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            Dedication

         
         
            To my dad (with the angels).

            To my husband.

            To my brothers.

            And to all the good, kind, compassionate,

            loving men out there.

            You are my real-life heroes.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Come what might she would be wild, untrammeled, free.

            —James Joyce, Ulysses

         

         
            Rule, Brittania! Rule the waves:

            Britons never will be slaves.

            —James Thomson (1740)
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            Prologue
The Plan

         
         
            April 1808

            Willows Hall

            Estate of the Earl of Vale

            Shropshire, England

         

         At the advanced age of eight, Lady Amarantha Vale announced to her elder sister, who was her closest companion, that she would
            not marry for wealth, title, or land.
         

         
         “For what will you marry, then?” Emily replied.

         
         “Love, of course,” Amarantha declared, adding, “Silly.” But she did not blame her sister for obtuseness. Emily had been betrothed
            since birth and had no choice in the matter. Obviously she hadn’t given it any thought.
         

         
         Amarantha had. She had given it lots and lots of thought. Moreover, from the stories her father read to them about the great
            heroes of yore, she knew precisely which sort of man would steal her heart.
         

         
         “He will be frightfully strong and fearsomely brave,” she said. “He will have blue eyes that sparkle like the sea, golden
            curls that shine like the sun, and shoulders so broad that he could carry a mountain upon them.”
         

         
         “To support all of that magnificence he must also have legs like tree trunks,” Emily said, turning the page of the book their
            father had lent her that morning.
         

         
         “Oh, yes,” Amarantha said, knowing her sister teased. But she never minded teasing when it was done lovingly. “He will be
            gentle and kind, too, especially to small children and animals, and always chivalrous with ladies. And he will be generous.
            He will give away his riches to anybody who needs them.”
         

         
         “That will be impractical. How will your family acquire food and shelter?”

         
         “With my dowry, of course. And when that is spent I will take in sewing projects, like Fanny Butterworth in the village does.”

         
         “Sewing?” her sister said skeptically. “You don’t even like to embroider.”

         
         “That doesn’t matter,” Amarantha said, blithely waving away the obstacle. “I will do whatever necessary so that we will be
            happy. Anyway, I will have some time to do those sorts of things when he is off leading his men to victories against the enemy.”
         

         
         “The French, presumably.”

         
         “And any other villain that crosses him. He will ride a magnificent white steed, which will gallop valiantly into battle.
            And he will enjoy making snowmen.”
         

         
         “A horse making snowmen will be a sight to see, for sure.”

         
         Amarantha laughed, flopped onto her back, and stared at the crisscrossing branches above, which were dotted with new green
            leaves unfurling from their winter’s repose. It was springtime and even the air sang of expectation. “He will travel all over
            the world and get into all sorts of wonderful scrapes and adventures.”
         

         
         “Won’t you accompany him on these adventures?”

         
         “When I’m able, for I will have infants to care for. We will have six children. But he will definitely accompany me on my adventures.”
         

         
         “I think I am beginning to like this paragon.”

         
         “Good. Because we will always prefer staying at home, so you must visit often, and our sisters too. And he will love his mother
            and father as much as I love mine.”
         

         
         “It sounds like a fine plan, Amy.” Emily looked up from her book. “But you know that Papa will choose a husband for you, as
            he will for our sisters as well.”
         

         
         “I will ask him not to.” Amarantha jumped up, scattering the grass braids she had fashioned with fingers full of energy. She
            stepped out from beneath the shading branches. Mama always said direct sunlight made her freckles even more numerous. But
            the warmth of the spring day felt so good and she was simply bubbling over with anticipation. Her bridegroom wouldn’t dislike
            a few freckles, after all; he would love her too much to care about that sort of thing. “I will choose him myself, and I will
            know him the moment I see him.”
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “By his smile and kind words and good deeds.”

         
         “He sounds like a veritable Prince Charming.”

         
         “He will not be a prince,” Amarantha said, stretching her arms out at her sides. The sun in her hair was like a wild dancing
            of flames. “He will be an angel. My angel. And I will love him and no other with all of my heart until the day that I die.”
            She twirled, faster and faster on bare feet, until the trees and grass and sunshine blurred.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            PART I
1817
The Innocence

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
The Departure

         
         
            August 1817

            Willows Hall, Shropshire

            Dearest Daughter Emily,

            A companion has been hired! The ship has sailed! Your sister has gone!!

            I am beside myself and have told your other sisters that if they ever so much as glance at a preacher, their father will disown them. How unfortunate That Man resembles the man in her childhood Plan!! If only
               he had black hair and a dark countenance, our darling Amarantha would never have glanced twice at that unsuitable Mister with
               his wretched Mission! I would curse golden curls entirely if not for the delightful lemon wash Sally prepares for my toilette,
               which has superb effects on mine.
            

            Amarantha’s suitors are deeply vexed. Upon hearing the news, Lady Witherspoon’s poor Eustace wept into his tea and experienced such a disturbance of temper
               that he did not leave his room for two full days. Sir Roger announced his intention of sailing after her at once. (Your father
               felt it necessary to remind him how last summer at the punting party he became ill from the rocking of his boat, which Sir
               Roger explained was due to taking four lemon custards that day rather than his usual three.) Lord Brill’s poem “Destitution
               Upon the Loss of a Strawberry Flower,” which I enclose here, speaks for itself. Yet I fear none of their manly tears will
               bring her home!
            

            I also enclose a message to you from your father. How devastated he is to have lost not only you to London, but also now our
               beloved Amarantha to the wretched colonies!
            

            I shall cry myself to sleep tonight and spend the entire sennight in bed with the draperies drawn, taking consolation only
               in the knowledge that Manchester is governor of that miserable island now, and his duchess is exceedingly stylish, despite
               now being a colonial. Our darling Amarantha simply must cling to her for guidance.
            

            Do come up to the Hall soon. We are at quite a loss now and a visit would cheer us.

            Grosses bises,

            Your Devoted Mama

            Encl.

         

         
            Dear Emily,

            Your mother is in high distress, as are your sisters and indeed the entire household. When Mr. Garland sailed two months ago
               I felt certain that, in his absence, Amarantha would swiftly come to her senses. Yet she remained steadfast. I am persuaded
               that the novelty of it all deserves some credit; she has always been my most dauntless daughter. I have little hope that Garland
               will make her truly happy. But I have every faith that our intrepid, big-hearted Amy will nevertheless wrest happiness from
               whatever adventure she throws herself into.
            

            With Affection,

            Edward “Papa,” Seventh Earl of Vale

         

         
            10 October 1817

            The Queen’s Hotel

            Kingston, Jamaica

            Dear Emmie,

            This is not at all as I anticipated! But I will try to describe it.

            The people seem English, yet how different from in Shropshire! Everywhere one sees great excess beside great want. Modestly
               prosperous gentlemen and gentlewomen wear monstrous loads of fashion—even as Mama and Papa do! Yet I have seen others so poorly
               clothed that they lack shoes. The hotel manager says the latter are slaves and cut sugar cane in the fields. (Without shoes?!)
            

            In fact it seems that most people one encounters here are slaves. I remember now that you told me this would be so, but how remarkable to actually see
               it! Some of the sailors aboard our ship and servants at the hotel, however, are freedmen. When I asked the chambermaid about this she said that some freedmen have shops and land, and that even the pastor of her
               church is a freedman. (Despite your attempts and Papa’s to teach me of the world, I had little notion of any of this before.
               How much I have now to learn!)
            

            My companion, Mrs. Jennings, thinks the gentry here are puffed up like mushrooms. She is nevertheless eager to visit with
               them. (She adores gossip and is very silly.) Several have already called on us here.
            

            The Duchess of Manchester sent an invitation to stay with her until the wedding, which I declined. My darling Paul says it
               would be unsuitable for the fiancée of a humble missionary to reside at the governor’s mansion.
            

            As to the island, all is lush and verdant beyond imagining. The heat is astonishing. There are glorious mountains and beaches
               with the whitest sand I have ever seen. Here are fruits I did not know existed before two days ago: guava, mango, pine-apple,
               and “bread fruit.” They are all delicious. (Mrs. Jennings dislikes them and demands marmalade.)
            

            The port itself is astonishing. The bay is filled with every sort of vessel and everywhere there are people speaking in so
               many tongues that one’s head spins. The greatest sight is the Fairway. Her captain and crew are heroes of an important battle (I do not recall which—you know I am a wretched study at History!).
               It is a spectacular sight: the Union Jack flying proudly from the mast of such a magnificent ship in the lapis waters of this
               world so far from home. In truth, I never understood the vastness of our empire until now.
            

            All is not entirely alien. My darling Paul’s church is blessedly quaint, although somewhat austere. He promises to make me
               known to the parishioners as soon as I have regained my bearings on land. I told him that I do not suffer from lingering “sea
               legs,” so he needn’t have concern. It was adorable how he blushed then, and implored me to lower my voice. I believe the notion
               that I have legs gave him pleasurable pause! I do not shrink to tell you, sister, that it is thrilling to be admired by a
               man in such a manner.
            

            (I am still astonished Papa allowed me to come here. He is the most generous, most kind, most wonderful father in the world!)

            A footman has just told us that a storm will arrive tonight, but that we must not fret, although we are across the street
               from the quays, for the hotel is tightly caulked. How singular of him to alert us to a storm, and how clever to know when
               it will happen.
            

            Beyond the windowpane I see there is now great activity at the docks. Rather than put this letter in the hands of the footman,
               I will walk to post it myself. Mrs. Jennings says we must not venture forth without Reverend Garland’s escort, but he has
               not yet come today and I simply must escape this confinement—or by the time he finally does call I will surely be in ill sorts.
               Also, I packed only one pair of boots. I should not like to cover them in mud when I walk to post this after the rain.
            

            With all of my love,

            Amy

            P.S. The Battle of Rappahannock River!

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Storm

         
         He saw her for the first time ever in a storage cellar with rain slashing at her face, standing atop a crate, struggling to
            fasten a window, and the first words he heard from her lips were, “Damn and blast it to Hades!”
         

         
         Before he could duck his head beneath the lintel and move forward, she turned to him, eyes the color of cloverleaves and lit
            like lightning.
         

         
         “Don’t gape, you big column of shark bait,” she shouted. “Help me!”

         
         A blast of wind struck the building and the shop above them shuddered. Her grip slipped over the window latch.

         
         Gabriel shoved his shoulders through the narrow doorway and in three strides crossed the room. The wind blew hot and punishingly
            hard through the opening, but she did not release the latch. Covering her hand with his, he drove the frame shut.
         

         
         The building moaned, and Gabriel found himself looking down upon a nose both freckled and wet, lips both lush and damp, lashes
            both long and dripping, and cloverleaves that had gone entirely round. Her features were English, fine, and not unattractive.
            After five months at sea, he would have been one sailor in a million to resist following the trail of rainwater down her pale
            throat in which her pulse beat visibly to the gown laced tight around her collar, sodden, and clinging to her curves.
         

         
         Sweet curves.

         
         “Remove your hand from mine and your eyes from where they have fallen out of your head,” she said in such an altered tone
            that he barely heard it below the groaning of the walls and the pounding of the rain. Rather, the pounding of his pulse.
         

         
         Too long at sea.
         

         
         He removed his eyes and then his entire self. Stepping back, he offered his hand for her descent from the crate. She lifted
            a single brow.
         

         
         “I beg your pardon,” he said roughly, withdrawing his hand once again.

         
         She grasped her sodden skirts and climbed nimbly down. “You are pardoned, Shark Bait. This time.”

         
         “Lieutenant,” he corrected.

         
         Swiftly scanning the room with those eyes that even in the murky light of this day were like the green of Highlands mountains,
            she untied the ribbons at her throat, removed her dripping bonnet, and tossed it atop a barrel.
         

         
         “Have you got a handkerchief?”

         
         He reached into his waistcoat and proffered the square of linen. She glanced at his outstretched hand, then at his face, then
            at his hand again, and did not move forward.
         

         
         “You are a giant beast of a man, aren’t you?” she said.

         
         “So I’ve been told.” He set the linen on a crate and backed away, curling his fingers into his palm that had easily encompassed
            her whole hand.
         

         
         Taking up the kerchief, she unfolded it with trembling fingers and wiped the rainwater from her face. Wind and rain battered
            the building in frenzied fury, filling the tiny space with sound.
         

         
         “I wonder how you go along aboard a ship.” Her gaze passed up and down him anew. “The crown of my head is barely to your chin
            yet I found the quarters aboard our ship frightfully cramped. Unless naval ships are much more spacious, you must spend every
            day bent over.”
         

         
         “Aye, but only the part o’ the day belowdecks.”

         
         The lush lips twitched.

         
         When she withdrew her gaze to look about the room, he felt the loss of that reluctant smile in his chest like the loss of
            air.
         

         
         Nonsense. He was muddled with exhaustion from preparing the Fairway for the storm.
         

         
         This storage room beneath the shop was minuscule, heavy with heat, and packed with sacks of rice and grain, barrels of sugar
            and ham, wooden parts for furniture, skeins of silk, boxes of nails and other tools, and even one small keg of gunpowder.
            She strode the circumference of it, rounding him, and then halting where she had begun. The wind blasted against the shop
            above and she tilted her face upward to peer at the ceiling that hung an inch above his head. Biting her lips between her
            teeth, she drew a hard breath, and then looked at him again.
         

         
         “I suppose you have experience with storms of this sort,” she said.

         
         Not of this sort. But spots of pink sat upon each pale cheek now. She had tucked her hands into her soggy skirts to hide their
            quivering. She was making a valiant effort to conceal her distress—more valiant than many a sailor he’d known.
         

         
         “’Twill blow over soon enough, lass.”

         
         “That was a lie,” she said, a dart forming between her brows. “Why did you lie to me?”

         
         “I didna—” He bit back his retort. But his patience was frayed. There had been no sign of the Theia entering the harbor, though he had stood in the downpour until the swells were rising so suddenly and steeply over the quay
            he had finally been obliged to shelter here. And now this: a sharp-tongued English girl with the manners of a stevedore. Gabriel
            didn’t care much for social niceties. But a man wasn’t made First Lieutenant of a ship of the line at twenty-three by failing
            to mind his tongue.
         

         
         Minding his behavior was another matter entirely.
         

         
         He bent his head and a stream of water cascaded from his hat brim. He glanced at her through the waterfall.

         
         “Would you be fretting if I remove my hat?”

         
         The cinnamon spots that trailed over the bridge of her nose and across her cheeks crinkled together to make one big cinnamon
            blotch. “Why on earth should I?”
         

         
         He set his hat upon a crate. Wrapping her arms about herself she watched him closely.

         
         “Well?” she said. Some of her hair had escaped the knot at the back of her head and clung wetly to her brow just as the fabric
            of her gown clung to her hips and legs.
         

         
         Copper hair striated with gold.

         
         Softly rounded hips.

         
         Long legs.

         
         The damn pulse in his head was a snare drum. He knew men whose cravings for feminine flesh got the best of them when they
            finally came into port. He had never been one of those men. Women weren’t to be enjoyed like a randy stallion taking a mare,
            rather with as much appreciation as a man savored a tumbler of fine brandy, or a sublime piece of music, or a painting by
            an Italian master—a Michelangelo or Botticelli.
         

         
         Sweet curves.
         

         
         Her garments were fine, her speech cultivated, and she was old enough to know that her damp gown was not in the least modest
            at present.
         

         
         The stallion was winning.
         

         
         “’Twill be some time before the storm passes,” he said in too husky a voice. “’Tis miles wide.”

         
         The brilliant cloverleaves popped round again.

         
         “Miles?” Beneath the freckles and agitated flush, her skin was smooth—cheeks, brow, hands. She had not been in the islands long, and
            she was little more than a girl.
         

         
         After nearly a decade at sea, Gabriel could barely remember boyhood.

         
         “You’ve just arrived?” he said.

         
         “Two days ago on the Camelot.”
         

         
         Gabriel knew it. As first officer on one of His Majesty’s finest ships of the line, it was his responsibility to know the
            merchant vessels that docked at English ports.
         

         
         “No one warned you o’ hurricanes?”

         
         “No.” She had remarkable features: mobile and bright and expressive. “Should they have?”

         
         “’Twill be hours still.” And it would leave a mighty mess of destruction.

         
         “How many hours?”

         
         “No’ till morning.”

         
         With a long inhalation, she released her arms from about her chest.

         
         “Then we should make ourselves comfortable,” she said with newly crisp decision and swept him with another perusal, lingering
            ever-so-briefly on the medals pinned to his coat. “If you can. You are as wet as I, yet you look like a toy soldier, standing
            there so erect and unbending. I suppose sailors are accustomed to being soaked through, of course.”
         

         
         “If they’re bad sailors, aye.”

         
         Pleasure flared in her eyes. “Now, make yourself useful and help me search these crates for a woolen shawl or blanket. For
            I am soaked through.” She set to her task on the nearest crate, but the lid was nailed shut and her fingertips strained at the
            wood.
         

         
         He went to her side. Scent arose from her damp hair and skin. She smelled like a memory.

         
         He withdrew the knife from his coat and pried open the lid.

         
         “It seems that you are useful after all,” she said with a half grin that abruptly turned something very sharp in his gut and
            made him want to tell her the truth. Urgently. All truths. Truths about the hurricane and truths about the depths of the sea
            and the stars in the heavens and every one of the sins that made him a beast indeed.
         

         
         “Lass, ’tis as likely as no’ that before this night is o’er, the sea will top the wharfs an’ swallow this building.”

         
         “And we in it.”

         
         “Aye.”

         
         “I see.” For a moment she said nothing. “After we find blankets we should look for a deck of cards or a backgammon board in
            these crates. For if we are to die tonight, we had better enjoy our final hours on earth, hadn’t we, Shark Bait?”
         

         
         “Lieutenant.” He could not look away from her eyes. Black clouds without blotted the tropical sun, allowing only the most
            reluctant light into this room, yet her eyes sparkled.
         

         
         Backgammon. She had the body of a siren and the innocence of a girl.
         

         
         “You’ve a disliking for sailors, it seems,” he said.

         
         “The officers aboard the Camelot confined me to my quarters for the entire duration of the journey. They said it was not suitable for me to be atop, but I
            think they simply did not want me to witness them drinking the day away every day.”
         

         
         More than likely they did not trust themselves with the pretty little siren wandering about.

         
         “I think you are trying not to smile, Shark Bait. Will you attempt to deny that sailors drink excessively?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “So, you understand the reason for my dislike.”

         
         “Because hardworking men are fond o’ spirits?”

         
         “Because they refused to share their spirits with me.”

         
         They found blankets woven of soft wool and tins of biscuits. They had no lamp, which Gabriel said was for the better, and
            she accepted that without comment. As the storm lashed the shop above and water trickled through the seams of the window,
            and darkness fell, they found a cask of new rum. She said that she had never tasted rum, and asked if, being a Scot, he preferred
            whiskey. He replied that he did, but that any grog in a storm would do. She smiled so readily, as though her lips were more
            accustomed to smiling than not. Despite her obvious breeding, there was no maidenly modesty in her frankness. It was on the
            tip of his tongue to say that over both whiskey and rum he already preferred her.
         

         
         She discovered sugar, which he added to the rum to make it more palatable for her, and she sipped warily. As the daylight
            waned and she explored the contents of crates and barrels, she darted glances at him—frequently. She spoke with ease but she
            came no nearer to him than necessary.
         

         
         When the black night consumed every last wisp of light she ceased speaking. As the hurricane shook the walls, Gabriel settled
            onto the ground with his back against a crate. Closing his eyes, he made himself picture the Theia bobbing violently at anchor in some nearby port, its decks flooded in foam but its crew and officers tucked into some terrestrial
            haven.
         

         
         No time left for repentance.

         
         He had thought he and Jonah would have plenty of time. Sailors perished every day at sea, but somehow he had believed them
            untouchable.
         

         
         Invincible, Gabe. That’s what the storytellers will say of us someday. Invincible.

         
         In the heavy darkness, her scent came to him again. Like home. Not the mossy grass of the mountains of Kallin, nor the wildflowers
            that carpeted the hills of Haiknayes. She smelled of woodland fir: crisp and warm and rich.
         

         
         The room rattled and he felt her settle silently at his side.

         
         “How did you come to be here in this cellar?” she said very quietly. She was close to his shoulder, closer than he had anticipated.

         
         “I was watching for a ship. You?”

         
         “I walked to post a letter and got caught up with exploring. Everything here is so different and interesting. I was far from
            the hotel before I thought to turn around.” She made a sound that might have been a sigh. “I failed to heed the warnings.”
         

         
         “Dinna fear, lass. ’Twill be morning before long.”

         
         “You are lying again, Shark Bait.” Then he felt the pressure of her body against his arm, her shoulder leaning in. “But this
            time I don’t mind it.”
         

         
         He did not move. He could not move. He wanted her bone and flesh pressing against his so simply. Perhaps in these final hours
            that had come far too soon in his life, God was offering him mercy, a moment of innocent pleasure after all the moments of
            sinful pleasure he had seized.
         

         
         Something bumped against his leg. Then her fingers slipped beneath his hand. Her clasp was unhesitating, her fingertips brushing
            across his palm then pressing tight against his knuckles. Palm to palm with her, he strove to breathe and his heartbeats flew
            at twelve knots.
         

         
         “You are lying to comfort me,” she said, “so that I will not dwell on how we are about to die.”

         
         “Am I?” Only thin wooden walls and ceiling separated them from death, and yet the touch of a girl’s hand was all he cared
            for now.
         

         
         “You are,” she whispered clearly and softly beneath the storm’s scream. “It seems that I will be obliged to reconsider my
            poor opinion of sailors. One sailor, at least.”
         

         
         Blindly he turned his face to her. He was in fact a beast of a man, and she was a little thing that he could crush with a
            single arm, and he knew he should not be holding her hand, not even in this circumstance.
         

         
         He bent his head closer. “Aye?”

         
         She did not reply and her hand remained snugly in his and the night raged on.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
The Aftermath

         
         
            12 October 1817

            The Queen’s Hotel

            Kingston, Jamaica

            Dear Emmie,

            There has been a tremendous storm, a hurricane. Yet now the rain and wind have gone entirely and the sky is as gently still as on a Shropshire summer day. But the harbor
               still churns and all on land is in upheaval. Mrs. Jennings will not allow me to leave the hotel unless accompanied by my betrothed,
               who has not yet called although he sent a note with a boy yesterday morning to assure himself of my safety.
            

            Instead I will tell you of the plans for my wedding day, which, because of events, has had to be postponed . . .

         

          


         
            Order of Command

            By Order of the Lord High Admiral of the United Kingdom and Commander of the Atlantic Fleet, you are required to take command
               of the Theia, with all the rights and responsibilities attending, and to carry out, and to cause your crew to carry out, any and all Orders
               by Superior Officers, barring none.
            

            Given on board the Fairway at Kingston Harbour, 15th October, 1817, to Gabriel Hume, Hnble, from this moment forth Commander of His Majesty’s Frigate
               Theia.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
The Captain

         
         Amarantha stood before the hotel parlor window, peering at the people rushing to and fro. Her fingertips drummed.

         
         “I cannot remain another minute inside,” she said to her companion, Sarah Jennings, whom her parents had hired for the journey
            to Jamaica.
         

         
         “You cannot go out into that melee, my lady.”

         
         “Everybody is busy except us. There must be a hundred and one things I could do to help.”

         
         “You will only be in the way.” The widow was plying the needle to a linen cap.

         
         “In a fortnight I will be the wife of a man of the cloth, Mrs. Jennings. I cannot rest in idle comfort while everybody else
            labors.”
         

         
         “Reverend Garland’s note indicated that he will call on us the moment he is able. Until then we must remain here.”

         
         The hotel was damp and making Amarantha’s temper damp too. Outside, the tropical sun bathed everything in heat. Even yesterday
            morning, as she had found her way from the dry goods shop to the hotel entrance, the sun had already been baking the carnage:
            uprooted trees, parts of buildings, lifeless livestock, broken furniture, torn sails and tangled rigging, and pools of water
            everywhere. Now that landscape was a whirl of activity.
         

         
         “I cannot wait here,” she said decisively, moving to the doorway. “I will go out now and find someone to lead me to the mission.”

         
         “My lady, you must not—”

         
         Grabbing her bonnet and a parasol, she threw open the door and stepped out into the sunlight.

         
         Before the hotel was less a proper street than a morass of detritus from both sea and civilization. Everywhere people were
            at work picking through the remnants of buildings, heaping refuse into great mounds, and sweeping and scrubbing and hammering.
            As she headed in the direction of the mission, nobody even noticed her.
         

         
         Not far away, where a small building had been only days earlier, amongst the rubble an elderly Englishman with a deeply tanned
            face and hands was tending to the wounds of a cluster of people, most of them brown-skinned, including some sailors she recognized
            from the Camelot. For several minutes she watched, shocked as the people crowded about him, some bleeding and others weeping, but all polite
            as they requested his aid. The doctor moved from one wound to the next without even looking up.
         

         
         Moving to the edge of the crowd, Amarantha held the parasol high and said quietly, “May I pass through?”

         
         They parted for her, swiftly returning hopeful eyes to the doctor.

         
         “—then reapply the salve and rebind the wound,” the doctor was saying to a mother holding a wailing child in her arms.

         
         “Doctor,” Amarantha said, “I am Amarantha Vale. I am staying at the hotel—”

         
         “Dr. Hill will tend to you at his practice, miss. I’ve others to care for here.”

         
         Amarantha stood for a confused moment, looking about at the people waiting for treatment. Then, abruptly, she understood.
            While she wore fashionable jonquil muslin, the people around her were all dressed simply and plainly. Dr. Hill must be treating
            persons of means.
         

         
         “Oh, no, sir,” she said. “I am not injured. I have just arrived in town and have no home or family here yet.” It felt odd
            to say that. “May I be of use to you here?”
         

         
         He peered at her more closely.

         
         “Somewhere in the wreckage here, Miss Vale, is a medicine cabinet. You will need two able-bodied boys—those two. Find the
            cabinet and bring it here. Then I will need your assistance.”
         

         
         They found the medicine cabinet beneath the ceiling that had fallen on it. While digging it out, she asked the boys about
            the doctor. In English she barely understood, one of them said that Mr. Meriwether had been a ship’s surgeon but now treated
            slaves and sailors living near the docks. When the medicine cabinet had been moved, she sent the boy to the hotel with a message
            for Mrs. Jennings. Then the surgeon bade her assist in arranging pallets on the ground for the most seriously wounded.
         

         
         Mrs. Jennings appeared, hovering at the edge of the makeshift sick-house with a laced kerchief pressed to her nose.

         
         “This is not suitable activity for a lady of your delicate years. Your parents will be shocked that I have allowed this.”

         
         “My parents would not bat an eyelash at this.” Only a slight exaggeration. “And I am far from delicate. I spent my childhood
            racing from one adventure to the next.”
         

         
         “My lady, this is hardly an adventure.”
         

         
         “Mr. Meriwether needs help,” Amarantha said, shifting tactics. “It is the work of God.”

         
         In Shropshire when she had discovered the angelic Reverend Paul Garland preaching in that church beyond the border of her
            father’s estate, he had warned his congregation that the life of a missionary was not for the faint of heart. The notion of
            sailing off to a foreign land had so thrilled Amarantha that she had fallen in love with his crusade on the spot. When, after
            a month of courtship, he told her that he must finally depart for the West Indies, and asked her to join him there as his
            bride, she had not hesitated to accept.
         

         
         And yet, never in her wildest imaginings had she expected this. The injured that sat on the ground awaiting the surgeon’s
            care seemed to have nothing but the clothing they wore. As people searched among the patients for their loved ones, cries
            of joy with each reunion and wails of despair from others filled the sticky air that smelled of mud and brine.
         

         
         “Will you help me?” she said to her companion.

         
         “I most certainly will not. I will remain here and wait for you to remember yourself,” she said, and sat stony faced with
            disapproval on a pile of rubble.
         

         
         Amarantha offered her the parasol then decided not to worry about her. She was far too busy.

         
         It was a long, long day.

         
         “Miss Vale, you have overtaxed yourself,” Mr. Meriwether said as the evening made shadows across the cluttered street. “You
            must go home now.”
         

         
         “But there is so much still to do. So many people!”

         
         “You are exhausted, and I cannot have my only nurse fall ill.”

         
         “Do you not have a regular nurse? An actual nurse?”

         
         “Eliza left for the interior yesterday to see to family. Now, do go and rest, child.”

         
         Returning to the hotel on sore feet, with blistered hands, aching arms, and a gown stained in things she didn’t want to think
            about, Amarantha had only one ear for Mrs. Jennings’s complaints. For her companion had spoken rightly: this was no mere adventure.
            Her entire world had changed. In comparison to the suffering she had seen in a single day, her mother fretting over megrims
            seemed so foolish.
         

         
         She entered the foyer with a full head and uncomfortable heart.

         
         “My lady,” the footman said. “A gentleman called for you earlier.”

         
         A spark of happiness pierced her befuddlement. “Reverend Garland?”

         
         “It was an officer from the Fairway.” He proffered a calling card.
         

         
         The crisp rectangle of ivory cardstock bore two sentences in clean, bold script: A backgammon set is purchased. I will hold you to your promise.
         

         
         Nerves tumbled into her empty stomach.

         
         In the small hours of the morning, in the blackness of the shop’s cellar as wind beat at the walls, they had not spoken of
            the storm. Instead they spoke of unimportant things: the impressive variety of bolts in a crate she had opened, the most effective
            methods for tying a secure knot, the challenge of choosing the perfect Yule log at Christmastime, the unfortunate occasion
            when at age ten she had opened a gate before taking note of the ram on the other side of it, the curious practice by which
            naval lieutenants wore a gold epaulette on only one shoulder rather than on both, her profound appreciation for all shades
            of red despite the color of her hair, the first instance in which he had accidentally walked into a door lintel, and whether
            winning at backgammon required true strategy or only good luck.
         

         
         Concerning the last, she argued for luck, he for strategy. Laughingly she scorned his position on the matter, to which he
            replied if she were so confident, then she must be able to beat even an officer trained to naval tactics in a mere game of
            backgammon. She promised him that she could—easily—and that if there were any light she would on the spot.
         

         
         But there had been no light, not until hours later when she had opened her eyes to discover silence all around, that they
            were alive, and that she had slept, her cheek pressed to his shoulder, her hand still tucked in his.
         

         
         Standing now in the hotel foyer, filthy and unsteady, Amarantha flipped the calling card over and learned the name of the
            man with whom she had survived the most terrifying hours of her life: Lieutenant Gabriel Hume, Royal Navy.
         

         
         She cast the card into the hearth. She was shortly to be wed to the Reverend Paul Garland. It was everything she wanted. There
            was no place in that scenario for the acquaintance of a naval officer. More importantly, there was no place in her soul for
            the agitated excitement that had filled her when his hand entwined with hers and the big, hard strength of him became an anchor
            to her during those endless hours.
         

         
         Resolved to forget about that night entirely—and him—in the morning she set off with an objecting Mrs. Jennings for the hospital.
         

         
         “You are a good girl, my lady,” Mr. Meriwether said. “But your young reverend will be unhappy with both of us if I allow you
            to help me here.”
         

         
         Mrs. Jennings had obviously told the surgeon about her. With an odd, papery disappointment coating her enthusiasm, she engaged
            a guide and walked with her companion to the mission.
         

         
         The storm had damaged the church and the modest house attached to it in which Paul lived, the house that was to be her castle
            after their wedding. Men were clearing the debris.
         

         
         “There is nothing for a woman to do here, dear lady,” Paul said with grateful eyes. “Continue assisting Mr. Meriwether. In
            condescending to do God’s work among the poor there, already you are showing my parishioners an exemplary model of Christian
            femininity.”
         

         
         Amarantha suspected that exemplary Christian femininity did not include spending the night with a sailor and never telling
            a soul of it.
         

         
         Returning to the makeshift hospital, Amarantha found three more volunteers taking Mr. Meriwether’s orders, all of them from
            other churches, two brown-skinned. Their tasks were many: fresh water to be fetched and boiled, linens to be collected for
            the washerwomen, instruments to be cleaned, and bandages to be changed. When the others weren’t looking, Amarantha took the
            hand of a weeping patient and held it snugly, confidently, as a naval officer had held hers for hours, helping her find courage
            within the depths of her fear.
         

         
         The following day the surgeon’s nurse, Eliza, arrived. A woman of about sixty, she had a dark brown complexion and spoke with
            the accent of the island. Yet, unlike so many others aboard ship and in town, Amarantha could entirely understand Eliza’s
            English. With a breath of profound relief, she went from patient to patient with her, taking instruction on how best to help.
         

         
         “I am grateful for your patience with me, Eliza, despite my mistakes.”

         
         “I was your age when I tended my first patient.”

         
         “Did Mr. Meriwether teach you all of this?”

         
         Eliza chuckled. “No. My mother taught me healing, and the patients themselves, and their families. Listen to them as you listen
            to me. In time you will learn too.”
         

         
         That evening she returned to the hotel exhausted, wrote to Emily, and collapsed onto her bed. Her fingernails were torn, her
            hands raw, and her hair a halo of untamable frizz, and the hotel laundress had to apply bleach to her gown and linens.
         

         
         Yet in the morning she awoke with renewed energy. She had never felt so useful.
         

         
         The quays seemed particularly busy, and at the hospital she heard that ships laden with supplies from other islands had begun
            arriving and unloading tools, timber, and laborers. Among the arrivals was a naval vessel, Theia, which limped in with one of its masts broken, sails torn, and half its crew lost in the hurricane, including every officer
            except the surgeon and second lieutenant.
         

         
         The night of the storm, wrapped in darkness, her companion in the cellar had told her of the Theia and its second lieutenant, who was his cousin. Hearing the news of the officer’s survival now, Amarantha felt a pang of regret
            that she would never have the opportunity to tell Lieutenant Hume how glad she was for him.
         

         
         Each time she remembered his big hand around hers, his hard shoulder against which she had slept, his rumbling brogue, and
            the shadows in his beautifully dark brown eyes, an agitated little dance of nerves started up in her stomach.
         

         
         Never seeing him again was for the best.

         
          

         She heard him before she saw him.

         
         “Good day, Mr. Meriwether,” he said not five yards away, and she jerked her head around.

         
         Smartly dressed in naval blues and whites, and attended by another officer and a half a dozen sailors, he stood straight and
            tall, surveying the sea of pallets as the surgeon approached him.
         

         
         “How may I help you, Captain?”

         
         Captain?

         
         “I present to you Theia’s surgeon, Mr. Boyle. He an’ these men are at your disposal till Theia sails.”
         

         
         “At my disposal?”

         
         “His Grace the governor has requested it. Put my men to work, sir.”

         
         “This is a godsend! We are in need of a roof over these patients’ heads.”

         
         “You’ll have your roof by fortnight’s end.”

         
         “Thank you, Captain. And may I congratulate you on your new command?”

         
         He nodded curtly then gave his men orders.

         
         Forcing herself from paralysis, Amarantha finished wrapping linen about her patient’s hand. Her heartbeats were far too quick.
            She kept her head down and face averted, and when she heard Mr. Meriwether bid the captain goodbye, she said two silent prayers
            of gratitude: first for the sailors Captain Hume had lent to build the roof, and second for his leaving. He had not noticed
            her, and now he would not, for surely he would not return. His ship’s refurbishment would be his first priority.
         

         
         Walking to the hotel later, Mrs. Jennings was all praise for the navy. But the following day, when new acquaintances called
            for a cozy gossip, the praise turned to shock.
         

         
         “Captain Hume’s reputation is nothing short of scandalous,” one woman said in hushed tones.

         
         “Scandalous?”

         
         “Oh, yes.” The silk flowers on the gossip’s bonnet jiggled as she whispered, “He and Lieutenant Brock are known carousers and libertines.”
         

         
         Mrs. Jennings gasped. “But with such a reputation, however did he win a command?”

         
         “His skill and bravery are not to be doubted,” the gossip said with another knowing tick of her head. “But I suspect that
            his noble rank has done him no harm.”
         

         
         “His noble rank?”

         
         “He is the son of a duke. Second son only, of course, and Loch Irvine is a Scottish title. Nothing to compare to your charge’s
            lineage,” she added with a glance at Amarantha, and discovered both Amarantha’s and her daughter’s eyes on her.
         

         
         “What is a libertine, Mama?” the gossip’s daughter said.

         
         “Good heavens.” The woman’s cheeks colored. “It is not for a gently bred girl to know such things, or to eavesdrop on her
            elders’ conversation. Forgive me, my lady,” she said to Amarantha.
         

         
         But after their callers departed, Amarantha asked her companion the same question.

         
         “You must forget you ever heard the word,” Mrs. Jennings said firmly.

         
         “If I am to be the wife of a man responsible for the eternal souls of other men, I must at least know what names to put to
            the earthly sins that bedevil them.”
         

         
         Mrs. Jennings’s lips pinched.

         
         “Consider this,” Amarantha said. “If you do not tell me what a libertine is, I shall be obliged to ask it of one of the other
            volunteers at the hospital.”
         

         
         As though she sucked on a lemon, Mrs. Jennings told her.

         
         “If Captain Hume returns to the sick-house,” her companion concluded, “you must remain as far from him as possible.”

         
         This warning seemed wise to Amarantha. Given her ridiculously quick pulse when he was near, she had little doubt that a weak
            woman could easily be caught by the lures of such a man.
         

         
          

         Two days later, as she carried a heavy pot of water, she discovered him blocking her path between pallets.

         
         “Allow me.” Without awaiting her response, he took the pot. His hands brushed hers and the madness of nerves that Amarantha
            had been pushing away for days returned in a wild rush.
         

         
         “Where to?” He had a deep voice, which seemed a bit hoarse now.

         
         “There.” Her tongue could manage no more syllables. She went ahead of him, stomach tight and cheeks hot. As he set down the
            pot she knew this fever must be her punishment for seeking comfort from him that night—from mortal man. Only now did it occur
            to her that throughout that entire night she had not said a single prayer.
         

         
         Not the ideal behavior for a woman betrothed to a man of the cloth.
         

         
         The captain bowed. “Ma’am.”

         
         She nodded. “Shark Bait.”

         
         His smile was roguish, as appealing as the rest of him, and as confident as he had every right to be. It horrified her. She
            horrified herself. Only a sennight into her life as a missionary, and already she had sins to confess.
         

         
         “How may I be o’ service to you, lass?” he said in the rumble that had soothed her terror through an endless night.

         
         “I have no authority here.” She attempted an attitude of crisp dismissal. “You have spoken with Mr. Meriwether. You must already
            know which task most requires attention.”
         

         
         “Aye,” he said, his gaze dipping to her lips. “An’ I mean to give it my most devoted care.”

         
         It was too difficult meeting those dark eyes that seemed to see inside of her to where she was still trembling from the storm—and
            from waking lodged against his side. Instead, she took up a tray of surgical instruments and said, “You are too forward, sir.”
         

         
         “I’m a sailor, lass. When I see a thing I want, ’tis only forward I can go.”

         
         “I am not a thing. I am a woman.”
         

         
         He was no longer smiling, rather studying her face, slowly: the curves of her lips, the angle of her cheek, consuming each
            lash across the inches. Finally he looked into her eyes.
         

         
         A thousand spaces hollowed out beneath Amarantha’s ribs. She had never seen it before, never felt it, but some instinct in
            her recognized it in his eyes: animal desire—thick and hot and powerful.
         

         
         She made herself speak.

         
         “You are doing God’s work here, and I commend you on your devotion to seeing to the comforts of others.”

         
         “Lass.” The brogue caressed. “We both know God’s got naught to do with the reason I’ve come here.”

         
         It was alarming and shocking and pleasurable to feel his dark gaze on her. Too pleasurable. It could not continue.
         

         
         “I am engaged to be married. To the Reverend Paul Garland.”

         
         With the hint of a half smile, he said, “No’ for long.”

         
         He strode with nonchalance from the hospital as the surgical instruments in her hands made soft, tinny music dancing upon
            the tray.
         

         
         The following day he came again.

         
         “There are no pots of water to carry at this time, Shark Bait.”

         
         “Give me another task,” he said, smiling a bit.

         
         Obviously he required a set down firmer than a statement of her disinterest.

         
         “That man must be turned,” she said, nodding toward a patient.

         
         “Turned?”

         
         “To prevent bedsores,” she added, repeating as though she were an expert a lesson which Eliza had taught her only that morning.

         
         Without comment, the naval commander went to the cot and, with careful strength, performed the task. From the distance, she
            heard him speak quietly to the patient, and the man’s responding chuckle.
         

         
         She could hardly breathe.

         
         Returning to her, and standing just a bit too close, the captain bent his head.

         
         “I’ve sewn wounds an’ swabbed decks after battles since I was thirteen, lass.”

         
         “Then what can I do to frighten you away?” she said, outrageously.

         
         Now he smiled fully.

         
         “Give it your best.” Upon that, he departed.

         
         That night she folded her hands, clamped her eyes shut against the image of him, and prayed that he would not return the following
            day.
         

         
         He did not.

         
         The day after that he did. And regularly thereafter, performing every task she required of him, and not only in the hospital.
            Upon Mr. Meriwether’s request, he went to the nearby church to summon the vicar to a dying patient’s bedside. When Amarantha
            was obliged to do an errand he escorted her through the busy streets, and then carried whatever packages she gathered.
         

         
         No one seemed to think this remarkable. The hurricane had turned the world upside down, and everyone worked to put it to rights.
            And, quite simply, people deferred to him. He was the youngest naval commanding officer anybody had ever heard of.
         

         
         “How do you come to captain a naval ship at such a young age?” she asked as she finalized a purchase of timber the surgeon
            had made, with which the Theia’s crewmen would build cots for patients.
         

         
         “’Tis a modest command, lass.”

         
         “How modest?”

         
         “Fifty-six guns.”

         
         “Even I know that there is considerably more to captaining a naval ship than the ability to count its cannons, Shark Bait.
            Everyone says your promotion is impressive.”
         

         
         “Everyone?” He studied her so singularly sometimes, as though he cared about the words she said as well as the thoughts she
            did not speak.
         

         
         Except for her father, no men ever listened to her. Her suitors in England had seemed most interested in telling her about
            their carriages or the poetry they had written. When Paul asked for her thoughts on a matter, it seemed he liked to hear his
            thoughts supported, which she did; he knew much more about everything than she did, and as her husband, he said, it would
            be his duty and joy to shape her mind.
         

         
         Aside from their disagreement about backgammon, the captain seemed disinterested in convincing her of his opinions on anything.
            But this probing into her head with his gaze made her feel always at the edge of a cliff.
         

         
         “The other volunteers have said it,” she replied honestly. “Even Mr. Meriwether remarked on it.”

         
         “War an’ mishap have thinned the Atlantic o’ good men. Lad,” he said to the lumber seller’s boy who waited beside the cart
            piled high with planks. “Assist her”—he gestured toward a woman burdened with packages nearby—“an’ you’ll have a coin.”
         

         
         The boy scampered off and the captain in the Royal Navy, son of a duke, took up the cart handles and pushed the load toward
            the hospital.
         

         
         “Thinned?” she said, walking at his side.

         
         “Tragedy was the mistress o’ my command, lass.”

         
         Amarantha doubted this simple explanation. He had a brusqueness of manner with merchants, planters, and seamen alike that
            distracted from his youth. There was no fluidity to him, no sophisticated charm that could be credited for his easy command
            over other men. He was tall, powerful, and physically formidable, despite the hollows of his cheeks and lean waist. His speech
            was often abrupt. Occasionally he was awkward, surprising others with unexpected questions, or departing a place suddenly.
            This only seemed to lend to his authority: it was clear that his manners arose not from a desire to please, rather from utter
            confidence.
         

         
         Sometimes when he arrived at the hospital especially late in the morning, his eyes were red and his movements unusually deliberate.
            On these occasions the women gathered at the washbasin whispered of his scandalous habits.
         

         
         On a morning Eliza was to take medicine to a sick patient at home, Mr. Meriwether unexpectedly required her assistance in
            surgery. Amarantha volunteered for the errand.
         

         
         “It is a lengthy walk,” Eliza warned.

         
         “I have barely been beyond town yet. I welcome the opportunity to explore.”

         
         “You cannot go alone.”

         
         “Captain Hume must escort her,” Mrs. Jennings said from where she sat folding clean linens, the only chore she would perform.
            “He is, after all, of noble blood, and a gentleman.”
         

         
         He was not, however, a predictable gentleman. As they walked the narrow road, Amarantha’s boots got trapped. Drawing her feet
            from the sucking mud, she investigated the path. It promised even greater peril ahead.
         

         
         “I must return with a horse and cart, if an idle horse and cart can be found.”

         
         “Afraid to wet your feet?” he said.

         
         “To ruin my only boots. The cobbler is sufficiently occupied supplying shoes to those who lost everything in the storm. But
            I have slippers at the hotel.” She inched toward the mud.
         

         
         “I’ll carry you across.”

         
         She laughed. “It seems you have something in common with my sister. She enjoys teasing me too.”

         
         “I’m no’ teasing.”

         
         Butterflies alighted under her ribs.

         
         “You would carry me? As though I were a helpless invalid?”
         

         
         “A princess.”

         
         “Oh, then absolutely not.”

         
         “Absolutely?”

         
         “It would not be allowed!” she said with mock archness. “That is, I don’t know any princesses personally, but it is my understanding
            that they are obliged to live by any number of rules, and I’m certain one of those rules must be that they cannot be carried
            by a lowly sailor, not even to save their boots.”
         

         
         “I see,” he said, smiling. “Only by Prince Charming, I assume.”

         
         “Of course.” She laughed again and felt positively light enough to fly over the mud. He had a manner of looking at her with his entire attention, as though she were the only soul in the world.
            It made her unsteady.
         

         
         Dragging her gaze away, she took a renewed step toward the mud, prepared to sink to her ankles and ruin the hem of her gown
            as well.
         

         
         He came to her side.

         
         “You’ll wear these.” He proffered his boots. His trousers were rolled above his ankles.

         
         Amarantha knew it was wrong to stare but she did anyway. She had never seen a gentleman’s bare calves. The muscles were starkly
            defined. The sight of them did things to her insides: hot, wicked things that made her face flame and her throat grow dry.
         

         
         “Oh—But—I cannot,” she burbled.

         
         “Yet you will.”

         
         The boots were enormous and she swam in them with each footstep, holding her skirts aloft from the mud.

         
         “In some cities,” he said, strolling along comfortably despite his bare feet, “’tis all the rage for women to wear men’s oversize
            shoes an’ toddle about like children new to walking.”
         

         
         “You might have seen much more of the world than I, Shark Bait, but I am not a complete fool. I recognize a taradiddle when I hear it.”
         

         
         “Shame there’s no portraitist here to paint you in all your glory now.”

         
         “You were obviously truant from your lessons the day they taught gentlemanly flattery.”

         
         He laughed easily and she felt it all the way to her toes inside his shoes.

         
         On the way home she paused before the last turn in the road and told him that she must redon her own shoes.

         
         “People will not understand if they see me now,” she added.

         
         “I gave your shoes to the woman to clean an’ polish,” he said.

         
         “But she is already fully occupied nursing her husband! You should not have done that, not for—for . . .”

         
         He offered her the smile she never saw him show others, a private, contented smile.

         
         “Not for me,” she said firmly, willing him to understand.

         
         “Lass, she’ll have payment for it.”

         
         Amarantha had no response. The house had been entirely bare: no jar of grain, no salt fish, not even a manioc root in the
            bin. Since the devastation of the storm, famine had come to the poorest on the island who could not afford the expensive foodstuffs
            brought on ships, and beggars were everywhere. In offering the woman compensation for this small task, he offered her dignity.
         

         
         Amarantha felt the most urgent need to take up his hand and kiss it.

         
         She did not.

         
         She removed the boots and walked in only her stockings, feeling his gaze on her the remainder of the way and loving it. She
            had a horrible suspicion that she was falling in love with him, which was not possible. She had found her angel in a tiny church in Shropshire. This big, rough man with shadowy eyes and
            a bad reputation could mean nothing to her.
         

         
         He was not the marrying sort. The women at the hospital said it in moments of idle chatter, and Mrs. Jennings’s new acquaintances
            confirmed it. An established bachelor, Gabriel Hume had mistresses in every port. He liked women, drink, and game, and was
            never seen in a church, reformed or Anglican.
         

         
         Amarantha suggested that perhaps he was Presbyterian, as most Scots were.

         
         “My lady,” the gossip said, “by all accounts, he is not even Christian.”
         

         
         “My maid heard that he attended a heathen service at the Abbott plantation,” another woman said in a hush.
         

         
         “No!” another gasped.

         
         “But I thought the slaves on the Abbott plantation were Baptists,” a third woman exclaimed.

         
         “One in the same, of course,” the gossip said with a dismissive flip of her hand.

         
         Amarantha was skeptical. She knew the hospital volunteers from the Baptist church to be good, decent Christian women. As for
            Captain Hume, he was unusual, but surely the admiralty would not promote a heathen to the rank of captain. So she asked him
            about it.
         

         
         In reply he smiled the gentle smile she was coming to believe was more natural to him than the roguish grin.

         
         “Seems to me, lass, there should be more to religion than church walls,” he said only. “An’ more to faith than rules.”

         
         She did not know what to make of him. He seemed as indifferent to the scandalized whispers of the gossips as he was to the
            deference of those who admired him—a friend to all yet an intimate of none. In his company she felt light and fevered at once,
            excited and unsettlingly right. Despite his initial vow to undo her betrothal, he asked nothing of her and seemed content with friendship.
         

         
         But occasionally, when she saw him watching her, she knew she was lying to herself to justify the time they spent together.
            At those moments she saw in his eyes the same desire that she had seen there the first day.
         

         
         She was playing with fire—not the contained flames in a hearth, but the unbridled bonfires she had loved at harvest festivals
            back home—dangerous yet so beautiful that she wanted to stand as close as she could.
         

         
         As her nurse had warned her on those festival nights, girls who played with fire got burned.
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