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      The passageway in the depths of the ship was dark and smelled of sweat. Colin Wentworth, Viscount Spalding, braced his palms against the walls to keep from bouncing off them. He’d never been on such a rough voyage like this one. The storm was on its second day, and it grew stronger with every passing hour. He vowed never to board a ship again. Let Father send one of his hired men to check on the plantation, or one of Spalding’s brothers. They enjoyed sea travel.

      All he wanted was to arrive safely home and learn what plans had been made for his marriage to Lady Venetia Grantham. She’d been adamant that he not make this trip, but he had too much business, this time, to take care of in Jamaica to let someone else handle it.

      Just as he reached to brace himself on a cabin door, it opened. The ship rolled at that very moment, and he stumbled into the room. The door slammed closed.

      A young lady shrieked and fell on her bottom.

      “Forgive me, Miss. I had no idea the door was going to open.” Spalding helped her stand. With another shift of the floor, her lush curves were pressed against him. He wrapped his arms around her to keep them both on their feet. She smelled sweet, like the lilacs his mother grew. He bent his head to inhale her scent. She trembled against his chest.

      She pulled away, her cheeks turning a delightful pink.

      “I beg your pardon. That was rather forward of me. I am Spalding. May I ask your name?”

      “Cassandra.” She spoke English but had a trace of an accent. Between that and her offering her given name, she obviously hadn’t grown up in England. Her deep green gown looked quite fashionable and well made. Was she a lady’s maid wearing a hand-me-down garment? Her pale blonde hair was styled rather simply, no curls or elaborate twists. Since she probably spent all of her time in the cabin, that alone didn’t tell him anything. With her large blue eyes, it would be a shame if she were merely a serving girl. With beauty like hers, she’d be a Diamond in London.

      The door flew open and a young woman gasped. “Oh! I’m sorry, miss. I⁠—”

      “Lucy, things are not as they appear. Mr. Spalding was helping me after I fell.”

      “Lord Spalding,” he corrected, “Miss…?”

      “Miss Franklin.”

      “I can see that you’re safe now, so I shall leave.” He bowed his head, pulling the door shut behind him as he left.

      Rocking more violently, the ship bounced Spalding off the walls. He returned directly to his cabin and found Hallgrave, his valet, trying to make order of the books and papers tossed about the room. “It’s a wasted effort. Each time I stack them, they tumble off the table.”

      “I can’t leave it this way, my lord.” The older man was the most fastidious person Spalding knew. Always straightening Spalding’s bedchamber at home, or dusting unseen dust or dander from his clothes.

      “Why don’t you return to your quarters? Get some rest. You can’t be sleeping any better than I am these past few nights.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      Spalding nodded. He lay on his bed, resting his head on his arms. Reclining was the closest he could come to comfort during the storm. Damn this seasickness.

      After a few hours, Hallgrave brought him a meal, but Spalding couldn’t eat much. The tea was soothing, however. He feared having anything in his stomach to be tossed up later. After Hallgrave had taken away his dishes, Spalding put out the lantern and returned to his bed. The moving shadows cast by the swaying light made him all the more queasy. Closing his eyes, he prayed for sleep.

      The ship rolled violently and threw Spalding off his bunk. His head slammed against a table leg. Now his head hurt worse than his stomach. He hadn’t thought anything could hurt that badly.

      His body threatened to wretch again. He groaned, forcing himself upright. If this storm didn’t pass soon, death would be a welcome blessing. Someone knocked on the door of his cabin.

      “My lord, are you unwell?” his valet asked, opening the door.

      “I’m no less so than the last time you checked.” Spalding braced his arms to steady himself as much as possible. “I now have a goose egg on my forehead, but that’s the least of my concerns. Has the captain said how close we are to Bristol? Or Falmouth? Anywhere other than the Mid-Atlantic.”

      “The winds are against us, but he’s hoping they’ll turn during the night, and we’ll pass this storm.”

      Spalding wasn’t entirely positive he’d live that long. He’d traveled to Jamaica several times and never suffered seasickness to this degree. As his head spun one more time, he prayed he never had to make the journey again.

      “My lord, you didn’t eat much. Shall I ask the cook for some bread and cheese?”

      His stomach lurched. “No. Please, don’t even mention food.”

      “Very well, sir. I will bring you some fresh water.”

      Spalding was tired of fighting the constant motion of the ship, so he remained on the floor. The only furniture, his bed, the table and a single chair, were secured to the floor, so they posed no risk. His trunk, however, threatened to escape its spot next to the cupboard along one inner wall. He kept his eye on it when he could keep his eyes open for longer than a blink.

      Wooden creaks and groans filled the air with each roll. An occasional shout from a crewman rang out, usually cursing, most likely from being hit by a swaying lamp or a shifting crate.

      He longed for sleep. Quiet, unmoving, uninterrupted sleep.

      He dozed briefly, awakening when he heard a crash and felt the ship shudder. Shouts followed, and he listened for intelligible words. Too many voices spoke at once for him to make out what they said.

      As Spalding rolled to his knees to investigate, the ship rocked, throwing him down. His shoulder slammed into the floor shooting daggers of pain down his arm. As he tried to push himself upright with the other arm his trunk slid toward him. White lights shattered through his head, followed by darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra held back a shriek, but couldn’t contain her grunt when she smashed against her cabin door.

      Her maid, Lucy, screamed for her. “Oh, miss, will it ever end?”

      “I fear we shouldn’t wish for that, as it would come by drowning rather than reaching shore.”

      “I don’t know how to swim, miss.”

      “It won’t matter.” Cassandra didn’t add that no one could swim long enough to reach safety if they were as far out to sea as she assumed. She forced a smile. “The storm will pass soon, and we’ll arrive in Bristol tomorrow as planned.”

      Cassandra pressed her hand against her pocket where Aunt Wilhelmina’s address was written on a piece of paper. She’d never met her aunt but had read Mama’s letters, so she felt almost as close as family. Her aunt was family, of course, but Cassandra and her mother had never traveled to England to see their relatives.

      She looked forward to seeing the land where she was born. Mama wouldn’t speak of it, wouldn’t even explain why she didn’t care to discuss it. At some point, Cassandra had stopped asking. She never thought to travel off the island she called home. When Mama died, Cassandra found herself with no home, no family. The future appeared both exciting and terrifying.

      A loud, splintering sound rang out above deck, followed by many shouts and the scrambling of feet. The floor beneath Cassandra vibrated when she heard the loud crash.

      “Miss, we’re going to die!”

      “No, we’re not.” She said the words to herself as much as to Lucy.

      Men began running past her doorway in a loud flurry of cursing. Someone knocked on her door. “Miss Franklin, you must come now.”

      She jerked the cabin door open. The first mate stood in the hallway, his face pale. “Follow me to the lifeboats, Miss Franklin.”

      “Let me gather my belongings.”

      “There isn’t time.” He waved his arms for Cassandra to hurry.

      “Come, Lucy,” she said, grabbing her shawl. It wouldn’t keep her warm in the driving rain, but Mama had made it. She couldn’t leave without something of her mother’s with her. She tied it around her shoulders.

      The first mate hustled them up the steps to the deck. The boat listed to starboard making the ascent very precarious. Cassandra slipped on the wet surface before a sailor caught her. He helped her to the edge of the deck where men were scrambling over the side.

      “I can’t swim, miss,” Lucy cried.

      “We’ll be safe in the lifeboat,” Cassandra reassured her. Doubt filled her at the veracity of her words. A small vessel would stand little chance of remaining upright when the large ship couldn’t win the battle.

      She took a seat with a wide-eyed Lucy sat beside her. The boat rocked horribly, and Cassandra gripped the side.

      “One more,” came a cry from above.

      A body was lowered in a canvas sling of sorts while two men on the rope ladder guided it down. The men in the lifeboat shifted to make room in the center for the man.

      “Is he dead, miss? I can’t be next to a dead man. It’s not right.”

      “He’s unconscious, ladies. He won’t be disturbin’ you none.”

      Cassandra peered around Lucy. Her heart lurched. There lay the handsome gentleman who’d fallen into her cabin, Lord Spalding. Now he lay still, his face peaceful in his sleep. He would stand no chance of surviving if they turned over. Neither would Lucy, for that matter. Thankfully, Mama had allowed Cassandra to swim in the beautiful blue waters near their home in Jamaica. She couldn’t swim far, though.

      She shuddered and pulled her shawl tightly around her shoulders. Such maudlin thoughts had no place at such a time. She bit back a smile in spite of it all. There was barely room to breathe, much less carry bothersome worries with her.

      The crew rowed into the breaking waves as the ship sank behind them. Cassandra clung to the side of the boat to keep from being thrown overboard. Lucy clung to her arm.

      “Never fear, missy,” a gray-bearded man in front of her said. “We’ll see you safely to shore.”

      The black waves met the dark clouds. She had no idea how the men knew where to guide the boat. A giant swell lifted the bow and almost flipped them. She and Lucy screamed. Somehow the craft cleared the crest, only to meet another wave.

      Wave after wave rose beneath them, and several times the boat nearly capsized. Each time, her fellow passengers attempted to lean in the opposite direction from the tilt of the boat.

      The unconscious man in the center rocked back and forth, not waking. As terrified as Cassandra was for her safety, she couldn’t stop thinking of the others. How many of the sailors could swim? Was Lucy the only one among them unable to swim? Would one of the sailors help her?

      Another swell tossed the bow upright. Amidst shrieks and yells, everyone was thrown into the water. Cassandra kicked her way to the surface, her skirts tangling in her legs and weighing her down. Gasping in a huge breath, she looked around for Lucy. Looked for the boat.

      “Help! Miss Cassandra, help!” Lucy’s voice came from her left.

      Cassandra swam in that direction, but a man made it there first. Lucy flailed about and threw her arms around the man’s neck. He floundered, bobbing up again for air, then sinking with Lucy. Before Cassandra reached them, the two disappeared below the rough surface.

      “Lucy!” She kicked harder, trying to reach the pair in time. “Lucy?” Tossed about, Cassandra wasn’t even certain where they’d gone under. There was no hope unless the sailor freed himself before it was too late.

      A wave broke over her, knocking her deep beneath the water. Cassandra fought against the rough water and the weight of her clothing to break the surface. She gasped for breath, then saw something floating a short distance away and swam to it. Her limbs were tired, heavy, and ached as she kicked and stroked. Recognizing the capsized boat, she mentally pushed herself to go on.

      Two men clung to the sides, and another lay across the rounded bottom. One man swam out to meet her and pulled her to the vessel. “Hang on tight, now.”

      “Are we the only survivors?” she asked. She constantly shivered now, her teeth chattering.

      “I don’t see the others, but some were on another boat and might be afloat still. With luck, they’ll find us and help us right the boat.”

      “My maid…she went under with the sailor who tried to rescue her.” Her chest tightened, knowing what that meant.

      “I’m sorry, miss. We’ll do our best to see that you make it safely to shore.”

      “Yes, miss. As long as we have the boat to cling to, we’ll be safe.” The second man’s voice rang with false hope. She appreciated his encouragement, even though she knew how unlikely it was that any of them would live.

      The unconscious man lay with his head on her side of the boat. His white shirtsleeves and pale skin were all she could make out in the darkness. She touched his cheek, which was as cold as she felt. How long could they survive in the frigid water, if the waves didn’t take them?

      The winds died down, and the water smoothed somewhat as the night went on. The weight of Cassandra’s gown made her arms grow tired from trying to hold herself afloat. She rested her cheek against the cold wood, fighting drowsiness. Each time she dozed, she awoke with a jolt when her face hit the surface of the water.

      The man on her side of the boat grabbed the back of her bodice and helped her to lie on the boat next to the unconscious man. Unconscious…or dead? She shook so badly that she couldn’t even tell if he shivered beside her. “Thank you,” she told the sailor.

      He said nothing.

      Lifting her head, she looked for the second sailor. He wasn’t on his side. She prayed he was behind her where she couldn’t see.

      Her body shuddered uncontrollably, the wind cutting through her wet gown. Her muscles were tense, taut from the cold. She was afraid to relax, afraid to sleep, afraid she’d slip beneath the surface and wake up to see her mother in heaven.

      Silence. Other than the water lapping against the boat, there was no sound. Nothing with which to distract herself to stay awake.

      As she got colder and colder, she lost the will to keep fighting sleep and closed her eyes.
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