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Dedication

To my father.


Chapter One

Dastardly fellows, they were, those who preyed on the unsuspecting and innocent. As for the latter, they required a hero, a protector, a champion.

— The Adventures of Paolo the Pirate Hunter

St. Albans, Hertfordshire, May 1879

Jack is dead.

Percival Wood, the Marquess of Norrington, had to remind himself of that fact as his carriage approached the Atherley manor house. Jonathan Atherley, the Viscount Saxondale, known as “Jack of Diamonds” by his wastrel friends, was dead, his body buried deep in the ground. Percival had absolutely nothing to fear.

So why was his heart pounding under shivering flesh, his lungs so tight he could scarcely breathe?

Because the torments his former lover had inflicted still terrified, the scars still burned. Even after three years, the tattered shreds of memories continued to haunt him.

Perhaps one day Percival would be able to erase those memories. Perhaps one day there would be a hero to supplant the villain. But only if Percival could gather the courage to even allow another man anywhere near his heart.

Or his body.

He shuddered.

The wheels of the brougham crunched along the gravel drive, every revolution dragging him closer to inevitability. The clip-clop of horse hooves added a menacing beat to his already rattled nerves.

The Earl of St. Albans, the lord of Atherley manor, had summoned Percival. Father had called Percival back from Oxford and had advised he see the earl as swiftly as possible to make peace with his past.

Father had also insisted two burly and imposing footmen accompany Percival in the event Jack’s dissolute friends decided to pay the earl a visit at the same time.

What Father didn’t know was that once Jack had spent all his money, his equally profligate friends had abandoned him. Most likely the only people present at the Atherley manor would be the dying earl and his trusty manservant Mason.

The brougham stopped before the Gothic edifice, the pale yellow stone a greenish-gray from mildew and neglect. One of the footmen opened the carriage door and helped Percival alight.

“Shall I accompany you to the entrance, my lord?”

Percival let out a tremulous exhalation. “Thank you. No.”

The footman bowed in understanding.

As he approached the entry porch, Percival’s gut churned. He paused to square his shoulders before resuming his path. He could not let Jack—or rather, the ghost of Jack—continue to hector him. He absolutely had to conquer his fears. He stared straight ahead at the entrance portal taking renewed interest in the delicate arches over slim columns, finding such grace and elegance at odds with the violence that had taken place within.

Once at the door, he turned the bell, the sound almost nostalgic.

The gray-haired Mason answered, his eyes widening upon recognition, briefly disturbing his otherwise stoic countenance. “My lord Norrington. What a pleasure.” He waved him into the Great Hall.

“The pleasure is mine, Mason.” The butler had always been a kind soul. “Is the earl receiving visitors?”

“He is. He will be delighted to see you.” He gestured to the staircase. “If you will follow me, my lord.”

“Thank you.”

Mason led the way. “Lord Saxondale is here, as well.”

An ominous chill stopped Percival cold. Had the ghost returned? “Lord Saxondale?”

The butler turned, all color drained from his face. “Pardon me, my lord marquess,” he murmured. “The new Lord Saxondale. Master Nicholas Atherley.”

Relief drenched him. Nicky. Jack’s younger brother and, by far, his better. “Thank you, Mason. I’m certain Nicholas and I have a great deal to discuss.”

A flush re-colored the butler’s pallor. “Of course.”

As they climbed stairs and traversed corridors, nothing seemed changed. Portraits still hung on paneled walls, furniture remained unmoved. Yet everything had changed. The deafening silence was evidence of that. No hum of servants, no raucous antics of Jack and his friends, no cheery melodies sung by the countess—

Percival’s heart clenched.

The Countess of St. Albans had been a second mother to him, had protected him. Had been killed trying to save him from Jack’s drunken wrath.

He shook his head, trying to dislodge the demons.

Mason stopped before the door to the countess’s summer morning room, a place filled with pleasant memories. Percival raised an eyebrow in his direction.

“The bedroom wing was closed after—” Mason stopped, his expression pensive for a moment. “After you no longer came to visit us.”

After the death of the countess.

“I understand.” Percival sucked in a breath.

Mason hesitated, hand on the knob. “Are you ready, my lord?”

“I think so.” Yet his head spun. He wasn’t ready. He stilled Mason’s hand. “No.”

The butler regarded him with sympathetic eyes.

“What can I expect? The earl was shot—” by Jack “—where? I mean, where on his person?” There was only so much gruesome horror he could take.

“St. Albans was shot above the heart. He is bedridden, and much changed because of the incident. There was an infection.”

“Oh.”

“Master Nicholas is a doctor now. He has attended to the wound and has done what he can to make his father comfortable.”

“Thank you, Mason. I think I am ready.”

Mason knocked on the door before entering, holding up a hand to forestall Percival. “My lord,” he called into the room, “the Marquess of Norrington is here to see you.”

“Norrington?” queried a feeble, gravelly voice. “Ah, yes, Percy. Percy! Come here, my boy.”

Mason waved Percival inside, then left, closing the door behind him.

Before the fireplace was positioned a small cot upon which lay a sallow and wrinkled old man overwhelmed by a goose-down counterpane.

Percival swallowed the lump of disbelief that formed in his throat.

Three years ago the Earl of St. Albans had been hale and booming, a formidable presence in the Atherley house. He'd had to be in order to keep Jack in line.

“Pull up a chair, Percy. Come sit by me.”

The kind invitation warmed his muscles numbed by shock. “Yes, my lord.” He grabbed a side chair and placed it at the head of the cot.

“Oh, pshaw. You used to call me Papa Robert.”

The memory educed a grin. “I did. And the countess, Mama Louisa.”

“But you don’t care for such foolishness anymore, do you?”

“It’s simply been a long time since I’ve seen you, Papa Robert.”

“And much tragedy,” St. Albans croaked. He smiled, crinkles framing the spark now returned in his brown eyes. “You were a fine boy, Percy. You’ve become a handsome man.”

Heat rose in Percival’s face. “Thank you.”

“Except there is a sternness that mars your brow.”

The flush dissipated. No one had ever said that to him. Probably no one had ever noticed. But St. Albans—Papa Robert—would perceive and understand the change in him.

“I had hoped, had prayed, you would save Jack from himself,” continued the earl. “I had thought, foolishly it seems, your innocence and admiration for him would change him. Would show him the way of love.”

Percival’s pulse pounded in his ears.

“I know the power of love. Louisa was almost able to change me. I regret it was not she who did so, but, instead, the final act of violence by my accursed son.”

Percival’s eyes burned with unshed tears.

“I’m sorry, Percy. I truly am. I did not realize Jack had been monstrous to you. Louisa’s death revealed so much to my willful obliviousness.”

Percival’s face ached from restraint.

“He hurt you. I know that now. But he learned that from me. I hurt Louisa. God, how I regret my behavior.”

Lightheadedness descended. He had to breathe, breathe, breathe.

“You must forgive me, Percy. You can damn Jack all the way to hell, but I need your forgiveness.” A frail hand slid from under the coverlet and touched Percival’s knee, fingers reaching for more. “Please.”

Percival grasped the earl’s hand. A wave of emotion overpowered him, unleashing tears and sobs.

“Oh, Papa Robert, I don’t know if I can trust again, if I can love again.” Percival turned away to hide his tears.

“You will learn, son.” The earl gave his hand a faint squeeze. “You have to. So Louisa will not have died in vain. I know love exists within you. I’ve seen it. There is someone out there who is worthy of it.”

Percival wiped his eyes with his handkerchief.

“Percy, my boy, don’t let Jack steal your happiness. Defeat him. You have a lifetime ahead of you. Open yourself to love.”

“I’ll try, Papa Robert.” He would, he really would. He had tried. But it was proving to be very difficult.

“Love is all that matters in this world.” A squeeze again, this time with more energy. “Take some advice from a dying man, Percy.”

Percival clung to the earl as the emotion and tears he had been holding back came like a flood to overwhelm him.

*****

Bertram Atherley, the Viscount Ravensburgh, sat on a weathered boulder to observe the dilapidated stone edifice that was the gatehouse to a once-grand estate. The iron gate itself was long gone. A sparsely covered gravel drive led to the ancestral home of the Earls of St. Albans, surname Atherley. The large manor, in the Gothic style, was also known, simply, as Uncle Robert’s house.

And Uncle Robert was on his deathbed.

A pang of sorrow threatened to unleash tears, but was quickly vanquished. By now, at the ripe old age of twenty-eight, Bertram was practiced in the art of repressing such emotions. He’d been thrust into the role of viscount as a mere boy of five upon the death of his father. Soon Uncle Robert would be joining Papa in heaven. He was certain of that.

But cousin Jack was surely already festering in hell.

The thought brought on a smug smile, quickly dulled by the realization that his connections to the past were fracturing like the crumbling estate before him.

Bertram stood, stretching his spine and filling his lungs. Time to see his uncle and glean the last bits of family memories from the dying man.

Melancholia swiftly turned to happy surprise when he espied a carriage in the drive, its door emblazoned with a familiar coat-of-arms. The blue shield and gold cross supported by stags rampant was the unmistakable crest of the Duke of Amesbury.

So someone else was here reconciling with the past. And that someone—most assuredly the Duke of Amesbury’s heir, Percival Wood, the Marquess of Norrington—had quite a bit of reconciling to do.

Two brawny footmen leaned against the brougham looking a little bored, probably wondering why there were no groomsmen to attend the horses and no maid offering tea. Clearly Percival had been with Uncle Robert for a while already.

Well, he’d give him a little while longer. The reunion between Uncle Robert and Percival was most likely profoundly emotional.

Bertram sat on the boulder again, sorrow waxing into nostalgia. As a youth, he had played on the grounds of the estate with cousin Nicholas and Percival—then called Percy—whose unfettered boyish imagination for inventing new games had provoked boundless amusement for all three of them.

The Duke of Amesbury had indulged his son, giving him considerable freedom. Percy had taken advantage of that freedom by using the nearby Atherley estate as his playground. The boy liked the unkempt wildness of the land versus the well-maintained Amesbury garden trimmed in the French geometric style. Little did Percy know that the Earl of St. Albans was too deep in debt to afford a full panoply of gardeners and groundskeepers and, hence, neglected his garden.

But once Percy grew to be a strapping youth, and Jack had seduced him into a world of debauchery and gambling, Percy must have got an inkling of the reason behind the crumbling stone and overgrown weeds.

Bertram sighed.

He knew exactly what Jack had seen in Percy. An innocence and joie de vivre that one loses once the responsibilities of manhood loom. But Jack ended up destroying those very qualities in Percy that Jack—and Bertram—had cherished.

Regret prickled within despite knowing there wasn’t anything Bertram could have done. He, along with cousin Nicholas, had been away at university when it first happened. They simply had no idea.

Jack had swooped in while Percy was in his adolescence, a beastly thing to do.

Bertram had grown suspicious after he’d attempted a correspondence with Percy—now called Norrington, his courtesy title. Norrington’s responses had been erratic, too frequently using illness or fatigue as an excuse for not writing earlier, and when pressed as to what ailed him, always providing an ambiguous answer.

Rumor in the village was that the young marquess was frequently in the company of Jack and his profligate friends.

What the villagers did not know was Jack was quick to anger, especially when he got drunk, and Norrington was in danger. When Bertram had confronted Jack, he’d been met with terrifying rage behind the barrel of a gun.

Not too long after that day, Aunt Louisa had been killed trying to save Norrington from Jack, and Norrington was quickly whisked away by his father and quietly tucked into the depths of Oxford.

After an impassioned request to the Duke of Amesbury, Bertram was granted permission to resume his correspondence with Norrington. With every letter, Bertram fell deeper into an infatuation for his boyhood friend.

He never told him. Of course not. Their friendship was paramount. Norrington absolutely did not need yet another older Atherley man attempting seduction.

His intentions with their exchange of letters had been virtuous…at first. He’d been thinking of writing a novel for adventurous boys such as Norrington had once been and wanted the marquess’s advice. The novel involved a pirate and a pirate hunter. As time had passed, the metaphors revealed themselves to be reflective of reality.

Bertram had wanted to stop those who preyed on young innocents. Especially since the innocent had become an object of affection and physical attraction for himself.

A deep inhalation helped tether Bertram back to the present. His slow exhalation scattered painful thoughts of the past.

Percival had surely had enough time with Uncle Robert. Bertram climbed down from the rocks limning the estate and approached the front entrance, avoiding the bored footmen.

He rang the doorbell then took a step back as he waited.

Moments later, the door opened revealing the stalwart butler Mason.

Mason’s countenance brightened. “Master Bertram.” His eyes were bloodshot, his voice unsteady. “Pardon me, my lord viscount.”

Heartache choked Bertram’s lungs. He swallowed hard. Mason’s immediately calling him by his boyhood name revealed tomes about the old butler’s emotional state.

“Hello, Mason. I am here to see my uncle.”

Mason stepped aside to let Bertram enter.

“My lord, you are welcome at the manor. However, I fear the earl’s visit with the Marquess of Norrington has taxed his lordship’s energy. He has fallen asleep. I am not sure when he will awaken.”

Bertram’s gut clenched. “But he will awaken, won’t he?”

Mason paled. “Oh, yes, most certainly so. He is simply tired.” He lowered his voice. “The hour is not yet come.”

Bertram exhaled.

“My lord, I suggest you stay for tea in the meantime.”

“Thank you, Mason. Am I correct in assuming the Marquess of Norrington is still here?”

“Yes. He is taking a stroll after his visit. The new Lord Saxondale is about, as well.” Mason lowered his voice. “Meaning Master Nicholas.”

“Then I’ll wander the grounds until I find one or both of them. I’ll return later to see if my uncle is awake.”

“Very good, sir.” Something akin to a smile played upon Mason’s lips.

“And if not today, then tomorrow. I’ll return tomorrow. The cottage is not so very far, and I enjoy the walk.”

Sadness lingered in Mason’s eyes, an indiscretion most loyal and experienced servants would seek to mask. “The earl would love to see you, Master Bertram. Today or tomorrow. Or both.”

“And I would love to see my uncle. Please, if possible, prepare him for my visit. I hope to hear stories about my father.”

“Your father George was a fine man and a patriot.” Mason cleared his throat. “I will make sure the earl has stories to tell.”

Bertram left the obviously distraught butler to explore whatever adventure, involving the past or present, awaited him on the estate.

*****

Percival walked the grounds he once trod upon as a child. He knew the topography intimately, every rock, every tree, every hillock. Yet the vista from the boulder upon which he used to play was very much changed. Overgrowth now shrouded the rolling hills. The landscape had never been as perfectly trimmed as his home at Wood Hall, but former hiding places offering fodder for imagination were now tangles of weeds even the most intrepid boy would not venture to play in.

A figure approached. Male. Dark hair, tall, the bounce of youth still in his step. As he came closer his smile widened in recognition.

And Percival’s smile did too. His boyhood friend Nicholas Atherley was a fine sight to behold. He resembled a kinder version of his elder brother Jack.

“Nicky!”

Nicholas quickened his step, grasping Percival’s hands when face to face, then flinging his arms around him in a vigorous hug.

“Percy, so wonderful to see you. Mason said you were visiting.” Nicholas drew back surveying Percival from head to toe. “How grown you are.”

“It’s been ten years since last we met.”

“I suppose it has,” Nicholas said thoughtfully. “Quite a bit has happened in the meantime.” He motioned they should continue their stroll.

“Have you just returned from your sojourn with the Ottomans?”

Nicholas chuckled weakly. “I returned last winter. I felt it time to pursue my profession and be a proper Englishman.”

“Ah, yes, I hear you are a doctor now. And that Papa Robert was recently one of your patients.”

Nicholas stopped to gape with glistening eyes. “You used to call him that, didn’t you?” He wiped a tear. “I’ve had some heartfelt discussions with him. I grieve that it’s taken such a tragedy to enable us to be cordial to each other. To be a family again.”

“How does he feel about you being Doctor Atherley?”

“Ah, well, first of all, I’m Doctor Ramsay. I took Mama’s maiden name when I left for the East. To honor her. Papa understands.”

“Now that you’ve reconciled, will you change your name again?”

“I don’t know.” Nicholas’s smile faded. “I hadn’t considered it.”

“Well, you may soon be the Earl of St. Albans instead.”

“I can’t… I don’t want to think about that now.” Nicholas pursed his lips as his gaze seared with an eerie intensity. “Percy, I just learned… You see, I burned most of the letters from home unopened. I didn’t know… I mean, I knew about my brother, how he was…. And I knew you spent a great deal of time here…” A crinkle formed above his nose. “I just did not know the true nature of your relationship with Jack.”

Percival chilled. “And are you outraged by the indecency of it?”

“What?” Nicholas paled. “Good God, no.” He shook his head. “I don’t care about…that. I do care that you were abused, and I feel…” He sighed heavily. “I feel as if I should have stayed.”

“Whatever for?”

“I could have saved Mama. I could have saved you.”

“Now that you’re a doctor, you can save all sorts of people.”

“Percy, don’t be so flippant.”

“Nicky, I admit some scars will be difficult to heal. Being here…” He looked around at the landscape. “I feel the stinging pain of those scars more deeply. But you had to leave. You were abused as well. And Jack might have killed you, instead.”

“I would give my life to have my mother back amongst the living.”

“No, no, no. Mama Louisa wanted you to flourish, live, be happy. She talked about you often, Nicky. She understood why you left. She loved you.”

Nicholas shook his head as a pallor dulled his expression. “I was a coward for leaving her.”

“Jack was the coward for not controlling his emotions. For not controlling his drinking. For not realizing his fair-weather friends were not friends at all.”

Nicholas beamed. “So wise for one so young.”

“Well, my father did send me to Oxford to contemplate my existence.”

That elicited a guffaw. Nicholas patted Percival on the shoulder. “And what conclusions have you drawn?”

“That I need to contemplate my existence not in a cloister. I’m planning a Grand Tour. Well, perhaps not so grand, really. Italy, most assuredly. Perhaps some beaches along the Mediterranean coast for their meditative vistas. I need to put some distance between my old life and what I wish my life to be.”

“That sounds marvelous.”

“I have yet to convince my father of the notion.”

Nicholas shuffled his feet. “Now that Jack is no longer a threat, I’m sure the duke will allow your freedom.”

“Nicky, my father doesn’t know about the affair with Jack.”

“What?” Nicholas was genuinely surprised. “But I thought he sent you to Oxford to get away from him.”

“From Jack’s drinking and gambling, yes. Father doesn’t know about our physical relationship.”

“Oh.”

“He hopes I’ll find a pretty girl of some venerable European aristocratic bloodline and settle down.” Percival sighed. “But I’m not entirely sure I want a girl, even a pretty one. In fact, I am certain I do not. Mostly such an arrangement would not be fair to the girl.”

Nicholas’s grin reflected the sincerity of his emotion. Nothing like the deceptive artifice of his brother. “You have plenty of time, Percy. I can’t believe the duke would expect you to marry at only twenty-one. Why, Amesbury is a man in the height of his vigor. You’re not succeeding him any time soon.”

“Yes, but, succeed him I must one day, and, as society expects, with a duchess at my side. For the moment, marriage is a prospect I do not want to think about. Not when I have so much on my mind already.”

“While marriage is on my mind too much of late.”

Percival’s jaw dropped. “Nicky? Are you getting married?”

“Ah, no. I’m just of an age, and, with establishing my profession, well, I think it’s time. You know, as society expects.”

Percival clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, if the happy event occurs soon, you must promise you will call me back from the continent. Mother will know how to contact me.”

Nicholas blushed. “Of course, Percy.”

“I must fly. Mother wants me to meet with a French tailor, I suppose to make me look presentable should I encounter French aristocrats on my holiday. So wonderful to see you, Nicky. Write me of your marriage prospects and I’ll write back of the golden sun on the shores of the Mediterranean.”

Their parting with a hearty hug left Percival with a warm glow, a sense that he had reconnected with family again. He walked briskly in the direction of the gravel drive and his awaiting brougham. Tromping down a rocky mound he spied a man near the entrance portal.

A man with the same unruly brown hair, the same height, the same fine features of the Atherley sons.

Because Bertram Atherley, the Second Viscount Ravensburgh, was cousin to Nicky and Jack.

And the best friend Percival had ever had.

That warm feeling sparked in his heart again, that same joy-filled nostalgia, but this time with a bit of a difference. What that difference was, he couldn’t say. Bertram simply made him feel happy, excited, and worthy.

Mother would just have to keep her French tailor waiting.


~ Interlude ~
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The Adventures of Paolo the Pirate Hunter, the Magnificent Adventurer, who, along with his First Mate Barnaby, Protects the Seas from the Evil Pirate Jonas the Marauder

by Bertram Atherley, The Right Honorable 2nd Viscount Ravensburgh

“Land ho, my captain!”

Paolo whipped his gaze from the incessant horizon to his trusty first mate Barnaby and held out his hand.

Barnaby clapped the spyglass in his palm. Paolo squinted through the lens, finding the mountainous rise of Tortuga quickly.

“Make haste! All hands on deck!”

Intelligence and determination had set them upon the sea, winds from the east billowing their sails from New Providence to Tortuga. A pirate had absconded to the island, taking refuge in the old hill fort, terrorizing the inhabitants who had exiled themselves to the abandoned port town trying to eke out an existence from the remnants of illicit glories past.

The winds blew favorably as they rounded the western tip, yet, upon reaching the strait, Fortune stilled Zephyr’s breath until only a trifling puff danced upon the canvas. The crew willed the Georgius forward, mustering strength as they pulled ropes, straining muscles as they encouraged the sails to catch the inconstant breeze.

The port lay in their sights, maddeningly close, yet still so far away. If only they had oars to propel them—

A tremendous explosion ripped through the wharf, inciting crewmen to crouch on the deck, shooting splinters of wood into the air, shattering the surface of the cerulean sea.

Death blighted the scene—the land, the water, filled with the bodies of men killed in a wanton act of destruction. Men innocent of their assassin, innocent of his intent. Men who may not have been entirely free of sin, but who did not deserve unprovoked execution. Only God Himself could save them now.

“Halt!” Paolo commanded his crew. Instantly, all activity ceased.

Suddenly, Fortune freed Zephyr to beat his wings, aiding them toward calmer seas and a natural harbor. There they dropped anchor. With a handful of men, Paolo and Barnaby alighted on the pinnace and rowed to shore.

A somber mood silenced conversation, but Paolo and his shipmates knew their purpose. They would go help those left behind, those who survived the unimaginable tragedy.

Once aid had been delivered to the victims, then Paolo would turn his attention to the villain who had committed such horror.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~


Chapter Two

For a voyage, a seasoned, capable crew was essential. But an adventure required a best mate at one’s side.

— The Adventures of Paolo the Pirate Hunter

“Bertie!”

Bertram turned at the familiar voice. Percival rushed toward him, waving, hat in hand, the unmistakable shock of blond hair bouncing with each step.

A grin was inexorable. He could never contain happiness when Percival was about.

He also could not contain the spark of desire that burst forth upon seeing his friend-turned-fantasy in the flesh. His burgeoning arousal threatened to rend his drawers. He removed his own hat to cover the evidence, then attempted to calm his wandering mind and contumacious body.

Percival threw his arms around him, breaking any concentration he had.

Bollocks.

He simply stopped trying to control the libidinous sensations rioting within. Percival had such an effect on him. He only hoped the marquess did not notice the peculiar placement of his hat. Being at Atherley manor must be distressing for Percival. Now was not the time for a sensual encounter.

“I hadn’t even imagined you might be here,” Percival said as he drew back. “How fortuitous.”

Bertram cleared the lust in his throat. “It is so good to see you, Percy. Despite the circumstances.”

“And I just got your letter not two days ago.”

His heart skipped a beat. “Oh? Did you enjoy the story?”

“I did,” Percival said with a chuckle. “It seems Paolo the Pirate Hunter is quite clever.”

“Of course he is. He
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