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Chapter One






Beached

 


June, 1778 – Yorkshire

 


Sabina didn’t see the body until she fell
over it.

Not five minutes before the incident with
the body, she was glorying in wild German Ocean, staring into the
roiling clouds and the threat of lightning. Sabina had come to the
beach to enjoy the storm because nothing made her feel more free or
alive. Storms made her feel powerful, a rarity when she needed to
appear inconsequential.

She cared not if she caught a cold, not with
the wind whipping at her wet hair and the mist caressing her face.
There was no sun to tan her dusky skin further. Every minute of her
day was spent staying contained and quiet until she felt as if she
had always been Miss Elden, schoolmistress for the village of
Hornsea. Sabina would steal this moment for herself and be
free.

Skipping down the dune toward the beach, she
breathed in huge lungsful of sea air, redolent with spiteful, cold
rain and the faint burnt scent of lightning.

Sabina landed hard, cushioned by the wet
beach. She struggled to her feet, spit out sand, and started to
run. That was the rule. When they find you, leave immediately, run,
and never look back.

Her wits returned a few strides down the
beach and she regained control of her impulses.

What if it wasn’t them? What if it was a
log? They had been safe in Hornsea for years as the Eldens. What
were the chances she would be discovered and ambushed on a
beach?

Sabina chanced a look behind her and slowed.
There was nothing threatening her and she felt like a ninny for
running.

A large log of a body with matted hair and
pale skin had tripped her. It was not unusual for bodies to wash up
on the shore, sometimes sailors fallen overboard, sometimes bodies
tossed into the sea for whatever reason. This one would have been a
tall man had he been standing and was dressed in rags.

Sabina returned to the body. This had been a
sailor, she decided. There was no smell of decomposition but the
skin was pale. She tried to use her foot to roll the body onto its
back and failed miserably. Perhaps she should leave and report the
matter to the magistrate.

He could be alive. Sabina shook her head,
disgusted with herself, and dropped to her knees to shove the body
over. He started coughing instantly, causing her to jerk back, and
filthy water spewed from his mouth.

Sabina thumped him on the back.

“Get it out, all the water. Who are you? Are
you hurt elsewhere?” Sabina asked. He didn’t open his eyes but
stopped coughing, and was still again. She attempted to shake him
but she may as well have shaken a boulder.

Sabina’s cottage was a brisk fifteen-minute
walk but this man was in no shape to move on his own. Hornsea was
another fifteen minutes beyond her home. The man was freezing and
would certainly die before she could summon help.

If Sabina was wise, she would leave him
there and forget she had ever seen him. She was safe in Hornsea, no
one knew her past, no one knew her. There was no reason to risk her
security for what was most likely a criminal.

Sabina pushed his dark locks from his face.
His skin was clammy and so cold. He looked half dead already. She
could read nothing from his face. He could be a good man. He could
be a villain.

Could Sabina live with herself if she let
him die? Was that the person she was now? Her hand went to the
signet ring that hung between her breasts.

Oh crumbs. Her father would not have left
the man. Sabina could never live with herself if she let him die.
She needed to get him dry, warm, and fed, in that order. 

Sighing, Sabina hitched up her skirt and ran
for her cottage. Her aunt’s wheelbarrow was still in the woodshed
and today it would hold something other than sod.

 


****

 


Roland returned to consciousness in a
spectacular explosion of mental fireworks and misery. He didn’t
open his eyes and allowed himself to exist in the pain for a
moment, not certain if he was grateful to be alive.

He was moving, but he wasn’t on a ship.
After living ten years at sea, most of those years on
Ariadne, he knew the difference. The water on his face was
rain, not seawater, and he heard thunder overland. Thunder sounded
different over the sea.

What had happened? Had he been caught? Had
the damned Swedish pirates finally killed him? It was a
spectacularly ignoble way to finish off a less than sterling
career. Goddamn them all, he had given up his family, his very name
for this cause, and he would die on his feet.

Roland opened his eyes and moaned at the
pinpricks of agony that jabbed his brain. Perhaps standing was
beyond him at the moment.

Then he remembered, the memories returning
in a flood. The sudden turning of the crew, his crew. The hard
faces, the unmistakable intent. The sudden shock as he dove into
the water before they could kill him. The last glimpse of
Ariadne before the stormy waves had taken him. Roland had
made the fatal error of taking on a crew he barely knew from
Jersey, but Oliver had vouched for them. Oliver had saved his life
countless times, of course he had trusted his first mate’s
judgment.

They had captured a Dutch ship, a fluyt
belonging to Van Dellen Shipping, and Roland had taken everything
they had needed, including the shipping routes as requested by
their handlers. He had divided the spoils evenly, for a new crew
needed to be paid. The crew had been unhappy when Roland had
ordered the Dutch crew beached unmolested and the Dutch fluyt
turned over to Roland’s handler.

He had been a bloody fool. He should have
predicted it but he had trusted Oliver. Oliver had been his best
mate for years. They had mutinied against him when the next Dutch
ship had been spotted. Oliver, his first mate, his friend, had led
the mutiny.

Roland remembered the way they had come for
him. All work had stopped and Roland had looked up. That small
detail saved him. He knew what happened to pirate captains during a
mutiny. Instead of fighting against his own murder, he had jumped
ship like a coward.

Then nothing. There had been only the
blackness of the dark waves and the certainty that he was going to
drown.

Except he was trundling along in the cold
rain and very much alive. Roland braced himself for the pain and
opened his eyes again. Then blinked.

Roland looked up at a grim angel. He saw
flushed cheeks, a determined mouth huffing with exertion, and
fierce eyes that were focused ahead.

His angel was only pretty, but in that
moment, she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in his
life, since he had expected to be dead.

“You are going to be the end of me,” she
grunted, sounding breathless and tired. Roland tried to look around
but any movement caused bright lights to drown out his vision. She
was wheeling him over grass, there was no path. He thought he was
in a wagon but now saw that she had somehow folded the entire
length of him into a wheelbarrow.

And he was still being rained on. Why on
earth was she helping him? Good Samaritans were a myth. He had
learned that lesson harshly. There was no reason for her to save
him.

Roland needed her to know that her efforts
would be rewarded, for he would spend his life repaying this debt.
Despite the rain, his throat was dry as dust. He opened cracked
lips, and failed several times to speak.

“I love you,” he finally croaked, then
promptly passed out.

 


****

 


When Roland again woke, he was warm and dry.
More importantly, he was not in a wheelbarrow, being rained on.
Everything still hurt. He opened his eyes and saw a welcome,
crackling fire. He was laying on some sort of padding next to said
fire.

Roland also became aware that he was quite
naked under a prodigious number of blankets.

He slowly turned his head. It was
exceedingly painful, akin to a thousand needles slowly pushing into
his brain. He was in a small cottage, it seemed. The fire
illuminated a humble thatched roof, ancient beams, and walls that
barely kept out the howling wind. Ah yes, it was still storming
outside.

“Hello.”

Roland jerked up and snatched at what he
saw. His angel was there, her eyes wide and his hand was manacled
around her wrist. He let her go, reluctantly.

“Sorry,” he croaked and fell back into the
blankets. What a cad he was. She saved his life and he immediately
assaulted her in her own home. At least, he assumed this was her
home. “So sorry.”

“It’s all right,” she murmured, making him
feel more foolish. “You’re safe. Here, take some tea.”

She hauled him into a reclining position,
shoving pillows behind him, and brought a cup to his mouth. It
almost hurt, trying to swallow the warm tea, and then it was
sweeter than honey.

As Roland drank, he stared into pale hazel
eyes, eyes that reminded him of good whiskey or Spanish bullion. A
man could get lost in those eyes.

She was a pretty girl, with a wealth of dark
hair, and she was much stronger than she looked, proven by the way
she had carted him up a hill to her home.

She was young. Too young to be living alone.
Through the haze in his mind, Roland noted the dire impropriety of
being naked and alone with a young woman who was gorgeously
illuminated in the firelight.

“Where?” Roland croaked. She was ladling
broth from the pot near the fire into a large mug.

“Hornsea,” she said in a low, lovely
voice.

“What?”

“Hornsea. You’re in East Riding. It’s
Saturday,” she added helpfully.

“Yorkshire?”

“Yes, Yorkshire. Have some broth,” she said,
tipping the mug into his mouth as if he was a babe.

“Name,” Roland rasped, hating how he sounded
like a frog. He hated everything about the situation, especially
how helpless he felt. At least he was at the mercy of a kind woman.
Girl, really.

“Yes, I should like to know your name,” she
said dryly then shoved the mug to his mouth again. He could either
drink the broth or drown, and thankfully the broth was
delicious.

“Roland,” he said. “I beg your pardon for
imposing. Many thanks, miss.” She dabbed at his mouth with a
napkin.

“I’m Sabina Elden, the schoolmistress here,”
she said. “In the morning, I’ll fetch the doctor and we’ll see
about setting you to rights.”

“No!” Roland gripped her wrist again. She
barely kept the mug from upending onto the floor. “No one must
know.” Then he saw the grim angel again, from the battle-ready
glint in her eye to the set of her mouth.

“Release me,” Sabina ordered firmly. Roland
obeyed. She was most definitely a schoolmistress.

“Not a criminal,” Roland said, abashed. He
could not let her bring the authorities. His letters of marque were
still on Ariadne and he had no proof of his identity. He
needed to go to ground and regroup. “Please. I mean you no
harm.”

Her pale eyes bore into him. He wished he
could prove himself to her but all he could do was pray she was
merciful.

“Promise me,” Sabina said.

“I swear on my honor, you are safe with me.
I beg you, bring no one. Please,” Roland pleaded. He hated himself
a little for groveling but he needed to survive.

Sabina placed the cup to his mouth again and
he drank as he waited for her judgment.

“Very well,” she said finally. “I hope not
to regret this, Roland.”

“You will not regret me, I promise you,” he
said. Then his eyes rolled up and he went limp.

 


****

 


Sabina stared at the unconscious man in
front of her hearth. She drained the rest of the broth, hoping he
didn’t have any diseases. At the same time, she would not waste
food.

“I swear on my honor, you are safe with
me,” he had said to her. Those were the ravings of a madman who
had almost drowned but no one had ever said those words to her. He
had been so fervent, she almost believed him. She wanted to believe
him.

Roland said she was safe with him. He did
not understand that he was not safe with her.

Sighing, Sabina pushed to her feet.
Suddenly, she missed her guardians intensely. It had been less than
a year since she had lost her aunt and uncle, and she ached for
them still. The cottage was so lonely without her protectors. It
was nice to have company now, even if that company was most likely
a criminal. Fortunately, in his weakened state, Sabina was
confident she could deter any advances.

What a fine specimen of a criminal he was.
He had lovely blue eyes and dark, thick hair. She knew it was thick
because she had run her fingers through his hair, checking for
injuries. Now that it had dried, his hair glinted in the firelight,
hinting at a lighter color.

Lines radiated from the corners of his eyes,
as if he spent too much time squinting. His stubborn jaw had a very
defiant dent in the middle. It was a very masculine face, quite
plain taken in pieces but rather striking when viewed as a whole.
She liked his face.

It had been a bloody nuisance getting him
situated. The wheelbarrow had tracked mud into the cottage,
naturally, and she had dumped him on the floor out of lack of
options. After stripping him, which was much more arduous than she
had expected, she had been stunned for a moment at the large, naked
man in her home.

Sabina had never seen a naked body before
and she could see the evidence of his trade from the way he was
tanned from the waist up. His body was muscled, as if he was used
to hard work, from his strong legs to the breadth of his
shoulders.

She had never pretended to be a saint and
allowed herself to linger only for a moment. Sabina’s hand had
briefly traced the indent between the muscles of his stomach and
his hip bones. Heaven knows if she would ever get the chance to
touch another human, much less one this well made.

Disgusted at herself, she briskly dried the
unconscious man, studiously ignoring the sudden warmth that sat low
in her belly. She had enough self-control to not linger about his
male member, which laid helplessly amidst the thatch of dark hair
between his legs.

After a good scrubbing with dry towels, she
laid out several quilts and managed to roll him onto the makeshift
bedding. It would have to do because she had exhausted all her
strength. There was no possible way she could drag or lift him to a
bed.

She was heartened by the fact he had
returned to consciousness so quickly. He might survive. Sabina set
a bedpan close to him and built up the fire. With one last check
for fever, she made herself a cup of tea and settled into Uncle
Galfrid’s favorite chair. She typically avoided it but it was the
best seat in the cottage.

If she was going to be a nursemaid tonight,
she would be comfortable at the least.


Chapter Two






Hornsea

 


“Please wait a moment,” Sabina interrupted,
gently pushing a piece of buttered bread into Roland’s mouth. Had
his mouth not been full of bread, he would have grinned. “Your
crewmates mutinied against you, their captain. Then they bashed
your head in and threw you overboard. Do I have that correct?”

She had a lovely speaking voice. He would be
content if she read dinner recipes to him, to hear the cadence of
her speech.

“You have the correct sequence of events,
yes,” Roland said. He lounged comfortably in the best chair in the
house. Perhaps tomorrow he would feed himself. As Sabina spooned
something delicious into his mouth, he thought possibly his
convalescence could wait.

“You’re a terrible pirate,” Sabina
commented.

“Privateer,” Roland corrected.

“I will believe that when you show me your
letters of marque,” she said. He cocked an eyebrow at her, and she
gazed steadily back at him.

The long night of sleep had done him a world
of good. Roland still hurt but he had no fever. He had always been
freakishly healthy which had served him well during his years at
sea. He lurched into the chair at her invitation but had needed her
aid to wash and don the clothes she provided.

The shirt was old but clean and the trousers
were a bit tight but Roland was grateful. Sabina had yet to share
her story with him but he suspected she had dressed him with her
father’s clothing. From the looks of the books on the shelves, her
father had been a schoolteacher and she had followed in his
footsteps.

“What am I eating?” Roland asked.

“Chowder,” Sabina retorted, and shoved
another spoon into his mouth. He closed his eyes to savor the
buttery soup, redolent with potatoes and chunks of fish.

Roland discreetly assessed his grim angel as
she paused to sip her tea.

Sabina was too thin. For such a wonderful
cook, she seemed to not be eating much of her own fare. With a
pang, Roland realized he was eating better than what a village
schoolmistress would usually eat.

Her dresses were several years out of
fashion, and neatly mended. Roland could see where the cloth had
been turned and sewn. Her clothes had not been made for her and
were on the verge of being threadbare. She had good, elegant bones
and lovely proportions. With better meals, she would have ravishing
curves fit to tempt a priest, but as such, she had the demure
figure appropriate for a schoolmistress.

Sabina had no business rescuing an
unconscious man from exposure, Roland thought with a pang. Had he
been anyone else, she could have been endangered, or worse. She
lived alone with no one to protect her. The scandal of her good
deed, for which he was grateful, was not lost to him. Roland needed
to stay hidden to preserve her reputation and livelihood.

“I owe you a debt of gratitude, Miss Elden,”
Roland said. “You saved my life. I will repay you.”

Sabina harumphed softly and fed him the last
spoon of chowder.

“Put your mind to healing. I wait still for
a fever to begin,” Sabina said.

“I don’t easily fall ill. Please believe me,
I will repay your kindness.”

“Ah yes, and I’ll have a strand of pearls
and an array of ices whilst you are in such an appreciative mood.”
Sabina patted his mouth with a napkin and gave him a sip of milky
tea. “I’ll also take windows that aren’t drafty, a woodshed that
doesn’t leak, and a new bookshelf would not be amiss.” Roland
chuckled, nearly coughing on his tea.

She stared at his prone form pointedly and
went to the kitchen, leaving him feeling bereft. Roland watched her
move about the humble space with the brisk efficiency of one well
used to performing domestic chores.

Roland needed at least a week to regain his
strength. He had contacts in York who would help him reach
Liverpool, where he could get to his bank accounts. Better if no
one knew he yet lived. Oliver would not prevail. Roland would know
why his friend had betrayed him. And he wanted his ship returned,
damn it. And then he would repay his nursemaid in full the worth of
saving his life.

Until then, Roland could fix Sabina’s drafty
window and leaky woodshed. He would not be in debt to any person,
much less a humble schoolmistress living in genteel poverty. A week
would do.

 


****

 


Two weeks later, Sabina stopped on her way
back from the hen house to listen as Roland patched a drafty
windowsill. He was singing a very bawdy sea chanty and she took a
moment to enjoy it. Possessing no prodigious musical talent
herself, she naturally adored music. Listening to Roland’s velvet
baritone tell a tale of a saucy mermaid was going to be the best
part of her day.

In Sabina’s experience, faith in the
goodness of others was rarely rewarded and this exception was
bewildering. After two weeks of regaining his strength and hiding
in her cottage, Roland very comfortably fit into her simple
life.

Roland’s days were spent recovering his
strength and doing projects which could be accomplished inside,
such as repairing almost everything in her cottage, from table legs
to the iron fixtures of the hearth. Uncle Galfrid had sworn for
years that he was going to fix the wobbly table and Sabina was
still surprised the table did not dip when she set plates on it.
Roland spent his nights working outside, informing her that years
on a ship with little torchlight had honed his night vision.

Her woodshed no longer leaked and the
chicken coop was repaired, with a clever chicken run which somehow
resulted in more eggs. It was a lucky thing, that, for her
houseguest inhaled food to an alarming degree. Last night he had
gone to Hornsea Mere with the excuse of testing his constitution
but Sabina spotted one of the buckets next to the kitchen
steps.

“What have you for our supper?” Sabina
asked. She laughed at the two silvery carp sitting indignantly in
the water.

“I caught them in the Mere last night,”
Roland said, finishing the daubing under the windowsill. “I can
walk there and back without wheezing like an old man. My
constitution improves under your care, Sabina fair.” Sabina quieted
contemplatively. Roland was nearly healed. He would be ready to
leave soon.

“I’ll fetch some almonds from the market
today. It’ll make a lovely crust for the fish,” Sabina said.

“You should come with me tonight.” Roland
put away his tools and washed in a rain bucket outside the cottage
before following her in. “You can catch your own supper.”

“I don’t know how to fish,” Sabina said and
laughed, hefting the egg basket against her hip.

“Then you must learn. A person should never
have to pay for carp. It’s unconscionable.” Roland gripped the back
of a chair, suddenly breathless. Sabina did not stare. She knew it
would only embarrass him.

“Sit down,” Sabina ordered, “before you fall
down.” Roland sat heavily, rather proud that he made his controlled
collapse seem like deliberation.

Sabina was thrilled and not proud of
herself. Her guest was going to stay some time yet and she could
pretend she was not alone.

“How were the chickens this morning, Miss
Elden?” Roland asked politely.

“Nobbut middlin’,” Sabina answered absently
as she tossed a bit of chicken fat into the pan.

“How do you do also.” Roland chuckled.
Sabina blinked at him and realized what she said. She had lived ten
years in Yorkshire, he was lucky she chose to speak a dialect he
could understand

“You British and your obsession with long
vowels.” Sabina shook her head. Roland looked at her curiously.

“That’s a fine sentiment coming from a
schoolteacher in Yorkshire,” he scoffed. He must have seen the
sudden fear in her face for he changed the subject quickly. “I
thought I might clean out the hearth today while you’re at
market.”

“Oh, would you?” Sabina responded, more
breathily than she intended. She needed to be careful. Anyone else
might not have overlooked her slip. “It’s been months since it’s
had a good cleaning.”

Sabina set a steaming earthenware mug in
front of him. He breathed in the scent of fresh coffee and made her
laugh at his ecstatic groan.

“There’s milk in the larder,” Sabina said as
she cracked eggs into the pan.

“No, it would be a sin to adulterate this
coffee. It’s perfect the way it is.” Roland sipped
appreciatively.

“Dark and bitter?” Sabina asked, plating the
beans.

“As my very soul, Sabina fair,” Roland said
floridly.

“It’s Sabrina fair. How dare you think I
don’t know my Milton.”

“I can’t proclaim your beauty with the wrong
name, and your darling John Milton is centuries gone. He won’t
mind, I’m sure,” Roland said. Oh, the irony. No one has spoken her
real name in years, since they escaped from Amsterdam.

“So dramatic. I prefer chocolate in the
morning but we must be thankful for what we have.” Sabina set a
plate of eggs and beans in front of him, then proceeded to
generously butter a slice of bread. She would buy more butter at
the market, now that he had saved her the cost of fish.

“My lady has quite fine tastes,” Roland said
and waited for Sabina to take the first bite. Sabina could barely
get her buttered bread down. She had slipped again. Yorkshire
schoolteachers did not take chocolate with their breakfast.

“My lady does indeed,” Sabina replied
blithely. “You must have noticed my fine silk skirts. One must keep
in the first stare of fashion, mind you.”

“What need has my lady of silk skirts when
she has such fine eyes and can read Chaucer better than any scholar
at Oxford?” Roland said. His words flattered Sabina. Alas, she had
known many a liar in her time. His words were quite nice to hear,
though.

“Ah yes, quite a useful skill, I’ll have you
know. You can read to me tonight. Christine de Pizan perhaps,” she
said and laughed at his groan.

“Not that dry dust, have mercy on a poor
sailor, madame,” Roland complained and thanked her when she
refilled his coffee mug.

“You are right, much too enlightened. I’ll
have ‘The Song of Roland’ from you tonight then,” Sabina said as
she sipped her coffee, smiling demurely when he laughed.

“I had wondered when we would come to that,”
he remarked.

“Whoever named you must have been
well-read,” Sabina said. Roland nodded.

“My mother adored epic romances, especially
the French ones. My father preferred Greek classics so my sisters
are named after Greek heroines. I wish my father had named the boys
in my family instead of the girls,” Roland said idly. Sabina didn’t
look at him but quietly mulled the new detail he let slip. He had
siblings. “I never liked my name.”

“You never liked the perfect ideal of
chivalry?” Sabina asked. She would hoard these moments like gold.
No one else in Hornsea could or would hold these discussions with
her.

“He was a stupid git. Anyone with two eyes
could see his stepfather was going to betray him. Stepfathers are
always evil in stories.”

“I’ll concede that point because my
stepfather was certainly evil. But Roland knew King Marsile was
going to betray Charlemagne, that must count for something,” Sabina
argued.

“It does not signify, because Roland is
still betrayed himself. Let us not forget that he also refused to
blow the horn to recall Charlemagne’s army until everyone was
massacred,” Roland pointed with his fork.

“But they managed to kill so many of the
knights of Saragossa as well.”

“Twenty thousand knights, all dead. And he
killed himself blowing the oliphant, all in the service of a
Pyrrhic victory. All in all, I would not call Roland a hero at all.
He’s an idiot. Your namesake, my lady, was not an idiot.”

“She wasn’t exactly illustrious either,”
Sabina said dryly. “Sabina was known for being the wife of Emperor
Hadrian, nothing else.”

“The only reason Hadrian had a claim to the
imperial throne was through Sabina. Her importance was paramount to
the Imperial Empire. She chose the next Roman Emperor.”

“Ah yes, because a woman’s power is through
marriage, as always,” Sabina said, with some bitterness. “It can
never be about only me, can it? Roland has his own epic which will
live forever and Sabina barely has an epitaph. Time makes fools of
us all.”

Roland didn’t answer for a long-thought
minute. Sabina cursed herself. Venting did not count as breakfast
conversation.

“You know what the bloody issue is?” Roland
said in all seriousness. “Roland was a virgin. That killed him.” It
took all of Sabina’s hard-won self-control not to laugh in his very
solemn face.

“I can say with absolute certainty that
virginity is not a fatal condition,” Sabina said slowly.

“Oh, but it is.” Roland nodded
vigorously.

Sabina laughed heartily. They sipped their
coffee in amiable silence. She saw his face grow more
thoughtful.

“I will tell you something completely
ironic, my lady. My best mate on my ship, his name was Oliver. He
was first mate,” Roland said, not looking up from his coffee.
Oliver was the name of Roland’s closest friend in the French
epic.

“I thought you said your first mate led the
mutiny,” Sabina asked carefully.

“He did,” Roland said shortly. He wiped his
mouth and took his plate to the sink. He turned and bowed to
Sabina, a move that seemed second nature to him. “I should see to
that hearth.”

“I’ll get agate then,” Sabina said, slipping
into Yorkshire-speak because she was a little nonplussed at being
dismissed from her own kitchen. “There’s bread and cheese for you,
apples as well.”

“I’ll clean the fish for our supper
tonight,” Roland said. “Perhaps I’ll cook it as well?”

“I’ll cook the fish.” Sabina wrapped her
aunt’s brown shawl around her shoulders. With a pang, Sabina
realized the shawl still smelled like Idonia, though the red
pattern had faded into the background. “Pirate or no, you are a
guest in my home.”

“Privateer,” Roland corrected gently as he
handed her the shopping basket.

 


****

 


Hornsea was a charming town, with long,
cobbled streets and timbered roofs. Wealthy folk sometimes stayed
for the sea air.

It was a quiet and safe place to live.
Galfrid had inherited the cottage from his uncle, who had been a
teacher for the town, and Galfrid had continued his uncle’s work,
educating children who were destined to be fishermen and farmers.
It was good, honest work and Uncle Galfrid had taken to it because
he believed everyone should have an education.

Sabina believed the same and continued the
Elden tradition. Her old life sometimes seemed like a fading dream.
She had lived in Hornsea so long, she could easily pretend she was
born here. It was a brisk fifteen-minute walk from her own cottage.
The market was bustling and Sabina made haste to avoid being left
with the worst of the bacon. If anyone noticed Sabina was buying
larger quantities than normal, they said nothing. Either they did
not notice or they did not care.

Sabina had only the butter left to buy when
her path was blocked by a very large man. George Templeton stood in
her way, his flat face intent on her person. He was a raw-boned
man, loud and humorless.

Years ago, Sabina had noticed that the mill
owner sometimes stared at her. He never bothered to hide his
attention, which she was sure must distress his wife. Since
Sabina’s guardians had died, he had made a point to speak to her
more often. Not a single person misunderstood the attention, and
Sabina hated the notice it drew her. She cared nothing for the lot
of it and went to lengths to avoid him.

“Good morning, Mr. Templeton,” Sabina said
distantly. She tried to move around him and he stepped in front of
her.

“Miss Elden. I would like to visit later. I
have a chair that my wife has tired of, I thought you might make
use of it,” he said floridly. Sabina tried not to vomit on his
shoes. The impropriety of it all was not what bothered her most,
but the very notion that he thought her so cheaply bought. A chair
indeed.

“Thank you so kindly for thinking of me, but
I am not feeling well. I believe I will be indisposed later. If
you’ll excuse me,” Sabina said and managed to dart around him with
a sort of dodge and leap.

She hurried off to purchase the butter and
milk. The greengrocer had some lovely berries. She may not be able
to hold off George Templeton much longer, but surely she could have
another day of peace before she was forced to make decisions. Her
father’s signet ring hung heavy under her bodice.

Sabina did not want to disappear again.


Chapter Three

 


Becalmed

 


Roland had dreamed of Sabina last night. It
was only natural to think of his valiant hostess since he had been
boarding under her roof for two weeks. However, little things were
beginning to intrude upon his everyday awareness. There was only so
much housework he could occupy himself with before he was
distracted by the way she hummed tunelessly as she cooked. He
observed how fascinated she was by insects, letting the ants make
their hill by the woodshed and holding the crickets for a moment
before ushering them out of the cottage.

The hearth took little effort to clean out
and he hoped to get the new bookshelves up before she returned. It
would be better if he was pretending to sleep when she arrived. He
enjoyed her too much and would rather not discomfort his rescuer
with too keen of an interest.

Roland noticed that some days she smelled
sweeter than others and he would find excuses to be near her.
Perhaps she smuggled sugar biscuits in her pockets every few
days.

Perhaps he had been months without a woman
and had almost died. Surely that explained his attraction to
Sabina. Roland had sailed half of the world. He had sampled some of
the most beautiful and exotic women to be had. Sabina was a
sheltered English schoolteacher, and unless he missed his guess, a
virgin. Or perhaps not quite an English rose, he could see her skin
would darken easily in the sun and her fine features had an exotic
cast to them, perhaps from an Italian ancestor. He pondered the
lines of her face often, almost as much as he savored her
cooking.

Roland had responsibilities waiting for him,
but he found excuses to stay. These days with Sabina had been
utterly peaceful, a respite from the past nine years of
seafaring.

The night before, it had been pleasant to
sit by the edge of Hornsea Mere and fish without the weight of his
mission and duties. He could simply fish for their supper. He had
not had that simplicity since he left home and his family.

Sabina had told him she had some funds saved
from her aunt and uncle, and that she always rationed during the
school year to have monies for the summer, but he did not wish to
impose more than necessary.

Additionally, he was beginning to tire of
eggs. Sabina had killed a chicken for them early in the week and
Roland had been absurdly ecstatic. He did not expect Sabina to buy
him a beefsteak but the day he couldn’t catch a fish would be the
day he died.

Roland was tired of hiding. He wanted
sunshine on his face. Until he could have that, he would make do
with giving Sabina bookshelves.

He was almost finished when he saw her
walking down the dirt path to the cottage. Flaunting caution,
Roland stepped outside to meet her.

He saw her eyebrow quirk and smiled at her.
There were blackberries at the top of the basket, almost the color
of her hair. Her sable strands escaped her pins and danced merrily
in the breeze. She returned his grin, her face lighting up. His
hands itched to tuck her curls behind her ears but that would be
taking liberties. He gallantly took her basket instead.

“Look how beautiful you are,” Roland said,
quite forgetting himself. Sabina laughed at him and then quieted
when she saw how serious he had grown. He saw something else in her
face. “Did something happen?”

Sabina shook her head and continued to the
cottage.

“It’s nothing of import, only the perils of
living in a small vill—oh.” Sabina stopped when she saw the
shelves.

“They’re not done yet,” Roland said and set
the shopping basket on the table. “I need to finish the joints and
then they’ll be quite stable.”

Roland could not read her face and he found
himself waiting anxiously for her approval.

She turned to him and he was concerned by
the tears in her eyes.

“Thank you,” Sabina said quietly. “They are
wonderful.”

Yet Roland could feel her sadness.
Unaccountably troubled, he finished the shelves while she made
dinner. She was fascinated by his endless supply of sea shanties so
he sang her a song about a man called Salty Dick and mermaids and
Irishmen’s boots. He stole glances at her delighted face as she
listened to every word.

Poor fool he, to delight in something as
simple as a woman’s smile.

 


****

 


Sabina made apple blackberry charlotte that
evening, which went very well with the fish she fried, coated with
crushed nuts. When Roland ate all the potatoes she had fried with
onions, she mentally noted to double all portions when feeding
him.

“Where did you learn to cook?” Roland
breathed prayerfully. She laughed.

“My nurse, well, she was my aunt, taught me
a little. Surprisingly, my uncle taught me more. He was an academic
but considered cookery akin to chemistry. Sometimes it could be
alchemy,” Sabina said, remembering happier times. She did not know
how long she pondered her memories when she saw Roland observing
her closely.

He liked to look at her. She liked being
looked at, she had discovered.

“Why are you here?” Roland asked. Sabina
blinked and spooned more of the charlotte onto her plate.

“I cooked us supper and now I want to eat my
pudding,” Sabina said.

“In Hornsea. Why are you in Hornsea? You’re
not from here, you’ve no family here. You’re clever, surely you
don’t want to spend your life here,” Roland said baldly. Sabina
chose to take the compliment.

“I’m also poor. One requires funds to
travel. Hornsea suits me quite well, Mr. Privateer. I have a
purpose and a cottage here. And I like to be alone,” she said.

Roland looked at her quite seriously, as if
he could read every one of her secrets. Here was danger, and she
must be wise.

“I almost believed that,” Roland said
gently. “You would be a terrible card player.”

“I don’t gamble, for many reasons,” Sabina
said.

“That is neither here nor there. Have you
thought about the Mere?” Roland asked. Sabina paused at the change
in subject.

“Was I supposed to have been?” Sabina asked
carefully.

“We agreed you could come to the Mere
tonight, yes?” Roland said. Sabina chuckled and almost choked on
her pudding. She was the epitome of grace and elegance tonight.

“Nothing doing,” Sabina admonished, and took
a quick sip of her milk. “I don’t even know how to swim.”

Two hours later, in the bright moonlight,
they crested a hill and saw Hornsea Mere in all its nocturnal
glory. Sabina stopped stock-still, amazed. Hornsea Mere was
otherworldly at night. The water shimmered and glowed under the
full moon.

“Didn’t druids sacrifice virgins up here?”
Roland asked, breaking the spell.

“Oh, give over. In Hornsea?” Sabina laughed,
feeling light and she followed him down a hill to the shore. Roland
led the way, having mastered the Mere after visiting once or twice
before, and they settled on a dock. Sabina rarely came here and
certainly not when the crickets were singing. “I thought you said
virginity itself was fatal.”

“Only to knight errants. Druids would never
sacrifice knights, but fair maidens, now. All maidens beware!”
Roland growled. Sabina laughed, and leaned back on her arms,
enjoying the night breeze teasing the pins from her hair. Yes,
every person should know how to fish.

 


****

 


Roland watched Sabina cast the line he
baited for her, just as he had shown her after dinner. The moon
illuminated the dock as clear as day, and he could see her sweet
face.

“You don’t know how to swim, you don’t know
how to fish. It’s a rather shite decision to live between the sea
and a lake, ain’t it?” Roland pointed out.

“It wasn’t my decision,” Sabina said,
turning her face to the moon. The moon leeched all color from her
face and she glowed like a water nymph, tempting sailors to their
doom. Roland shook his head at such fanciful notions.

“The water’s not deep here,” Roland said. He
would not push her. He had an idea of how stubborn she could be now
and this was a woman who would not be harried. “I am, in fact, a
sailor. I know how to swim. I could teach you.”

“Roland, how scandalous,” Sabina admonished
him.

“More scandalous than keeping a pirate as
your man-of-all-work?”

“Now you’re a pirate?” Sabina chortled.

“I am what the moment requires of me. You
saved my life and you know not how to swim. What if you have need
of the skill in the future?” he asked.

“If I never leave Hornsea, I will never need
to swim. I have no plans for crossing oceans.”

“People make plans and the angels laugh at
us.”

“You are not being very convincing.”

“Then I will stop and only say please. I
would very much like to help you swim,” Roland said humbly.

The night was quiet, very quiet, as Roland
waited for her to finish thinking. Suddenly, she rose to her feet
and began to undress. The ring she wore from a leather around her
neck flashed briefly in the moonlight.

“How deep is the water?” Sabina asked and he
heard her gasp as he dove past her into the water. He had not been
wearing boots and the coat. Everything else would dry in the summer
night.

When Roland surfaced, he stood, the water
rising to the top of his stomach. He hovered his palm over the
water.

“About ye high,” Roland said amiably,
swiping water from his face. He paddled back and forth as she sat
on the edge of the dock and dangled her feet in. Then he held out
his hand to her, as gallant as a footman.

Roland saw her struggle with the decision,
and when he was about to climb out of the water, she jumped. With
barely a second to react, Roland caught and steadied her. She
thrashed a bit and then settled, testing her weightlessness in the
water with his arms around her.

Little by little, he loosened his grip,
against his most ardent wishes. Sabina was lovely to hold, Roland
had discovered. She fit perfectly against him. When he had caught
her, he had felt something ephemeral, like a lock bolting into
place or a sail lifting just right.

They played in the water for quite some
time, Sabina’s laugh chiming quick and bright. She had never
frolicked in the water before, which he found absurd for a woman
who lived by the sea. Sabina explained that her aunt and uncle were
elderly and her childhood was more focused on learning than
play.

Roland judged that a childhood without play
was no childhood at all and said so, earning himself a splash in
the face. Then he tried to teach her how to float. As she struggled
to relax against his hand, Roland started to sing a children’s
version of “The Song of Roland.” As he had hoped, Sabina focused on
his song instead of the water and when he launched into the second
verse, she was floating on her back with little support from
him.

“That’s not old French,” Sabina remarked
when he took a breath, bobbing a little.

“You’re welcome, Sabina fair,” Roland
chuckled. “Old French is meant for punishment, not enjoyment, at
least for me. Alas, I have not memorized the epic poem for
you.”

“Is that a children’s song?” Sabina
asked.

“It is. It lacks grandeur, certainly, but
one cannot fault a child for wanting the story told in three
minutes. Now, try to kick your feet like this.” Roland demonstrated
with his hands. Sabina watched closely in the moonlight.

“It looks like you’re patting butter
together with
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