Hours later, she cleaned her paints with turpentine and washed her hands with Castile soap, discarding her painter’s apron on a hook set for that purpose. She retired to the yellow salon to pen replies to letters she owed. A stack of them.

      Once she had answered her friends’ letters, adding questions on fashion and on dits around town, she wrote Mr. Turner. She regaled him on her proposed entry into the Summer Exhibition and asked after his current project.

      A knock broke her focus, a maid appearing at the door. “Excuse me for disturbing you, Lady Charlotte, but Lady Ravenscroft has arrived and wishes to speak with you.”

      A surprise, and she began folding her completed letters. “Lovely. Please have refreshments brought.”

      Halafair was but an hour’s ride from Woodbine, the Lansdowne stud farm in Devonshire. That Rose would travel without prior notice said something was up.

       “Lottie!” Rose said, arms wide for a hug.

      Charlotte clasped Rose to her, this sister of the heart. Standing back, she noted Rose’s appearance, a bit sallow, and couldn’t help but see the bruising beneath Rose’s eyes.

      “Are you well, dear sister?” Charlotte said.

      Rose grinned. “Yes! Though I spend much time bent over the chamber pot.”

      Charlotte gasped. “Are you…?”

      “Indeed!” Rose said, grinning. “The little sprog performs the scotch reel within my belly. I am told it will pass. I hope it is soon!”

      “As do I!” She hugged Rose again. “When shall I meet the wee Lansdowne?”

      “December, or thereabouts.” Her sister frowned. “Though I wish my babe were the only cause of my fatigue.”

      “Rhys?” Charlotte said.

      “He is well enough.”

      Charlotte leaned forward. “Then what?”

      Rose pressed her fingers to her closed eyes. “As you know, Patrick’s ship sank during a terrible storm. We have learned that in saving the life of a cabin boy, Patrick was gravely injured.”

      “How badly?” A pit yawned in Charlotte’s belly for that brave, irritating man. He’d escaped unscathed from the Napoleonic wars, only to suffer this. “Will he live?”

      “Yes. But it is terrible, Lottie.” Tears filled Rose’s eyes. “He is paralyzed. His legs, I mean. They no longer work.”

      For such an active man, the loss would be a devastation. She had first met Patrick at Fielding Manor, Rose’s former home. An intense man, one quite different from his brother the marquess, his sarcasm and quips could be funny…or lethal. Yet she would never forget his honorable display saving her reputation at the Devonshire ball. Not all men would act thus, and she owed him much. But it was his letters, missives that illuminated the inner man, that intrigued her. He had revealed a reader, a model shipbuilder, and a captain who cared for his crew. A man who found humor and delight in a small cabin boy. Patrick Lansdowne was more than she had first perceived.

      “Will he walk again?” Charlotte asked.

      Rose opened her knitting bag, removed her current project, and began weaving stitches. “The doctors refuse to give a definitive answer, only hints that Patrick’s debilitation is permanent.”

      “God in heaven, I grieve for him.” Charlotte rubbed her forefinger and thumb together again and again as if aching for a paintbrush.

      “I wanted you to be apprised,” Rose said, her fingers swiftly weaving stitches onto her needles. “He is, thankfully, on his way home. Three sailors died in the storm, and they were blessed not to lose more men.”

      “I suspect,” Charlotte said, “Patrick does not feel particularly blessed.”

      “I am sure he does not,” Rose said. “You understand, yes? To decide?”

      “Decide?” Then Charlotte realized Rose’s implication. “You mean our engagement?”

      “His injury puts you in an awkward position if you renege.”

      Charlotte enjoyed life at Halafair with her mother and sister and would be content to remain there. The only stick in the spoke was that without access to the beau monde, Charlotte would have trouble selling her forged paintings. And without the paintings’ sales, her little family would suffer.

      Rose knew they were not flush in the pocket, for they often spoke of personal matters, but Charlotte would never reveal the dire state of their finances.

      “Given the loss of his legs,” Charlotte said, “I cannot imagine how Patrick will deal with his injury upon his return. It frightens me a bit, if I am honest. I would also prefer the ton not vilify me.”

      “I doubt they will,” Rose said. “They disdain anyone with disabilities.”

      “Fools! Because of Locke’s and others’ words.” Charlotte sighed. “But that is for another discussion. No, they will turn on me because Patrick is a viscount and the brother of a marquess. The ton will find my rejection offensive. But in truth, Rose, I like the Patrick I came to know during our letter exchanges, and I shall not cry off, at least not until Patrick returns.”

      “In a week, Rhys and I go to meet the ship carrying Patrick,” Rose said. “Of course, Patrick did not tell us when his ship was docking. Rhys discovered it on his own. Just like him to be that inconsiderate.

      “Sister,” Charlotte said. “You are being harsh. Patrick has been through much.”

      “You are right, Lottie.” She wove another stitch. “I sometimes cling to the memory of the boy who was such a pain in my arse.”

      Charlotte smiled. She could picture that boy, all full of himself. A second son’s life was often a challenge. She suspected much of his bravado had come from that.

      “I thought you might join us,” Rose continued. “We plan to bring him to Woodbine.”

      She very much wished to see Patrick and to help in any way possible. “I shall eagerly accompany you.” Her thumb rubbed back and forth, back and forth. “Though what I shall do afterward is a conundrum.”

      “Nor can I advise you,” Rose said, shaking her head.

      Charlotte peered out the tall windows, where early summer blooms rioted.

      “His accident will change him,” Rose examined her knit stitches. “He may want nothing to do with us.”

      “He will get us no matter his mercurial mood.”

      “Are you sure you will not break your engagement, Lottie?” Rose peered at Charlotte. “Before his return?”

      “I will not. For I wish to think and to spend time with Patrick.”

      Rose squeezed her hands. “I suspect you already know that answer, dear sister.”

      “I suspect I do.”

       

      Charlotte sat in the Ravenscroft carriage, though this one bore no crest, Rhys disinclined to announce their arrival at the pier.

      Her heart was too warm for Patrick to cast him off. Ending their engagement upon his arrival home would send the worst sort of message—that Patrick was no longer a whole man. She simply could not. Perhaps, together, they would find a workable solution.

      Their carriage was positioned in the long line awaiting the ship’s passengers, the ship having docked, though it seemed to take forever for the passengers to disembark.

      “How do you think he will be?” Rose said to her husband.

      Rhys’ face was tight, his hands fisted. “Angry?”

      “Do you not think he will be sad?” Rose said.

      “I suspect his lordship has the right of it,” Charlotte said. “Patrick will be furious.”

      “Perhaps,” Rose said. “I confess, I am wary of his reaction.”

      Charlotte was as well. She peered out the window. Sailors lowered the dock ramp, a line of passengers queuing up behind them, disembarking once the ramp was secured. Would Patrick be carried or on a stretcher? So hard to imagine for such a formerly vigorous man.

      Charlotte failed to imagine him unable to ride, to run, to dance. How would that spirited man cope?

      A bit of a hullabaloo on deck as the passengers parted, their carriage too distant to see the rumpus’ cause until…

      “Look!” Rose said, pointing. “Do you see that tall naval officer beside a man in a chair, the blackamoor?”

      “Yes,” Charlotte said, peering out the window.

      The chair seemed to move on its own, rolling down the gangway with its passenger and traveling up the pier.

      “Patrick!” Rose said.

      Her fiancé drove the chair, pushing its large wheels, whilst the tall dusky officer walked alongside, with a boy trotting after them.

      “God’s breath!” Rhys said.

      Standing at the front of the crowd was Lady Ablethorp, a dreadful gossipmonger, her mouth flapping.

      “What shall we do?” Rose said to Rhys.

      “That woman is the worst gossip,” Rhys said. “If we all leave the carriage, it will cause a hullabaloo, an event my brother would hate in the extreme.”

      “Lottie,” Rose said. “Rhys can go meet Patrick. We will wait here.”

      Nerves aflame, Charlotte shook her head. “As his fiancée, I should be the one to meet him, and damn Lady Ablethorp.”

      Rhys knocked on the carriage ceiling, and a footman opened the door and let down the steps. Charlotte took his helping hand, lifted her skirts, and proceeded, her eyes never leaving the man in the rolling chair who grew closer by the minute. She prayed she was up to this particular challenge.

      The nearer Patrick came, the stranger she found his chair. Unlike Bath chairs, his was crafted of large wooden wheels, the third at the front quite small. The chair Patrick used was spare, made of wood and cane. A marvel.

      Charlotte clasped her hands tight as if they could compress her nerves into a ball. Patrick’s face was clearer now, clear enough she saw fresh lines scoring his tanned cheeks. But other than those, he looked much the same, a raven-haired handsome man, though his torso looked more broad, his arms thick enough to strain against his uniform’s fabric.

      The moment he spotted her was indelible, his blue eyes aglow, though she couldn’t tell if they were filled with fury, fear, or joy.

      She approached the dock as he neared land.

      “Lady Charlotte!” cried Lady Ablethorp. “How delightful to see you.”

      They exchanged curtsies. “Lovely to see you as well.”

      “Are you waiting for your betrothed?” Lady Ablethorp said, her tone arch.

      “I am, my lady.” Charlotte nodded and walked on.

      The moment neared when Patrick would reach her, and he neither sped up nor slowed down. Now, all she saw was Patrick, the crowd receding to form a sort of bubble between herself and her fiancé, its circumference ever-shrinking. Charlotte prepared for it to burst.
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      Patrick ascended the last bit of the dock, its slight hill giving him little trouble, for all he saw was Charlotte, tendrils of raven hair escaping her bonnet in the breeze.

      Why in God’s blazes had she come? However the woman had gotten here, she could damned well return the same way.

      “Get the carriage, Lieutenant,” he said, yet again thankful the Admiralty had agreed to assign Banby as his adjunct during his recovery.

      The lieutenant nodded, bounding the rest of the way to land, as Patrick once would have done, heading for the carriage Patrick had specially constructed, with modifications for his condition. Thank Christ he needn’t be lifted into its seat, as a child would, for all to see.

      His barnacle remained glued to his side, and Patrick pushed his wheels a bit slower loathing the inevitable.

      “Your lordship!” hollered that cursed Lady Ablethorp. “Welcome home! I see your fiancée is here to greet you.”

      He nodded to the woman and pushed his chair onto level ground, turning right to bring it before Charlotte.

      “My lady,” he said, nodding his head. “Do forgive me, but a bow is out of the question.”

      Ablethorp reared back, aghast, the repressed giggle coming from Charlotte. Over the past months, Patrick had imagined this scene—a friend or family member’s first sight of him and his wrecked body. He’d vowed not to care and simply get on with it.

      Charlotte curtsied to him and stretched out her
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