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        An exclusive club, only accessible to the fortuitous few. Those who - no matter their differences in money, titles, background or position - marry for love.

        In an era when status, influence, and wealth are bolstered under the guise of marriage, you are like rare gemstones - admired and envied.

        Let your mutual respect and true affection for one another be the beacons by which you navigate the rough and the smooth of life’s journey.

        Whether your clothing be of the cheapest linen or the finest lace, may the blend of either or both bring the richest and happiest union.
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            Prologue

          

          North Sea ~ May 1819

        

      

    

    
      Gale force winds shrieked around them, sailors struggling to control the schooner as it was tossed relentlessly. Icy rain lashed at already drenched bodies, and chilled fingers fought to hang onto sheetlines on a dangerously slippery deck. Nicholas Drummond, along with his crew had been battling the storm for hours and it showed no signs of abating. On his port side, through the grey gloom, he could make out a bay, offering a modicum of shelter and the chance to save both crew and vessel.

      He knew they were north of Whitby and running his mind’s eye over the navigational charts on the captain’s desk, Nick guessed it was probably Runswick Bay. At this point, risking shallower waters was better than trying to ride out the storm on open sea. They managed to turn the ship, so the wind blew through the sails not across them and were in the process of heaving to when disaster struck.

      There was a curious roar. Nicholas turned to see what on earth could be louder than this tumult, to behold a monstrous wall of black water rearing higher than the masts, a split second before it crashed over the hull. The men desperately grappled for anything that might save them from being swept into the treacherous sea, the dark rise of the cliffs looming ominously closer.

      Nicholas, or Nick as he was known to all and sundry, clung to the wheel, until the wave subsided, then, pulling himself upright, moved across the deck accounting for all his men. He worried manning the lifeboat would be useless, he could tell by the white swirls of water, they were nearly on the rocks, the little wooden boat would probably be smashed to pieces before the crew could pull around into the bay.

      He needed to get the men to safety, they were paramount, the schooner, well it was likely already lost, but Nick was determined not a man would suffer the same fate. Thankfully, this was a sea trial, so they weren’t carrying any cargo other than their own supplies. Hanging on to whatever he could, he made his way cautiously across the deck to Captain Richards, long time employee of Trentams — the Drummond’s shipyard — one of Nick’s closest friends, and about as an experienced a sailor as you could get.

      “Captain, do you think we can risk getting the men off?” Nick bawled over the thunderous noise, watching as Richards ran all potential scenarios through his head. None had a positive outcome, but some would be less deadly than others.

      “If we can get the boat down before the wind bashes it against the hull, we might have a chance,” Captain Richards yelled back, dashing water off his face, and the two struggled to the waist of the schooner, where the boat was lashed. Working together they untied the gripes, which tethered the little boat while underway — cold fingers and sodden ropes hampering their efforts, while the remainder of the crew continued in their attempts to bring the ship around. It was clearly a losing battle.

      First mate, Mr Dillon and Able Seaman, Mr Lamb, appeared through the deluge and, deciding it would be too dangerous to use the tricing pendants to manoeuvre the boat into position under the davit, the four dragged the boat to the stern and began attaching the frapping lines. Once completed, Captain Richards struggled along the deck to tell the remaining three they must abandon ship. Despite their desperation to save the schooner, the captain’s word was law, so using the rail as support, they slipped and slithered to where the boat, now attached to the davit, was ready to be lowered. Already aboard, Mr Dillon directed each sailor to the optimum place, distributing their weight evenly.

      Nick and the captain stayed to operate the davit. Normally one person could manage, but the heave of the swell, and the buffeting wind was making everything twice as difficult. Nick realised the current angle of the ship might prevent the winch from working properly, but by now it was either take the risk or they would all perish. At least this way five of them had a chance.

      “What about you Cap’n, Mr Drummond?” demanded Mr Marshall, the second mate, as the boat began to drop below the deck.

      “Don’t worry about us, just get to safety,” hollered the captain, as the little vessel, see-sawing rather wildly, finally hit the water. It tipped with the swell, but righted itself, the built-in cork serving its purpose. Mr Dillon and Mr Jones grabbed the oars, fighting the waves, but slowly, slowly it looked as though they were pulling away.

      Nick exhaled a long-held breath, praying they would get around the ship, and into the calmer waters of the bay, knowing his fate, and that of Richards’ was out of his hands. The ship creaked, rivets and planks beginning to give way, while he and the captain moved towards the main mast, intent on coming up with a way of escaping a watery grave. Just then, he noticed a dark shape coming alongside the starboard side.

      It was a large, wooden boat, in which four men wearing oilskins gripped solid oars. A gravelly voice hailed them.

      “Come on, you fools!” Notwithstanding the imminent peril facing them, Nick and Richards grinned at each other — a lifeboat. Rescue! Praising all that was holy, the pair, tiring now, gathered the last of their energy to toss a heavy length of rope over the side. A few seconds of argument ensued while Captain Richards tried to make Nick go first.

      “No, Michael!” Nick shouted, deliberately using his friend’s given name rather than his nautical title. “At the end of the day, I am responsible for this ship and its crew. I cannot in all conscience let you wait until I am in that boat. Go on, man! I’m right behind you.” Richards hesitated, but Nick gave him a shove to the shoulder and dropped him a wink. There was a sudden respite in the wind and the captain slid down the rope, long years of manning the rigging coming to the fore.

      “Your turn!” barked one of their rescuers. Nick turned to begin his descent when above the tempest came an horrendous cracking. Raising his eyes, Nick saw the foremast snap like a twig, tearing through the foresail, its downward journey in slow motion, as rigging and sails tangled together. The last thing Nick recalled with any clarity was his captain’s bellow.

      “Jump!”
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      The silence was deafening. Where was he? It had been so noisy. Why was that again? Nick tried to work out what was going on, but he couldn’t concentrate. Maybe he was dead, that was why it was so quiet. Well, damn it, that wasn’t very convenient, not when he was in the middle of… wait… what was he in the middle of?

      While ruminating on whether this was indeed his demise, Nick became aware his whole body ached, his head was throbbing like the devil, and he had a raging thirst. Leaning towards not being dead, he surmised it might be an idea to get up. He tried to move, only to feel a gentle hand rest on his chest.

      “Lie back, sir. You have a fever. You need to rest.” The voice was that of a woman, soft — her accent unfamiliar. Nick groaned and tried to sit up again. “Please do as I ask. I daresay your head is thumping and looking at these bruises, you likely feel as though the ship landed on you, which it nearly did.”

      Nick frowned. She was making no sense. “What ship?” he croaked, the two words enough to spike agony in his throat. He gasped in pain, and felt a cup pressed against his lips. He tried to gulp its contents.

      “Slowly, sip it slowly, it will help.” Cool, sweet liquid slipped over his tongue, easing his inflamed throat. “A little more,” when he tried to pull away, “please just for me.”

      Nick was trying work out who ‘me’ was when everything grew dim, and oblivion claimed him.
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      Rose Archer, sat for a few more minutes, wiping a damp cloth over the man’s face, neck, and wrists, trying to cool the fire burning through him. It was five days since the ship ran aground on the rocks, five days since the lifeboat rescued the last two sailors from the ship just as it gave up its argument with the storm. This man, the only one still bedridden was causing her father, the local doctor, serious concern.

      Incredibly, all seven crew were safe. The locals came out in force, risking their own lives to save the hapless seafarers. The five in the little boat managed to row their way into the bay, to be picked up by one of the fishing cobles. The Zetland lifeboat from Redcar, several miles up the coast — dispatched immediately upon receiving the signal a ship was in trouble, long before the crew realised how dire their situation was — arrived in the nick of time.

      The villagers, as was their habit, took the men in. Drying, warming, feeding, and clothing them, discovering that although soaked to the skin, the worst injury except for the man lying on the bed was a broken arm.

      The storm raged well into the following day, but in the late afternoon, had blown itself out, and as the sun began to set, it was as though it had never happened. The sky was clear, the breeze light, and the sea calm.

      Captain Michael Richards who, fortunately, received only a few lacerations and a good drenching, had been up and about the morning after the shipwreck. Determined to get out onto the rocks to see whether anything was salvageable, he was persuaded to wait until at least the next day. The tide would be at its lowest around noon, giving them a good couple of hours to forage.

      

      Rose heard his heavy footfall coming up the stairs to check on his friend, and she felt a smile tug on her lips at his harried knock.

      “Come in,” she called quietly. The catch on the door lifted, and the captain poked his head around.

      “Is he still lying abed?” he grumbled. “What that man will do to get out of hard work.”

      Rose chuckled; he said the same every day. “He has stirred but seems confused.”

      The captain bit down on a snort of laughter. “That’s nothing to worry about, he’s always confused. Spent too many hours in a stuffy office instead of out at sea. It addled his brain.” Coming to sit at the opposite side of the bed. Running an experienced eye over his friend, Michael’s brow creased. “He’s not getting any better, is he?”

      Rose shook her head. “Worse, if anything.”

      “I need to contact his family. They will not yet know of the wreck. Mr Drummond, his brother, must be informed, and if Nick is as sick as you say …” he did not finish his sentence. Life on the open ocean was unforgiving, all who sailed knew the perils associated therewith, in whatever nautical sphere you travelled. Even so, that Nick might die was difficult to accept.

      Michael — as he asked everyone to refer to him, eschewing his formal title with these kind souls — had known Nick over a decade, and the two were firm friends. He had watched Nick grow, maturing from a young lad, totally uninterested in the shipping industry to one wholly vested in its success.

      He knew how many hours Nick had spent under the tutelage of Mr Holland, Trentams’ Master Shipwright. Months and months, learning everything he could about the business. He was trained in navigation — both map and sky — how to steer a ship, how to trim a sail, how to climb the rigging, the importance of maintenance, and what to do in a wild storm.

      Nick worked hard, did all that was asked, even going so far as to swab decks, sand and paint wood — chafed by the constant motion of rope and canvas — and repair sails. Most tasks he would never normally be required to undertake. He argued if he wasn’t prepared even to attempt to understand what his crew was expected to do, how on earth could he command their respect; and respect him they did.

      This was supposed to be a routine sea trial. They had taken every precaution, checked all available information on weather patterns, and this time of year, the unpredictable waters around the English coast were supposed to be relatively calm.

      Two days ago, the storm hit.

      It came out of nowhere. One minute it was blue sky, and bright sunshine. A stiff breeze granted, but that was nothing unusual. Within half an hour, the sky darkened until blacker than a moonless night, the storm bursting over them with terrifying ferocity. Richards, in all his years at sea, had never seen anything like it and had been moved to question whether the world was about to end, so apocalyptic did it seem.

      Grateful none of the crew was killed and, acutely aware of the hazards faced by their rescuers, Richards was quick to thank everyone involved, and intended to inform Hugh Drummond of their efforts. From a long seafaring family, Richards understood their response, had the tables been turned he would have done the same — that didn’t make it any less heroic. Now it appeared as though Nick might succumb to his injuries and resulting fever.

      Nick was about to follow his friend when the mast snapped in half — as though little more than a twig. He scrambled to get out of the way, only to have a massive chunk of wood slam into him, toppling him over the railing and into the turbulent waves.

      Those in the lifeboat pulled him out quickly, but he sustained several piercing wounds from the splinters, not to mention being knocked unconscious and swallowing half the sea. It was another, very long, half hour before they got to shore, where willing hands carried him to the doctor’s house, since when Nick remained in a stupor.

      

      Michael studied his friend, taking in his shallow breathing, the dark circles under his eyes and the dryness of his skin — worried the doctor had missed something. Were there minuscule splinters of wood festering, or was this simply a fever brought on from being soaked over a lengthy period? He believed the latter less probable, the rest of the crew got equally as wet, yet none fell ill. He was about to comment on this when Rose spoke again.

      “I think Papa is concerned there may be tiny shards of wood deep in one or more of his wounds. He was waiting until today to see whether there was any change for the better, and as there isn’t, I think he will likely dig about some more. Might you stay? You could hold Mr Drummond, so he doesn’t jerk, and cause more damage.”

      Michael nodded, “I am happy to, but first I need to send an urgent letter to London. How often does the mail coach come through?”

      Rose grinned as she said, “Once a week, if we are lucky.” Michael gaped at her. “’Tis the country. We are not so busy with letters as you city folk. Most hereabouts do not know how to write. What would be the point of a regular mail coach?” Michael began stammering about important missives, but she interrupted him, adding. “If you write your letter, Adrian Baxter, Walt the butcher’s son, will go over yonder, probably to Whitby. He’ll make sure your letter is on the next mail coach.”

      “Thank you, I shall do that right away. Please come and get me should your father need my assistance prior to my return.” Michael was staying at the cottage of Sam Tucker, the baker, two doors down. Squeezing Nick’s shoulder, he took his leave, and stumped down the stairs.

      Rose chuckled to herself, for all these men were sailors, they hailed from a city used to more conveniences and luxuries than were available in the middle of nowhere, so far north. They were fortunate there was doctor. Her father loved this idyllic little hamlet, living here since his arrival in the district not long before his marriage. His practice covered a large area, and it might have been easier had he settled in a more central spot, but he was adamant, making his rounds on Nellie, his beloved mare. It wasn’t ideal, but he made it work. Something Nick would be grateful for, if he regained full consciousness.
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      Two hours later, Dr Joseph Archer was frowning over his patient. His thorough examination uncovered what he believed to be the source of the infection. An unmistakable odour, and signs of poison in at least two of the larger cuts, supported his theory. Nevertheless, to be absolutely certain, he would need to treat each cut, gash, and laceration with the same care, just in case. He could not risk ignoring the possibility any others of the man’s wounds harboured a stray shard.

      It would take no little time, and Joseph did not want to attempt it until the morrow. Starting early with long hours of daylight was better than beginning his task now, the afternoon already half over.

      “Rose.” The doctor stuck his head out of the bedchamber, calling to his daughter, who was cleaning bowls, cloths, and instruments, as well as sifting out those soiled bandages unable to be reused, and placing them in a heap to be burned.

      “I’ll be there in a minute, Papa.” Her voice floated back up to him. He could hear familiar sounds of domesticity as Rose banged about in their modest kitchen. Unbidden, a wave of sadness washed over him, remembering Abigail, his wife, doing much the same.

      It was four years since Abigail died, slipping quietly away, none of Joseph’s prodigious knowledge or medicine able to save her. A bright and cheerful soul, her loss had left a gaping hole in the lives of her husband and daughter, and for a while it seemed they might never recover.

      Time worked its magic, and slowly they began to adjust. The villagers rallied around to ensure their grief did not swamp them. Now just the two of them, Joseph relied on Rose more than he realised. In turn, she loved helping her father and they worked well together. A woman’s presence often calming some of his more crotchety patients.
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      Rose appeared bearing a tray on which stood two cups of hot tea, one each for her father and her, along with some of the sweet honey mixture for Nick, who hadn’t woken despite the doctor’s ministrations. As they sipped the strong brew, Joseph explained his plan, Rose nodding, adding a comment here and there. Halfway through their conversation, Michael returned, and Joseph updated him on what they intended to do.

      “I have sent a letter to his family, telling them what happened, suggesting Hugh come with all haste,” Michael said, glancing at his friend who was shifting restlessly. “Has he woken since this morning?”

      Rose shook her head. “No, but mayhap if we sit and talk with him, tell him you and his crew are safe, that his family know what happened, it might help. Papa says even those deeply unconscious can register conversation.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He could hear voices, at least two, maybe three different voices. Their words were indistinguishable, blending together. He was thirsty, and his head was pounding. Waking up seemed too hard but he wanted to know what was going on, so forced his lids open.

      “Water,” he croaked through dry lips. A cool hand tilted his head, and a cup of sweet liquid, the taste of which he vaguely recalled, was held allowing him to sip its contents. He swallowed several mouthfuls, the effect of the drink almost instantaneous. Groggily he looked around to see Michael leaning against the window frame, as well as an older man, and a young woman — neither of whom he recognised. That was odd, what were they all doing in his bedchamber?

      He began to ask, but the cool hand patted him on the arm, and a feminine voice told him not to try talking.

      “Mr Drummond, please rest and, if you feel up to it, listen. You are in Runswick Bay. Your ship ran aground in the storm. Captain Richards has sent a letter to your family, and you feel ill because you have a serious infection.”

      Nick tried to focus, but everything was swimmy. He remembered the storm, but what about his men. He made to get up, muttering something completely unintelligible about the crew, and the rain, and rescue.

      “Please lay back, sir. You are unwell, and must rest,” the woman repeated her plea. He ignored her, pushing to lift himself, when a heavy hand pressed down on his shoulders.

      “Nick,” a deep voice rumbled. “Do as you’re told for once. These people are trying to save your life and I would appreciate it if you would let them.”

      “Michael?” Needing to be sure he wasn’t dreaming. If Michael was there it was all right, he was in charge.

      “Yes, ’tis me. Now if you lie still, I will tell you what happened.”

      He fell back against the pillows, wincing at the pain in his head. He became aware Michael was now sitting beside him, but it hurt his eyes to keep them open. He smiled a little in acknowledgement and let his friend talk.

      Michael calmly and quietly apprised Nick of everything from the moment the storm hit to five minutes ago. He explained how they got the men off in the little wooden boat, and that another vessel braved the sea to rescue them both, but he, Nick, was thwacked by a piece of mast just as he was about to shimmy down the rope. Adding, it was now five days later, and this was the first time he had shown any signs of waking. He had a fever and the doctor needed to remove a few tiny splinters from at least two of his injuries.

      Michael concluded his account, and it was clear Nick was fading again.

      “I have written to Hugh, Nick, but I do not know how long it will take for the letter to get to London. Please don’t go and die on us, at least until he gets here.”

      Nick’s eyes flickered open and, ignoring the discomfort, held Michael’s gaze. “I promise.” The ghost of a grin accompanied his whispered reply, and Michael knew his friend would not give up without a fight.

      “That’s it, you will be fit as a fiddle in no time, at which point you can help to repair the ship.”

      “Sounds good,” Nick croaked, his eyelids drooping once again.

      

      Nick drifted back to sleep. Joseph checked his pulse, pleased to note it was not quite as erratic as it had been.

      “We shall let him sleep, hopefully this is the turning point. Rose, please will you bring him some more soup shortly? At least he swallows that without realising,” Joseph asked his daughter who nodded, affirming there was already some heating on the stove, in preparation for the evening meal.

      “Would you like to join us, Captain Richards?” she smiled at the burly man who dwarfed her in the cramped bedchamber, the sloping eaves making him hunch. “There is plenty, and you will be here when Mr Drummond wakes again. He might feel up to another chat, and a familiar face makes such a difference.”

      The captain accepted graciously, saying he would be happy to sit with Nick if they had matters to which they should be attending. Appreciating the man’s offer, Rose and Joseph hurried downstairs to complete the rest of the day’s tasks awaiting them.

      The evening passed uneventfully, Nick woke enough to swallow some soup, and have a brief conversation with Michael, but it wasn’t long before he fell back to sleep. His rest was not too disturbed, and the doctor, checking his patient periodically, surmised Nick’s temperature was lowering. This gave him cause to hope the fever was abating, but affirmed the operation scheduled for the morrow would go ahead.

      “I cannot risk ignoring the possibility it is more than a simple chill brought on by the accident. Moreover, his wounds should be examined and redressed. I would rather be safe than sorry,” he elaborated, when Michael asked whether it would be necessary.

      Michael nodded his head, sagely. “You know best, Doc. What time will you begin? I can be here if you need a strong arm to keep him still.”

      “I was thinking nine. Earlier is better, for the day will be cooler.”

      Michael saw the sense in this and, as the evening was drawing on, thanked Rose for a lovely meal, and them both for their generous hospitality, before taking his leave. His long stride bringing him to his lodgings in less than a minute.
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      The next morning dawned bright and sunny. Joseph, up since first light, made sure his instruments were clean, and his cloths, ointments and bandages, laid out. In the small surgery at the back of the house, Rose scrubbed a wooden table within an inch of its life, covering it with several old, but clean sheets.

      Although it would prove a challenge to bring Nick downstairs, Joseph preferred to operate in this room. The light was better, and it was too hard to operate on someone lying on a mattress, unless there was no alternative. He hoped two or three of the villagers would assist him in this endeavour.

      On the dot of nine, Michael knocked on the front door. Rose showed him through to the back room, whereupon Joseph explained his predicament. In quick understanding, Michael made haste along the street, and collected the rest of his crew. Used to lugging heavy items around the awkward interiors of ships, willing hands lifted Nick, who had yet to wake, down the narrow stairs, and through to the clinic.

      At the same time as they laid their employer carefully on the table, Nick opened his eyes. Scanning the men around him, he offered a rare smile.

      “Now I know how sack of coal feels. Hard to believe you lot are capable of such fine seamanship,” he rasped. “Might I ask why you dragged me from that comfortable bed to drop me on a cold, hard table?”

      “We need to check your wounds for splinters, sir.” It was that feminine voice again and, turning his head, Nick saw a young woman. Odd, he was sure she had been a dream. She smiled at him, and despite feeling utterly wretched, he was aware of a lift in his spirits. She was still speaking, and he tried to concentrate. “Your men carried you down here because ’tis easier and safer to operate in the clinic than in your bed chamber. Do not worry, soon you will be back upstairs where ’tis warm.”

      Concerned Nick did not recall their conversation of the previous afternoon. Rose glanced at her father who shook his head. She patted his hand, covering him with another sheet. Joseph shooed out all but Michael, affirming he would let them know as soon as it was over.

      “This is going to hurt isn’t it?” he queried, into thin air. Where did she go? Was she a dream after all? Her face reappeared, hovering over his. She squeezed his hand.

      “I’m afraid it will, but Papa will be quick, and Captain Richards is here.

      “To hold me down no doubt,” Nick groused.

      “Well, no use you squirming, while the doc here wields his scalpel.” Michael’s rumbled response confirmed Nick’s suspicions.

      Joseph re-entered the clinic, washing his hands in a bowl of clean water. “I think we’ll begin,” offering Nick a sip of laudanum, which he swallowed, gratefully.

      Nick gritted his teeth in anticipation. Even half-conscious he knew how excruciating this would be. A cool hand grasped his, and that gentle voice spoke again.

      “Look at me, Mr Drummond, sir.”

      Nick shifted ever-so slightly, and his gaze locked with hers. He felt the doctor unwrap the bandage around his head and, determined not to make a sound, concentrated on her features.

      Her eyes were the most incredible blue, and to distract himself from the unpleasant sensations the doctor was causing, he tried to think of what they reminded him. Cornflowers maybe, no, more like bluebells — the faint purple hint in their depths, reminiscent of his sister’s favourite flower. Her lightly tanned skin made them even more startling. Nick could see his reflection as she stared back at him and was shocked at his unkempt appearance.

      “I beg your pardon,” he murmured, “had I known I would be in the presence of a lady, I would have shaved,” he hissed a breath, his words slurring. A combination of the opiate taking effect, and a dowel probing one of the lacerations on his skull.

      “I do believe I will let it pass, just this once.”

      He heard the amusement in her voice, and quiet though her reply, it demanded his attention. He swung his eyes back to her face, ignoring the disorientation the movement elicited, and resumed his scrutiny. Her nose was neat and straight, with a smattering of freckles flowing out over high cheekbones.

      Following the curve of her face around her jaw line to her chin, his eyes drifted to her lips. Not too thin, not too full, and currently she was chewing the bottom one. An abstracted gesture, but one, which prompted him to wonder how it would feel to rub his thumb over the bitten flesh.

      He blinked in an attempt to banish the image, but it floated, tantalisingly, at the edge of his mind. Forcing his gaze away, his eyes tracked upwards to her hair. Silvery blonde, with an occasional darker streak, it was plaited and twisted up into a tidy chignon, one or two strands already escaping to frame her self-possessed face.

      He did not know how tall she was, only having seen her sitting beside him, but she seemed diminutive. Her delicate features, slender hands, and light touch giving her a fairy-like quality.

      “I am losing my mind,” he groused inwardly, or so he thought.

      “What do you mean, losing?” A muffled bark of laughter from where Michael was sitting by his head, large hands gripping his shoulders, while the doctor continued his investigation.

      “Damn, did I say that out loud?”

      “No matter, ’tis the laudanum speaking. Close your eyes and sleep. When you wake all will be done.” The fairy wiped a cool cloth over his hot face and down his neck.

      “I fear if I close my eyes I will not wake again.” The words out before he could stop them. Well don’t you just sound like a grown man in charge of a ship? Cursing silently.

      “Trust my father, Mr Drummond. He is a skilled surgeon. He trained at St Bart’s in London and saved many men during the war.”

      St Bart’s, he knew that name. Jessica, his sister, worked there before her recent marriage. Two names swam into his fuddled mind.

      “I know Dr Napier and Dr Elliott,” he grunted, becoming aware of a sickly sound and the impression his brains were being sucked out. “Urrgghhh …” Before he could ask, agony lanced through his skull and darkness staked its claim.

      “Daniel and Theo, eh? What a small world. Who would have guessed? Several years behind me but good men. Came across ’em on the Peninsula.” Joseph Archer mused absently — seemingly oblivious to Nick’s theatrics — dropping a second splinter into the bowl by his elbow before rinsing the tiny metal pincers in another on the bench top alongside him.

      Holding a candle close to Nick’s head, he peered intently for several minutes tilting it this way and that, shedding as much light on the injuries as he was able. “All clear there, now this last one on his chest.” He stood, pushing back the chair, and rolling his shoulders to stretch out tired muscles.

      Folding back the sheet, and removing the nightshirt, Joseph peeled away the wrappings around Nick’s upper body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite knowing it was not appropriate, Rose found her eyes straying to the expanse of skin, again and again, while her father operated. She was supposed to be cleaning way the bloodied cloths and bandages, but she could not help herself. Nick’s upper torso was broad and muscular, but lean, not an ounce of excess fat; his skin deeply tanned, presumably from being at sea.

      Whilst monitoring his progress, Rose had spent hours studying his face and his hands. She reckoned Nick had artist’s hands. Large, but not spades like those of a farmer, his fingers long and slender. This however — this honed physique was something else entirely, reminding Rose of the marble statuary depicted in one of her father’s old books on Ancient Greece. The regular rise and fall of his chest as he breathed was hypnotic, and she itched to place her hand over his heart, to feel its rhythm.

      “Rose,” her father’s voice snapped her attention back and, acting on instinct rather than instruction — which she missed — handed him the ointment he used to keep infection at bay. With his index finger, Joseph pushed a large dollop into the laceration, coating it thoroughly before covering it with a swatch of clean cloth, and bandaging it securely in place.

      Straightening up, the doctor spoke. “I hope I removed everything. I cannot find any more, and continuing to poke around might risk further damage, especially in those head wounds. Now ’tis up to Mr Drummond. He seems healthy enough generally, I think he should pull through.”

      “You mean there remains some question, even after all this?” Michael demanded, standing, to pace to floor.

      “There is always a chance infection lurks in his blood, too entrenched for him to throw it off. Mr Drummond’s skin is cool to the touch, today. His pulse is regular, and his breathing no longer laboured, all good signs. All we can do is keep the injuries clean, make sure he drinks plenty of water, and if Rose here can persuade him to swallow some food, your friend has every chance.”

      Michael nodded slowly, the doctor’s words made sense, but the slightest prospect Nick might die, tore at him. He prayed Hugh would not tarry in his travels, once he received his letter, but, notwithstanding any holdups, it would be days before he could get here. Running a hand through his neatly tied-back hair, Michael muttered something about updating the rest of the crew and stomped out.

      “Papa. Tell me the truth. Are you preparing the captain for the worst, or do you believe Mr Drummond will survive?”

      Joseph barely glanced at his daughter, then seeing her expression, turned to face her properly. Resting his hands on her shoulders, he looked her in the eye. “I believe he will survive, pet. Now get along, and make your old Papa a cup of tea, would you? That was hard work.”

      Rose smiled and hugged him before hurrying through into the main house to make hot drinks.

      Meditatively, Joseph watched her go. He had noticed a change in Rose's behaviour while caring for this man from London. He did not think she even realised it herself, but not only was he was her father; he was also trained to detect subtle alterations in people’s demeanour indicating ill health. He was aware Nick affected her but guessed she didn’t know why. He hoped she wasn’t going to do anything as juvenile as to develop a tendre for Mr Drummond. Soon the man would leave. Runswick Bay and all therein, naught but a hazy memory.

      Sighing, and knowing there was little he could do about it and having no intention of interfering … yet … he turned his attention back to his patient.
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      The hammering in his skull was tortuous. He wished he was at Whiteoaks. Billie always had the perfect remedy for every ailment, and this headache was the one to end all headaches. Why the devil was it so painful? Nick shuffled, trying to settle his head more comfortably on the pillow. That brought a fresh wave of splintering agony and he could not prevent a groan slipping over his dry lips.

      “Lie still, here sip this, it will ease the pain.” That voice, it was the fairy again. He didn’t think he was dead. Surely, being dead wouldn’t hurt so much? Why was the fairy here? Was he hallucinating? Laudanum, yes, someone gave him laudanum… ahhh… that explained it. He was definitely hallucinating. He didn’t think there were such things as fairies.

      He heard a stifled giggle. He made a concerted effort not to frown, vaguely aware this would exacerbate his headache, but to open his eyes was beyond him.

      “Why would you think I am a fairy?” a lilting voice asked.

      “You are not?” Was he really having this conversation?

      “Silly, of course not, ’tis me, Rose.”

      “Rose? I don’t know any… wait.” Was there a Rose at Whiteoaks? That must be it. “Am I at Whiteoaks? How did I get here? No matter, Rose, please ask Billie for one of her brews.”

      Another giggle.

      “Mr Drummond, sir, do sip this. I promise you will feel better.” He felt the rim of a cup rest against his lips, and a cool liquid slid over his tongue to moisten his parched throat. It tasted peculiar, but not offensive. “You are in Runswick Bay, do you not recall?” The voice sounded perplexed, concerned even.

      Images reared up in his mind. A schooner, a storm, and his men trying to keep the ship from being smashed on the rocks.

      “My ship…” he husked.

      “Is aground. Captain Richards says it can be salvaged, so do not fret about it. The crew have done what they can to ensure the damage is limited, but there’s a hole in the port side that will require some patching.” Her voice was practical, no emotion about the loss of a vessel
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