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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            CONTEMPLATING A PAST

          

        

      

    

    
      March 1841, on the western shore of the Aegean Sea

      Even as a blazing sun washed out the brilliant colors surrounding him, Sultan Ziyaeddin I was seeing red. He was sure he had managed to sneak out of his holiday palace without being seen, but the hairs on the back of his neck rose to warn him of another’s presence.

      Who had dared follow him on this day, the first day of spring? The one day he deliberately kept his schedule clear so he might enjoy a rare treat. To simply stare out at the turquoise waters of the Aegean Sea whilst standing in his favorite place, a covered balcony that jutted from the golden-stoned walls of his saray. Leaning against the edge made it feel as if he was suspended in mid-air.

      It had been her favorite place as well. At least, when she hadn’t been curled up at his side in his bed late at night, satiated from their lovemaking and murmuring words of love and affection.

      Twenty years. Had it really been twenty years since Afet’s death?

      Ziyaeddin swallowed hard in an attempt to clear his throat. Now was not the time to mourn.

      Someone most definitely stood behind him, apparently waiting for an audience. He audibly sighed. “What is it now?” he asked in his native Turkish.

      “My apologies, My Sultan,” came the timid reply. “You asked that I provide an update on the plans for the new saray in Constantinople.”

      His shoulders immediately tensing, Ziyaeddin turned to find one of his emirs standing with his head bowed. Dressed in white baggy trousers, or şalvar, a pleated white silk shirt, and a white brocade kaftan, the man carried a leather pouch in one hand. The other held a sheet of parchment. He sported a simple white kufi on his head, the ends of its scarf wrapped loosely around his throat.

      “And to give you my sincerest condolences on the anniversary of Sultana Afet’s death,” the emir added in a quieter voice.

      Ziyaeddin regarded the young man with a look of annoyance, tamping down his initial revulsion at seeing Ertuğrul Efendi, his fifth son. “Thank you,” he replied as he watched the emir quickly kneel and kiss the hem of his purple embroidered kaftan.

      Could the emir choose a worse time to interrupt his reverie?

      “This is the first day of spring. You may give me your update on the morrow,” the sultan said.

      Ertuğrul looked up from where he knelt. “As you wish, My Sultan.” He rose to his feet but continued to bow as he backed away from the ruler.

      “Did you forget to bring a fez?”

      Pausing in his retreat, Ertuğrul gulped. “You have not worn one since our arrival, so I thought it best to follow suit, My Sultan.”

      Ziyaeddin winced. Not only had he left Constantinople without more than the clothes on his back—he no longer employed a dresser who might have seen to packing his more European style top coats—he hadn’t brought any of the scarlet red felt hats with him, either. The wardrobe in his private chamber was filled with the older style of clothes and headwear, though, and so he had simply adopted them for his stay at the palace near the shore of the Aegean Sea.

      “Very well,” he replied, realizing Ertuğrul was attempting to do him a favor. He already appeared out of place when in the company of his oldest sons and the other members of his cabinet due to his age. His manner of dress needn’t add to the issue. “We shall find you a wife this year,” Ziyaeddin added before the emir had taken a fourth step backwards.

      His startled gaze lifting to meet the sultan’s, Ertuğrul blinked. “Very well, My Sultan.” Without waiting for a verbal dismissal, the emir crept away.

      Sighing loudly—Ziyaeddin wanted to be sure Ertuğrul knew he was unhappy—he returned to the edge of the balcony and closed his eyes.

      “Promise me you won’t make him marry some spoiled rotten vizier’s daughter, Baba.”

      The words, spoken in English, had Ziyaeddin whirling around to discover one of his daughters standing at the other end of the balcony.

      From where had she come?

      “I haven’t yet decided who he will marry,” he replied, wincing at how the foreign words sounded in his ears. “And why are we speaking in English?”

      Sultana Sevinc, his second daughter, approached and bowed to kiss his ring and then touch her forehead against the top of his hand. When she straightened, she said, “For practice making perfect, My Sultan.”

      Ziyaeddin took her face between his hands and kissed her forehead. “I am not sending you to Cambridge University,” he stated, managing a smirk despite his poor mood. “They do not accept women.”

      Sevinc’s face showed disappointment, but only for a moment. “Oxford, then?” she countered, one of her dark brows arching in a tease. “Or the university in Paris?”

      He scoffed, dipped his head, and shook it in pretend frustration. “We are never going to find you a husband willing to abide you, are we?” he asked rhetorically. He almost wished he didn’t have to arrange a marriage for her given how much he enjoyed her company. She argued her point of view far better than any of his viziers did.

      Sevinc angled her head to one side as she crossed her arms. The move only enhanced the young woman’s height and pleasant figure, both inherited from her mother, a Greek beauty gifted to Ziyaeddin upon his eighteenth birthday. “Not in the entirety of the Ottoman Empire,” she agreed with a grin.

      Rather than a simple head scarf, she wore a more traditional baslik, this one a felted hat wrapped in a scarf and festooned with beads and an occasional gemstone. Gold earrings dripped from her plump earlobes. Dressed as she was in a yellow şalvar and a golden yellow entari over a darker long gold waistcoat, Sevinc looked the part of a Turkish princess from the previous century.

      Given her level of education, she did not wear it well.

      “I am reading about titled men in England,” she said. “I could be a duchess, or a marchioness, or a countess, or a—”

      “You are not marrying an Englishman,” Ziyaeddin stated, his manner suggesting they’d had this conversation in the past. “Now, is there a reason you’ve come out here without a...?” he glanced around, in search of the eunuch that should have been her chaperone.

      “Samsa is just there,” she replied, lifting her chin in the direction of the rather large bald bodyguard who, breathless, stood near the entrance to the balcony. From the sheen of sweat on his black skin, it was obvious the eunuch had been in search of her. “I thought to spend a few minutes with you whilst you mourn your second wife,” she added in a quiet voice. “The first day of spring is always so hard for you.”

      Ziyaeddin dipped his head. “I am glad for your thoughts,” he said. “And for remembering.” Of all of his children, only Ertuğrul and Sevinc seemed to acknowledge the anniversary of Afet’s death. He supposed it was because they were her children, even if Sevinc didn’t know it.

      “Mother is worried about you. She says you have not taken her to your—”

      “Sevinc,” he scolded, holding up a palm to reinforce his warning. “Who I take to my bed is not for you to know.” He had to think a moment as to which concubine Sevinc knew as her mother. One who had nursed her while another saw to her twin brother, Ertuğrul. A gentle scolding was in order.

      Ignoring the warning, Sevinc said, “You haven’t been with anyone in over a fortnight. Are not you... lonely?”

      Although his silver eyes blazed for a moment—did the women in his harem speak of such things in front of his daughters?—Ziyaeddin merely stared at Sevinc until she dipped her head. “How often I bed my kadins is none of your concern, kız evlât.” He was about to add that her use of the word ‘fortnight’ was entirely incorrect. It had been more than two months since he had invited one of his concubines to his bed.

      “I am sorry, Baba. I only wish for your happiness,” she murmured. “Perhaps you could take another wife,” she suggested, visibly wincing when it was apparent her father’s patience with her was at an end.

      Although Ziyaeddin was about to scold her again, he felt his throat tighten. “I will never love another as I loved Afet,” he vowed, now glad they were speaking a language few in the palace could understand.

      Sevinc leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Never say never, Baba.”

      Knitting his dark brows together, Ziyaeddin gave her a look of suspicion. “Who told you that?”

      Her confidence flagging, Sevinc glanced in the direction of the eunuch before saying, “I learned it from one of my brothers, who I think learned it from his tutor.”

      Ziyaeddin rubbed his face with one hand, smoothing his long, salt-and-pepper beard into a cone shape. He had a passing thought to trim it shorter. Perhaps the gray wouldn’t be so evident. “There are times I think I shouldn’t have had you educated,” he whispered hoarsely.

      Having heard this particular claim many times before, Sevinc shrugged. “But who would you converse with when you need to practice your English?” she countered.

      “One of your brothers,” he answered without pause.

      She giggled, glad he was no longer angry.

      His dark-rimmed eyes suddenly rounded. “Why is it you think I need to practice my English?”

      Sevinc lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “You never know when you will need it,” she replied.

      Scoffing, Ziyaeddin straightened, his fists going to his hips. “Never say never,” he mocked.

      Rolling her eyes, Sevinc grinned, gave her father a deep bow, and waited for him to kiss her forehead. “Courage, Baba.”

      Ziyaeddin watched her hurry off, the eunuch barely able to keep up as she disappeared down one of the corridors that led into the bowels of the palace. When he turned his attention back to the Aegean waters, he witnessed a sunset made up of a multitude of reds and purples. “I miss you, Afet,” he whispered, unaware he had spoken the words in English.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            CONTEMPLATING A FUTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Sussex, England, near the village of Kirdford

      As the late afternoon rain soaked the grounds around Wisborough Oaks, Charlotte, Dowager Duchess of Chichester, leaned against the window sill in the parlor and examined the pattern of the wallpaper. She grinned when she remembered that she had been the one responsible for choosing the floral pattern.

      A quarter of a century ago?

      Her mouth rounded as she realized it had indeed been that long. Would she choose the same pattern if given the choice today? Probably not, she considered as she smoothed a hand over the wall, remembering when this wing of the Georgian house had been under construction. Although a huge fire had claimed the original, Garrett McElliott, her husband’s best friend and the foreman of Wisborough Oaks, had overseen its reconstruction.

      Not yet married to Joshua Wainwright at the time, Charlotte had seen to the choices for the decorating.

      She sighed as she stared out the parlor window and pondered what she would do next.

      If she was to actually do what she had decided to do only the week prior, when her friends were present and repercussions were of no consequence, then she should have Parma, her lady’s maid, begin packing her trunks immediately. She should secure a ticket on a ship bound for the Mediterranean and travel to Portsmouth to meet the ship.

      Making plans to tour Europe whilst surrounded by her very best friends made it seem so easy. Now that they had departed to rejoin their husbands in Mayfair, Charlotte was having second thoughts.

      Given the death of Joshua, their eldest son John had taken his place as the new Duke of Chichester. His wife, Arabella, was expecting their first child before Christmas. Like everyone else in the household, Charlotte claimed it would be a boy but secretly hoped it would be a girl.

      Youngest son James was somewhere in Italy or perhaps Greece, enjoying his Grand Tour. From his most recent letter, he was contemplating a delay in his itinerary.

      
        
        Although there was more to Sicily and Rome than expected, there is much to explore here in Greece. David is of the same opinion, more because he has met a young lady for whom he feels affection. Please do not tell Aunt Elizabeth, or I feel she will expect him to return with a wife and child in tow, whereas I do not believe his affections are more than a passing fancy.

      

      

      Charlotte grinned at the mention of Elizabeth. The Viscountess Bostwick, Elizabeth Carlington Bennett-Jones was not really her sons’ aunt, but she had been Charlotte’s best friend since their youth. She had also been in residence at Wisborough Oaks only the week before, as had Hannah Slater Foster, Countess of Gisborn.

      Hosting her two best friends for a fortnight—without their husbands—had been exactly the hen party Charlotte needed as she ended her year-long mourning period. The three of them had folded and packed her widow’s weeds, black stockings, and black veiled hats into old trunks and watched as footmen had taken them up to the attic.

      The two women had also helped her remove the last of her late husband’s personal effects from the master bedchamber, placing some into a carton for John and the rest into a canvas bag for the servants to claim.

      Her own possessions had already been moved into an apartment at the other end of Wisborough Oaks so that on the morrow, John and Arabella could move into the master and mistress suites.

      “Your Grace?”

      Charlotte gave a start and turned to discover Gates, the butler, standing on the threshold.

      “What is it, Gates?”

      “Mr. McElliott has requested a moment of your time, Your Grace.”

      Although she wasn’t particularly surprised the foreman of Wisborough Oaks would pay a call at the main house, Charlotte was concerned that he did so in the morning. Usually he saw to informing her and John of any issues with the dukedom later in the day.

      Glancing over at the tea service that had been delivered only moments ago, Charlotte decided there were enough biscuits on the silver salver to accommodate the foreman. “Do send him in,” she said as she moved to stand before the settee.

      Still as tall and straight as the day she had met him, Garrett McElliott entered the parlor and performed a deep bow.

      “Oh, Garrett, you needn’t,” Charlotte said as she curtsied and rushed to take his hands in hers. Not an easy task given their large size and the length of his fingers. Although he had been born in Scotland, Garrett had been raised in London, so there wasn’t a hint of a brogue in his voice. “How is Jane?” she asked, referring to the foreman’s wife. The two had been married as long as Charlotte had been married to Joshua.

      The thought of Joshua would usually bring tears to her eyes and a lump to her throat, but Charlotte was determined to put on a brave face.

      “Well, she’s not with child, if that’s what you were thinking,” he replied with a smirk.

      Charlotte’s eyes rounded. “I was not,” she replied defensively. “Come. Have a cup of tea with me,” she urged as she moved back to the settee.

      Garrett did her bidding, settling into an adjacent chair facing the fireplace. Given the rain and the chill in the air, a fire had been set. A few logs burned, their bark occasionally crackling. “Still using wood in here, I see,” he commented.

      “Coal makes such a mess on the ceilings,” Charlotte commented as she poured tea for them both. From the five-and-twenty years she had known Garrett, she knew how he took his tea and prepared it accordingly.

      Placing several biscuits on his saucer, Charlotte was about to hand it to him when he said, “Are you determined to spoil my appetite for dinner?”

      Undaunted, Charlotte gave him the cup and saucer. “It isn’t even noon yet,” she replied. “Besides, I rather doubt a few biscuits will ruin your dinner.” She picked up her own cup and angled her head to one side. “Since I would expect you’re bringing the most critical ducal property concerns to John these days, I have to wonder why you’ve paid a call on me?” she commented.

      He took a sip of tea. “It’s about the dowager cottage, Your Grace.”

      Charlotte blinked. “We have one?”

      A look of guilt crossed Garrett’s face. “Apparently you’ve forgotten that Jane and I are living in it,” he replied.

      Charlotte scoffed. “As you should be,” she countered. “You’ve done all the work on it,” she added, remembering how Garrett had seen to an addition of several rooms for his brood of four children.

      “Still, aren’t you in need of it now? It’s been a year—”

      “I am not,” Charlotte firmly stated. “I’ve moved into the old apartments at the other end of the house. They’re rather comfortable, and the vantage from my window is better than in the mistress suite.” When he didn’t look convinced, she added, “I spoke with Arabella. I’ve made it abundantly clear that she is now the mistress of this household. She’s fine with me staying here in the house, and actually, I won’t be underfoot much longer.”

      Garrett nearly spilled his cup of tea. “What’s this?”

      Deciding that putting voice to her plans for a trip to Europe would ensure she would actually take the trip, Charlotte leaned forward and said, “I’ll be off on a tour of Europe very soon.”

      “Europe?” he repeated in alarm. “Alone?”

      About to respond, Charlotte hesitated. “Well, I’ll take Parma, of course. Start in the Mediterranean. Mayhap Greece or the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. It’s not fair that Lord James has all the fun,” she added.

      “For how long?”

      Charlotte realized she hadn’t yet decided on a complete itinerary nor a timeline. She had no idea how long she would spend in each country. She supposed it would depend on if she required a guide. How easy or hard would it be to employ drivers? How long should she plan to stay in each city? “Two years, perhaps?” she finally responded.

      Furrowing his brows, Garrett settled back in his chair. “That long?”

      Charlotte hesitated. “It’s no longer than the boys are taking for their Grand Tour,” she replied defensively. When she noted his look of worry, she asked, “What is it?”

      He allowed a shrug. “I cannot help but think some down-on-his-luck Italian count is going to make you his countess,” he murmured. “And expect you to pay all his bills.”

      She tittered. “I promise I shall be very circumspect when I’m around Italian aristocrats,” she said. When he still displayed his concern, she added, “I shall be very careful. Besides, what’s the worst that could happen?”

      Scoffing, Garrett waved a hand. “Oh, I don’t know. Your ship could go down in the Mediterranean. Or pirates might attack your ship—that still happens around Spain, you must know.”

      “So I’ve heard,” Charlotte murmured, amused by his scenarios. “I do still read The Times.”

      “What if you’re robbed of all your money?”

      She shrugged. “I’ll find a rich Italian count?” she teased. Sobering, she added, “Elizabeth gave me a few pointers. She has family in Italy I can call on if necessary.”

      Garrett sighed. “Don’t take more than two trunks.”

      Charlotte straightened in her chair. “Why only two?”

      He winced. “Any more than that, and you’ll be announcing the fact that you’re an aristocrat. That you’re someone with means and money. Best not to draw attention to yourself.”

      She nodded her understanding. “What else?”

      Inhaling, Garrett seemed to consider her query for a moment too long before he said, “Don’t gamble.”

      Displaying a look of disbelief, she said, “I wouldn’t.”

      “Don’t even play cards,” he warned.

      She scoffed. “Who would I play with?” she countered, not sure why he would mention card games.

      Shrugging, Garrett seemed at a loss to explain himself. “A simple game will seem innocent enough until suddenly playing for money will come up, and the next thing you know, there will be some serious blunt involved.”

      “Spoken as if you’ve been had,” Charlotte murmured.

      Garrett winced. “I admit I speak from experience, although it was Joshua...” A grimace crossed his face. “The late duke who was swindled,” he finished. “Long before you two were married,” he quickly added.

      Charlotte was about to ask for more details, but she thought it best she not know more about Joshua’s time as a second son of a duke. Not expecting to inherit the Chichester dukedom, Joshua Wainwright had spent his early twenties with Garrett gambling and carousing in London.

      The fire had changed all that.

      His entire family had died in that fire, and Joshua had nearly joined them given the severity of his own burns when he attempted to save his sister, Jennifer.

      Even after two decades, those scars had barely faded, their ropy texture and taut appearance requiring him to wear a mask whenever he was in the company of others lest he frighten someone. The physician had even said they might have been the cause of his death, given how his tight, scarred skin made it difficult for him to stand up straight. As he aged, he grew more crooked, making it harder for him to walk. When His Grace with half a face was forced to walk with a cane, he was saddled with a new moniker.

      His Grace, the half-faceless cripple.

      With his breathing becoming more difficult—Charlotte was sure his lungs had been damaged by the smoke from the fire—Joshua took his last breath on a Sunday evening after dinner and a walk in the back gardens.

      “He loved you very much,” Garrett murmured.

      Charlotte gave a start, wondering how he could know she was thinking of Joshua. “I loved him very much,” she replied. “So much so, I rather doubt I will ever again have that sort of true love in my life.”

      Dipping his head, Garrett sighed. “Never say never, Your Grace,” he whispered. “You never know who you’ll meet in Europe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            ENGLISHMEN ON HOLIDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Athens

      Watching a young lady bearing a jug of water on one of her hips, Lord James Wainwright sighed appreciatively. “Why can’t English girls look like that?” the second son of the late Duke of Chichester asked.

      David Bennett-Jones, heir to the Bostwick viscountcy, scoffed. “I wouldn’t want them to,” he murmured. When James aimed a look of surprise in his direction, he added, “I like how English girls look. Skin, the color of moonlight—”

      “Pasty white,” James interrupted.

      “—petite and delicate—”

      “Skinny.”

      “—blue-eyed and blonde-haired—”

      “Boring.”

      David rolled his eyes as the girl made her way into a small house made of white marble blocks. He was fairly sure the marble had been pilfered from an ancient temple or government building. He and James had seen evidence of repurposed materials everywhere they had visited on their Grand Tour.

      “Me thinks it’s time we made our way to one of the islands,” he said, a map of the Greek mainland spread out before him. The parchment had been unfolded and refolded so many times, the printing was no longer legible in the creases. “What about Rhodes? It’s the largest of the Dodecanese islands. I hear there is an impressive acropolis there. A Venetian castle, too.”

      “The Palace of the Grand Masters,” James murmured.

      “The Knights of St. John occupied the island. That’s why there’s a castle,” David explained. “Apparently there are several of these Venetian castles scattered about this region,” he added as he circled a finger around the islands in the Aegean. They had acquired the illustrated map at a shop upon their arrival in Athens. “I don’t know if the Greeks have possession of Rhodes, though.”

      “There are supposed to be Greek ruins all along this coast,” David said, motioning along the eastern Aegean and Mediterranean seas. “From a whole string of city-states that used to exist.”

      James glanced up at his friend. “That’s the Ottoman Empire,” he said. “Not exactly sure we’d be welcome there.”

      David furrowed his brows. “Why ever not? We have money—”

      “We’re English,” James stated. “We sided with the Greeks in their war against the Turks, remember?”

      “We sided with the Turks and the French just last year,” David countered. “Against that viceroy that was attempting to take Syria and the Holy Lands.”

      Pretending the wars were of little consequence, James shrugged. “Well, if anyone asks, we can always say we’re from somewhere else.”

      The two had already explored the Greek ruins on the island of Sicily and spent time in Rome and Naples. From there, they had taken a ship across the Ionian Sea to Greece, hired a guide to take them to Delphi, and a driver for the trek to Athens. Along the way, they had come across other Europeans on their Grand Tours, young men who made recommendations or gave them warnings of what to avoid.

      “Rhodes, it is,” David announced. “Looks like there are several islands along the way we can tour for a day or two,” he added, his finger tracing the path to Rhodes. He opened a small notebook, the edges of its pages feathered from use. “According to my notes, we need to find a ship out of a port city called Piraeus. Apparently it’s not far from here.”

      James studied his best friend for a moment. “Are you sure you wish to leave Athens? A few weeks ago, you were in love—”

      “Lust,” David interrupted. “It was only lust. And I’ve studied all the mosaics I could find.” He glanced up toward the Acropolis. “I was really hoping the Parthenon would be in better condition.”

      “Damn Venetians,” James murmured, remembering the story they had learned from a local about how the Athenian temple had been used to store gunpowder by the Turks and then been blown up when the Venetians, in an attempt to take back Athens from the Ottoman Empire during the Morean War, scored a direct hit. The walls of the temple’s cella had blown out, columns toppled, a frieze was ruined, and a cascade of architraves, metopes, and triglyphs tumbled to the ground.

      “Damn wars,” David corrected him. He glanced around, noting how aged some of the women appeared. Given the harsh glare of the sun and the lack of any sort of hat to protect their skin, he supposed it was common to see fairly young women appear older than they were. “When this young Englishman is ready, I shall be happy to find an English miss to make my bride,” he commented. “And by then, I probably won’t be so young anymore.”

      His brows furrowing, James remembered what his father had said about being a young Englishman. About how easy it was to fall in love with the first pretty young woman he danced with at a ball.

      She turned out to be your mother, his father had said, his eyes twinkling in delight.

      Mother wasn’t your first dance, James had argued. His father had agreed, but added that it was his first memorable dance, made more so because Charlotte was betrothed to his rake of a brother and he remembered feeling jealous because he wanted her as his wife, not as a sister.

      James blinked when David’s hand waved in front of his face.

      “Where were you?” David asked quietly.

      Blinking again, James merely shook his head. “You didn’t ruin her, I hope.”

      It was David’s turn to blink before he realized who they were talking about. “I didn’t. She led me to those ruins I took you to. We talked, but... I knew even before I escorted her home that nothing could ever come of it,” he explained.

      “You talked about her for a fortnight,” James accused.

      David’s face took on a decidedly reddish cast. “If things were different, I might still be talking about her,” he countered. “But I know how hard a time a Greek girl would have in Mayfair. Can you imagine?”

      James tried to imagine Ophelia, the girl for whom David had pined only the week before, at a ball. Although she was a classic beauty, what with her raven black hair and olive-skinned complexion, her stilted English and ignorance of the British aristocracy would make her the laughing stock of all the other pasty white, skinny, boring young ladies.

      Which had him wondering what David saw in her if he truly preferred young ladies with skin the color of moonlight, blonde hair, and blue eyes.

      “My grandfather married an Italian woman,” David stated, as if he could read James’ mind. “Whilst he was on his Grand Tour. He thought he preferred typical English ladies, too, but Grandma Adeline changed him for life. I think he’s still as horny for her as he was when he was my age.”

      James burst out laughing, well aware of David Carlington’s behavior when it came to his marchioness. “The Marquess of Morganfield is a legend,” he agreed, sobering after a moment.

      “My father told me that Lord Everly met his wife in Greece,” David mused, his thoughts still on Ophelia.

      “He met her at a ton ball,” James countered. “She was the Duke of Westhaven’s daughter.”

      “But he didn’t fall in love with her until he found her on Mykonos,” David argued.

      “Delos,” James corrected him. “He thought she was Aphrodite come to life. Or else a mermaid. He’s told the story both ways whilst at White’s.”

      “Lady Everly did not have an easy time of it,” David said in a quiet voice. “My mother attended finishing school with her in London,” he added, referring to Elizabeth Carlington Bennett-Jones, Viscountess Bostwick. “Girls can be so cruel.”

      James dipped his head. “Is that why you’re not pursuing Miss Ophelia?”

      David nodded. “Part of the reason.”

      “And the rest?”

      Allowing a wan grin, David gave a shrug and said, “We haven’t yet been to Venice.”

      He ducked away when James’ fist nearly impacted his shoulder, his attention suddenly diverted by a fashionable open carriage for hire. “There’s our ride to Piraeus,” he said with a grin. He waved until the driver acknowledged him.

      James followed his gaze, a look of astonishment rounding his eyes. “You might be saved from Cupid’s arrow this time, Bennet-Jones, but we’ve a good deal of the Aegean left before we cross back over the Ionian Sea,” he teased.

      David chuckled as the carriage pulled up next to them. “Just you wait, Lord James. Cupid’s got an arrow for you, too.”

      The two had barely made it into the carriage, the driver loading their trunks onto the back, when a breathless young boy ran up to them and held out a folded note. “Lord James,” he said in heavily-accented English. “This came for you.”

      James reached out and took the missive, tossing a coin to the boy. “Efcharistó,” he said absently as he studied the wax seal on the back.

      “What is it?” David asked as he settled onto the seat next to James.

      “Note from home,” James replied as he popped the wax seal and opened the letter. He took a moment to read the feminine script, his brows furrowing in disbelief.

      “Is something wrong? Did something happen?” David asked in worry.

      “Mother is taking a holiday,” James replied, handing the letter to David. “She’s coming to Greece on a Greek merchant vessel. Syros and then to Athens.”

      David glanced at the note, scoffing when he read the last line.

      
        
        I don’t expect to cross paths with the two of you, as I’m sure you’ve already completed your Greek tour. Do enjoy Venice for me.

      

      

      “We aren’t going to attempt to find her, I hope?” David asked as he handed the letter back to James.

      “Of course not. It would be like finding a needle in a haystack,” James replied. “Although I suppose we could be on the lookout for her ship. ”

      David gave him a quelling glance. “She didn’t mention the name of it,” he countered.

      James shrugged as the carriage rumbled off toward Piraeus. “How many Greek merchant ships come from England?”

      Forced to agree there wouldn’t be many, David settled onto his seat and studied the architecture of the buildings they passed along the way.
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      Meanwhile, in Portsmouth

      As a porter saw to the trunks and Parma followed her with a valise in hand, Charlotte regarded the merchant marine ship with worry. “Mr. McElliott, are you quite sure this is the right ship?” she asked as she studied the foreign lettering on its starboard side.

      ήλιος του Ἀπόλλων

      Although there were two masts with square rigging on both, there were no sails evident.

      The tall man gave a nod. “Indeed. A Greek brig called Sun of Apollo. Fairly new, too,” he explained.

      Charlotte’s gaze lingered on the ship’s moniker before moving to a gray-bearded gentleman who had made his way down the ramp from the ship. He casually leaned against a post and lit a cheroot.

      “Now, I’ve made sure you and your lady’s maid have your own cabin, and you’ll be eating with Captain Popodopolos for the morning and evening meals,” Garrett explained. Noticing Charlotte’s attention wasn’t on him, he briefly glanced back before adding, “He captained a Greek vessel in their war for independence, and since we fought alongside them, he rather likes Brits. And he speaks English.”

      “That war wasn’t so very long ago,” Charlotte commented. At Garrett’s look of surprise, she added, “I read The Times every day.”

      “Oh,” he replied. “Well, he says it should take about three weeks to reach Syros—that’s one of the Greek islands—”

      “Where the ship was built,” Charlotte stated.

      Garrett gave a start. “How is it you know that?”

      “I asked someone last night. At the hotel,” she replied, her attention once again on the gentleman who was smoking. She recognized him as the man she had spoken with at the Star. “Whilst I was having tea in the dining room.”

      His gaze briefly darting to the lady’s maid, Garrett furrowed his brows. “You weren’t alone, I hope?”

      “Parma was with me,” Charlotte said. “I merely asked him if he knew anything about the ships that sail to Greece, and he told me all about the ships they build in the town called Hermoupolis,” she explained, fighting the urge to yawn.

      If the Sun of Apollo hadn’t been scheduled to depart so early in the morning, the trio might have made the forty mile trip to Portsmouth that morning. Instead, they had traveled in the Chichester coach the day before and spent the night at the Star Hotel.

      “Hmph,” Garrett responded before he held out two pasteboard tickets. “From Syros, you’ll board a ship to Athens. The captain said he would see to your transfer personally.”

      “How much did you give him?” Charlotte asked.

      Garrett blinked. “What?”

      The duchess angled her head to one side. “You bribed him, did you not?”

      Inhaling to respond, Garrett glanced over to where the ship’s captain was still smoking as he waited for the last of some crates to be loaded. “I might have slipped him some extra blunt,” he admitted. “Your Grace, I chose this vessel and this captain because I believe it is safer and certainly a faster option than a smaller sailing ship.”

      Charlotte gave him a wan grin. “I’m not scolding you, Mr. McElliott,” she said. “But you had better tell John so that he can reimburse you for your trouble.”

      Garrett nodded. “If you insist.” He glanced around. “You’d best get on board, but first I’ll introduce you. He assures me his crew won’t bother you, and should you need anything—hot water for bathing or tea—his cook will see to it.”

      It was Charlotte’s turn to blink. “His cook?”

      Garrett rolled his eyes. “The cook heats the water,” he explained.

      “Ah,” she responded, giving Parma a quick glance. She expected the lady’s maid to display a look of worry, but the East Indian woman seemed anxious to get on board. “Lead the way,” she said with a nod to the captain.

      As if on cue, Captain Popodopolos tossed the remains of his cheroot into the water and straightened his coat.

      “Ah, we meet again, Your Grace,” the captain said as he lowered his head. He lifted her gloved hand and kissed the back of it.

      “You might have mentioned you were the captain of the vessel I’m to travel on,” Charlotte replied, giving him a slight curtsy. “My lady’s maid, Parma,” she added, urging Parma to step forward. She rarely included the servant in introductions, but given the tight quarters they would would be inhabiting, she thought it best he know her name.

      “Apologies, Your Grace. My intention was not to withhold my identity from you, but rather from others who might wish me or my ship harm,” he explained.

      Charlotte’s eyes rounded. “Why ever would anyone wish to do you harm?” she asked in surprise.

      “Why, indeed?” he countered. He reached out and shook Garrett’s hand before waving the women up the ramp.

      Charlotte rushed to Garrett, embracing him as she said, “Do say a farewell to Jane for me,” she whispered.

      “I will, Your Grace. Safe travels,” he replied as she released her hold on him.

      Giving him a watery grin, Charlotte joined Parma on the ramp and the two boarded the ship.
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