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      “Almost a Scandal is a bold and brazen fast paced romance with a daring heroine and smoldering hot hero! With an explosive danger and red-hot romance this book is most definitely a book to treasure!” ~ Publisher’s Weekly

      

      “Essex will have readers longing to set sail alongside her daring heroine and dashing hero. This wild ride of a high seas adventure/desire-in-disguise romance has it all: nonstop action, witty repartee and deft plotting.

      From the bow to the mast, from battles to ballrooms, Essex delivers another reckless bride and another read to remember.” ~ Romantic Times

      

      “The first book in the Reckless Brides Trilogy is a seafarer’s delight. Col and Sally’s high stakes adventure is fast-paced and fraught with peril. Well-timed humor punctuates the action and the use of frigate-speak adds authenticity to the shipboard dialog.

      The love story teases the reader at first, as Col and Sally struggle to conceal their attraction on board the Audacious. Then things turn desperate when the circumstances of war seem intent on driving them apart. A smartly written, emotional tempest.” ~ Reader to Reader Reviews
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      “Essex’s second Reckless Bride certainly suits the title. The bold heroine easily wins readers’ hearts, along with her officer and gentleman hero. Essex brings a breath of fresh and funny air to the Regency while her stylish writing and intelligent characters appeal to hearts and minds. Pure, delicious, sexy pleasure awaits readers.” ~ Romantic Times Book Reviews

      

      “Creating two very strong‑willed characters and a mouthwatering romance, Ms. Essex has penned a deliciously compelling and heartwarming story that will keep the reader glued to the pages until the very end.” ~ Affaire de Coeur Magazine

      
        
        AFTER THE SCANDAL

      

      

      “The inner growth of [the characters] coupled with the fast-paced action of the murder mystery makes this one intense, interesting adventure romance. [O]verall this is one smooth ride of a novel. Most of all, I am delighted by the turnout of this murder mystery. Elizabeth Essex has crafted a thoroughly interesting novel full of mystery, intrigue, and fascinating characters. I mean, who ever heard of a thieving duke?” ~ Buried Under Romance

      

      “An exciting romantic tale that is guaranteed to weave a spell around you!! FANTASTICALLY WELL DONE!!!” ~ Addicted to Romance

      
        
        A SCANDAL TO REMEMBER

      

      

      “Set sail with Essex as she cleverly pits a bluestocking against a stiff-upper-lipped British naval officer and lets the sparks fly. Essex spices her fast-paced tale with fascinating details of ships and sailing and adds plenty of sexual tension, high-seas adventures, danger and desire. Readers will be on the edges of their seats reading this latest Reckless Brides tale.” ~ Romantic Times, 4 ½ stars and TOP PICK!

      

      “Essex’s fifth Reckless Brides novel takes readers on another harrowing high seas adventure, filled from jib to mizzen with deception, sabotage, peril and surprise.” ~ Reader to Reader Reviews

      
        
        MAD FOR LOVE

      

      

      "It's a fast-paced quick read that simply sparkles; the writing is deft and humorous." ~ All About Romance

      
        
        MAD ABOUT THE MARQUESS

      

      

      “This book is delightful…The dialogue is wonderful and sass wars are just about my favorite thing ever. The plot is just enough crazysauce layered on top of historical goodness. There was literally nothing about Mad About the Marquess that I didn't like.” ~ Smart B*tches, Trashy Books, A Review
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      My Dear Readers,

      

      I am very pleased to bring you this Second Edition of Almost a Scandal, with a new cover. However new it may look, rest assured that it still contains the same story of daring adventure and impossible true love~just the way you like it!

      

      Wishing you happy reading!
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      PORTSMOUTH, ENGLAND, AUTUMN 1805

      It wasn’t the first time Sally Kent had donned a worn, hand-me-down uniform from one of her brothers’ sea chests, but it was the first time it had felt so completely, perfectly right.

      She had always been tall and spare, strong for a girl, but dressed in the uniform of His Majesty’s Royal Navy, she felt more than strong. She felt powerful.

      Powerful enough to ignore the voice of conscience thundering in her ear, telling her she needed to stay quietly on land and learn to be a young lady. Powerful enough to face down the potential scandal. Powerful enough to abandon her younger brother to his chosen fate.

      Because her brother Richard had rejected all claims to duty and honor. He had forsaken his family. He wasn’t coming back.

      That morning, the very morning he was to have worn his uniform and boarded His Majesty’s Ship Audacious with all the other candidates for midshipmen, he had disappeared, gone as if he had been swallowed whole by the heavy, obliterating rain.

      Richard had left her, quite literally, holding his bag.

      And she was going to use it. Sally closed her mind to the insistent whispering of her conscience, wrapped her breasts in cotton strapping, and put on every single piece of that uniform, from the faded blue midshipman’s coat and white breeches, down to the black buckled shoes. She ignored the uneven pounding of her heart, and took a scissors to her hair. She jammed the dark beaver hat low over her eyes, clattered down the narrow stairs and out of the inn. She swallowed the sharp edges of her fear, crossed the wet cobbles, and took her brother’s place in the rain at the sally port on Portsmouth’s rain-drenched quay.

      “Richard Kent.”

      A lieutenant glared at her from under the dripping brim of his cocked hat—an irate lieutenant, his eyes glittering like a flash of black powder. He stood in the stern of a ship’s boat, impervious to the filthy weather and the rise and fall of the vessel tossing fitfully beneath him. The sharp vertical lines of the scowl between his dark brows could have scraped barnacles off a hull, but his low voice was incongruously smooth. “This is His Majesty’s Royal Navy, Kent, not a damned church fête. We’re not going to issue you a bloody invitation.”

      Sally jerked her chin into her collar to hide beneath the dark brim of her hat. She would have known that deep, laconic voice anywhere, even over the pounding din of the rain.

      David St. Vincent Colyear.

      But would he know her?

      He had been eighteen years old and on the verge of taking his lieutenant’s exam the last time she had seen him, the summer her brother Matthew had brought him home to Falmouth. Col, they had called him. Six years ago, he had been long and lean, but by God, clad in the endless fall of his gray sea cloak, he was a leviathan now. A great oaken mast of a man looming up from the waist of the small boat.

      A man grown. A man whose jaw looked as sharp as an axe blade and whose piercing eyes, the color of green chalcedony stone, were just as hard and impenetrable.

      Sally pushed her voice deeper. “Aye, sir,” she answered. “I’m Richard Kent.”

      “I know.” Col’s voice was low and dangerously soft—disconcerting in such a hard-looking man. “Now get in the bloody boat.”

      There was no question of not obeying—there hadn’t been any question since the very moment she had made her decision to tie the black silk stock around her neck and shrug herself into the loose folds of the blue coat.

      She wasn’t going to waste another moment living quietly and learning to act like a docile young lady. She wasn’t going to be left ashore like some half-pay junior officer. Useless.

      She was going to act.

      Sally looked beyond Col, to the ship riding low at anchor some half a mile beyond. His Majesty’s Ship Audacious, her thirty-six cannon hidden behind the closed gun-ports, called to Sally, even in the dirty weather of Portsmouth Harbor. She was a perfectly balanced frigate of war—trim, elegant, and sleek, her masts and spars soaring high above the deck. A vision of leashed, lethal power.

      Unlike Richard, Sally would give anything to experience that power.

      Here was her chance.

      “Aye, sir. I’ll come directly.”

      “At’s the way of it, Mr. Colyear.” The windburned tar at the gig’s oars knuckled his forehead to Col in approval as he secured Richard’s sea chest—her sea chest—in the bow of the boat. “Them young gentlemen need firm talkin’ to, if they’re to become anythin’ more than loose cargo.”

      “Thank you for your insight, Davies.” Col’s tone was the only thing in the boat that remained dry. “Get that dunnage stowed, and cast off as soon as may be. There’s more important work to be done this day than ferrying sniveling boys to their duty.”

      Having divested himself of that cold piece of shrapnel, Lieutenant Colyear did not deign to speak to her again for the remainder of the time it took to row out to the frigate. He took his stance in the stern of the vessel and retreated into stony silence beneath the gray wall of his cloak, as if she were as inanimate and unimportant a piece of cargo as the sea chest.

      Even standing with quiet balance in the stern, David Colyear was the farthest thing from inanimate she could conceive. His hands moved decisively on the tiller, and his body adjusted with an easy, innate grace to the uneven perturbations of the boat beneath him.

      And his eyes. Those glittering, stone green eyes never stopped moving, never stopped roving over the harbor, evaluating the lay of a vessel’s waterline, calculating the weight of a gun, assessing the work left to be done.

      Those sharp eyes cut to hers and caught her looking.

      Sally shrank into herself like a startled turtle, hunching her shoulders to cover the embarrassed flush sneaking its way over her collar. She would give herself away faster than a sinking cannonball, looking at him like that. Better to look forward, toward Audacious.

      The frigate grew slowly in the gray murk of the downpour, until they were dwarfed by the loom of the hull and the complicated, orderly cobweb of spars and rigging dawning above them. Above toward heaven.

      Her foolish, pounding heart tangled in her chest just at the sight of her. Infatuated, that’s what she was, the way any other nineteen-year-old girl would have been at the sight of a handsome man, instead of a warship.

      But she wasn’t like other girls. She was a Kent, and to her this frigate, this warship, was more terribly beautiful than any man could ever be.

      Because Kents were made for the sea. Almost from their birth, they had been marked for duty and devotion to the senior service. One after another, the men of her family, her four older brothers and countless cousins, had been formed, educated, and prepared for the navy. One after another, they had learned that devotion to honor, duty, and sacrifice were what made a Kent. One after another, they had left the rambling house overlooking Falmouth Bay and had made their way down to the harbor and to their destinies.

      All but her.

      And Richard—stubborn, insistent, pious Richard. Richard who would rather read sermons and watch from his lofty, safe pulpit while other mortals truly lived.

      Sally couldn’t help but twist back to look at the stone quay receding slowly in the distance for one last attempt to make out his form.

      There was no one. He simply had not come.

      So be it. She swallowed the bitter heat of disappointment and disillusionment. She would not look back again.

      She blinked the rain out of her eyes and fixed her gaze forward, toward the future.

      With every oar stroke that brought them nearer, the ragged pounding of her heart rose higher and higher, until the roar filled her ears. Until her pulse matched the incessant drumming of the rain against the surface of the water. Until it grew to a thunderous cascade of sound and sensation that obliterated all else, burning with a single euphoric flame.

      She was going to do it. She was going to take Richard’s place. She was going aboard.
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        * * *

      

      First Lieutenant David Colyear hauled himself onto the streaming deck to await the damned dithering boy’s appearance. And to cool the hot end of his normally slow temper, now burnt to a cinder by the dirty weather and the relentless responsibilities of fitting out the ship to his captain’s orders.

      Luckily for them both, the boy managed to follow him with alacrity, clambering quickly through the port open at the waist of the ship, despite his too-big-looking shoes making his feet as awkward and ungainly as a seal’s flippers.

      God help the sodden boy, because he wouldn’t. Col’s friends and former shipmates, Owen and Matthew Kent, had written him to expect reticence and indifference from their weedy youngest brother, but not the near disobedience that had prompted Col, for their sakes’ alone, to fetch the boy from shore when he had finally shown up hours later than expected.

      He owed the Kents that much—to save the boy from himself—because they had done as much for him. They had been steadfast friends, and Col knew it had been through Captain Kent’s good offices that he had been recommended for and received his post on Audacious.

      There was nothing, absolutely nothing, he might not do for such friends.

      Except further mollycoddle their reticent, recalcitrant baby brother.

      “Let me advise you on two points, Mr. Kent.” He kept his tone low and his eyes on Kent’s face, to make damn sure the boy understood. “I discommoded myself to fetch you from the quay for your brothers’ and family’s sake, not yours, and now have served my debt to them. I will not do so again. Do not think to trade on your brothers’ or your father’s reputations with me. You will have to do the work of two men to ever equal one of your brothers in my eyes. And do not ever keep your captain, or your ship, waiting on you again. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

      Young Kent unfolded himself into something approaching straight and tall—straighter and taller than Col had expected given such an unpromising beginning.

      “Aye, Mr. Colyear. My apologies, sir. It won’t happen again.”

      The frank, ready admission was another surprise. Funny, he had remembered Richard Kent as pale and bookish, his sullenness a cold contrast to the burning flame of his hair. But this boy had changed in the years since he had last seen him. His face had become more puckish—more like Matthew Kent’s, with his broad cheekbones and wide gray eyes that ought to have looked sober, but somehow managed to appear mischievous.

      This boy’s eyes were alight, if not with his brothers’ mischief, then with bright intelligence as he took in his surroundings. Perhaps there was more Kent in the boy than his brothers suspected after all.

      It was cautiously promising. And it took much of the bluster out of Col’s sails. “I’m glad we understand each other. See to it that it doesn’t. I will show you to the captain now.”

      “No need to discommode yourself, sir. I know my way.”

      “Do you? Pray precede me there immediately.”

      The lad knuckled his dripping hat, and in a trice scrambled deftly down the aft ladder and across the main deck to the captain’s stern cabin.

      Their captain, Sir Hugh McAlden, was an exacting leader, expecting diligence and strict adherence to his orders. Yet, he never pushed his officers or men as hard as he pushed himself, and in doing so, had made a name for himself as an audacious and successful frigate captain at a relatively young age. Col knew he was lucky to serve under such a man, despite the heavy burden of his high expectations.

      The scarlet-coated marine sentry, standing guard outside the bulkhead door, announced their entry. “Mr. Colyear and—” His gaze barely flicked over young Kent. All the marine saw was the midshipman’s uniform, telling him the boy was beneath his notice. “—a young gentleman.”

      Captain McAlden was working at his table in the gray light from the wide bow of the stern gallery windows. He wore the less formal, undress uniform of a post captain with seniority, his blue coat practical and unadorned by gold braid. Yet the lack of finery did not equate with a lack of ambition or acuity. Just the opposite. The man was as sharp and instinctively incisive as a shark.

      Col came smartly to attention. “Compliments of the deck, sir, the new staysail jib has been bent on, and we now carry a full company of men, including our last young gentleman, just arrived.”

      With his cool blue eyes and reserved demeanor, Captain McAlden had a reputation for being a cold man. But Col knew it was his decisive self-control and steely determination that daunted lesser, less perceptive men.

      The captain’s gaze cut quickly from Col to Kent, to hold for a long moment of consideration, as if he had just come to understand who the young gentleman was. He chipped the ice from his voice. “Was there some problem?”

      The captain’s gaze stayed with Kent, and Col could hear the boy’s long inhalation, steadying himself to explain why he had been so damnably late to report for his duty.

      Col spoke before Kent could answer. Though he had sworn not to, Col took pity on him. For his family’s sake. “No, sir.” He heard the words come out of his mouth with his usual calm, measured deliberation, though he felt anything but sure of what he was doing.

      “Very good, Mr. Colyear. And the powder?”

      “I’ve made the signal, and the barge is due to be alongside by six bells in the afternoon watch. I’ve also had tarpaulins rigged in anticipation, to keep the powder as dry as possible in this weather.”

      “Well done. Let us hope the rain will abate. Thank you.” The captain returned his cool, probing gaze to the boy. “Mr. Kent, is it?”

      The boy was smart enough to keep his answer brief and his eyes on the deck beams overhead. He nodded sharply in acknowledgment. “Captain, sir.”

      Captain McAlden eyed young Kent closely, the way a cook might look at a fish lying on a bed of ice, searching out the whiff of rot. “You’ve the look of your father, all right. But a bit old for volunteer midshipman, aren’t you?”

      The boy brought his gaze level with his captain. No shrinking, no flinching. Good. “Fifteen, sir.”

      “Most of my young gentlemen come aboard when they’re twelve or thirteen. Your father’s left it a bit late. Not like him.”

      “He wanted me to finish my studies, sir."

      Actually, Col knew from Matthew Kent’s letter that Captain Kent and Richard had been arguing for years about the boy taking his place—ever since Richard had first declared his ambition to take holy orders. The whole family had taken sides, and needless to say, family opinion had not erred on the side of the church. Matthew, Owen, and Dominic Kent had been scathing in their description of what they saw as their youngest brother’s shocking lack of enthusiasm for the navy. Richard had been the one to insist upon his precious schooling.

      The captain considered Kent for another long moment before he checked his gaze over to Col, to see if he had anything pertinent to add. Col gave the captain a small shake of his head in negation. He wasn’t going to be the one to spill any Kent family secrets.

      “I’m sure book learning has its place—and you’ll get plenty of schooling and study here as well,” Captain McAlden continued. “But what a young man needs in order to undertake this profession is experience. And that’s what you’ll get, and plenty of it.”

      The captain looked down at the papers on his desk for a moment before he spoke again. “I had the honor of being asked by your father to put your name on my ship’s books to reserve a place for you some time ago. What, if I may ask, made you finally resign your ambitions to the sea, Mr. Kent?”

      “Family tradition, sir. I expect I’ll come to like it.”

      “Like it?” Captain McAlden’s voice subsided into an amused growl. “A man who will go to sea for his pleasure will go to hell for his pastime! We none of us have to like it, Mr. Kent, we just have to endure it.”

      The boy managed to reef down his smile, but he made no sound, although his intelligent gray eyes were dancing with laughter.

      “Family tradition and service aside,” the captain continued in a more serious vein, “I’ll warn you, you’ll get no special treatment here. In fact, as the son of Captain Alexander Kent, more will be expected of you. Your father is held in great esteem by all who know him—everyone from me and the Lords of the Admiralty, down to the larboard gunners. He’s a damn useful man with a frigate. One of the best.” He pinned Kent with a slow, penetrating stare. “I’ll expect you to be useful as well. On a frigate of war every man must have several stations, and I will expect you to learn them all. I’ll make you a credit to your father, whether you will it or not. No easy task, as you look a pretty, soft sort of boy.”

      Col nearly smiled. As it was, he was obliged to look out the stern gallery at the rain, and swallow hard to keep down the laugh that threatened to rise in his throat.

      His memories of the youngest Kent, along with Matthew’s letters, had put him in expectation of a reedy, whining sort of boy. The specimen in front of them was lean, straight, and unflinching in comparison to what Col had expected. But, he had to admit, with his mischievous urchin’s face, Kent was a pretty sort of boy.

      Captain McAlden leveled his last instruction at the boy. “I advise you to put any thought but that of the strictest obedience from your brain, and turn yourself diligently to this profession. Your father has entrusted your training into my care, and I mean to make both a sailor and a man out of you.”

      Something that could not possibly dare be a smile floated across the boy’s wide mouth.

      “I will apply myself with all diligence, sir.”
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      Well. It was lucky Captain Sir Hugh McAlden hadn’t actually gotten Richard, wasn’t it? If the captain thought Sally ‘a soft sort of boy,’ what on earth would he have made of Richard, for Sal was easily twice as hard as her missing younger brother?

      Sally knew she ought to be worried about what might have become of Richard—of where he might have gone to hide, or if he were safe and well—but the cold fact of the matter was that she was now far too busy trying to keep her own head above water, to worry about where Richard might have chosen to swim.

      “Follow me, Mr. Kent.”

      At that moment, Sally was actually rather glad Richard had so perversely refused to accept his responsibilities, for if he had not, she would not be following such a man as David St. Vincent Colyear down the companionway to the orlop berth. Following Mr. Colyear—and she must endeavor to always think of him as Mister Colyear and not Col, though he was taking up more of his valuable time to escort her to her berth—was infinitely preferable to any of the useless activities she had been supposed to be doing at home.

      She had no talent for the sort of decorative idleness that passed for accomplishment in a female. She had a talent for sailing.

      And by God she was finally free to use it.

      Free to follow Lieutenant Colyear below, to the gun deck. Audacious was a well-kept ship, and as they descended into the hull, the dense, oily smells of tar and oak enveloped her. To Sally, the pungent scent was headier than any perfume—it was a balm to the disquiet in her soul.

      Below, the pummeling quiet of the gray, streaming top deck gave way to boisterous celebration. On the gun deck, where the majority of the ship’s crew messed and hung their hammocks, was a riot of variously-hued faces, blue jackets, red kerchiefs, and tar-smeared, wide trousers. The low space rang with a cacophony of song and fiddle playing, card gaming, and catcalling, as the men made the most of their last day in port. Sally could only assume most of the men had been confined to the ship for fear they would desert once ashore, or render themselves stupefied with drink.

      Although there seemed to be plenty of that on board as well. Loose behavior seemed to be the order of the day, and Sally was surprised, and more than a little curious to note the presence of more than a few rowdy-looking women of the sort who frequented the waterfront taverns. Her father had never allowed such women on his ship while Sally and Richard had lived aboard with him—at least as far as Sally knew—but on Audacious, tarts seemed to be everywhere, their garish clothes and painted faces filling up the dim spaces like gaudy lanterns.

      Mr. Colyear appeared entirely unperturbed by the hurly-burly atmosphere—he passed easily through the men without breaking into their pleasures, acknowledging their knuckled salutes by name, speaking with a short nod as he passed. “Wharton. Hayes.”

      Though he was second in command of the ship only to the captain, Col’s authority seemed to come all from who he was, and not from his rank. There was admiration and respect on both sides. Mr. Colyear was well liked.

      What an interesting man David St. Vincent Colyear had become.

      A man still very much on duty. “Unlike other frigates, on Audacious the midshipmen are housed in the orlop deck cockpit.” Mr. Colyear’s low voice rumbled back to her as he moved down another companionway ladder with the rolling, well-coordinated speed of one long accustomed to shipboard life. “The senior warrant officers share the gunroom with the commissioned officers. And here the warrants with wives—the bo’sun and the gunner—take the space normally allotted to midshipmen.”

      His voice was rough and warm all at the same time. It sounded as if it came from somewhere deep in his throat but was softened by the journey to his mouth. Like a cannonball loaded with cotton batting, tamped down and ready.

      Ready for anything. Especially masquerading midshipmen.

      Sally shrugged her loose coat up around her ears.

      Mr. Colyear and his battered but well-fitted coat were far too outsized for the low clearance belowdecks. He took up the entire breadth and depth of the cramped companionway as he led her down the ladder, forced to stoop to make his way, his lean shoulders blotting out what little light filtered down between the deck timbers. He did as Sally had been taught from childhood to do, and trailed a hand along the posts and braces, or the deckhead, the underside of the deck beams overhead, to feel his way along—counting the wooden frames, so even in the intermittent light of the lower deck, he might know at any moment exactly where he stood in the architectural map of the hull. His long, capable fingers brushed across a knee timber with the same sort of offhand, instinctive caress a sailor gave to the living ship he loved.

      The strangeness of the thought made her skin feel warm and tight, as if her coat and shirt were no longer falling in loose drapes, but pressing tenaciously to her body beneath their folds.

      Devil take her. Her face was sure to be flaming with telltale heat.

      She batted all thoughts of Mister Colyear and his long, capable fingers roughly aside. If she was to survive aboard Audacious, she had to guard against such ridiculously weak, girlish thoughts.

      “Tell me what you know of my ship, Mr. Kent.”

      My ship. Mr. Colyear’s choice of words revealed a very great deal about him, and his ambitions. The manning of his ship, the calling of watches, and the way the men performed their assigned tasks, were all the responsibility of the first lieutenant—the tall, implacable, ambitious first lieutenant.

      But while her mind was busy canvassing Mr. Colyear’s ambitions, Sally recited her reply by rote, pulling the answer to his question easily out of the seemingly fathomless supply of naval facts she had accumulated in her brain since childhood.

      “Apollo class frigate of thirty-six guns, built at Buckler’s Hard by Henry Adams in 1803. Runs one hundred forty-five feet, two inches, at the gun deck and one hundred twenty-one feet, eleven and three-quarters inches, in keel. Thirty-eight feet, two and one-quarter inches, in beam. The guns are comprised of twenty-six eighteen-pounders on the upper deck, with a further two nine-pounders, and ten thirty-two-pounders on the quarterdeck, while the forecastle is armed with two nine-pounders and four thirty-two-pounder carronades. She carries a full complement of two hundred sixty-four men."

      And just one girl.

      And one tall, ambitious, handsome, stony-eyed first lieutenant, who paused and turned to regard her with wry, penetrating amusement during her recitation. The stern set of his mouth never varied, but his eyes—those glittering eyes that made the backs of her knees wobble like loose canvas sails—glinted like beacons in the dark. Mr. Colyear’s sharp eye raked her meticulously, making note, she was sure, of every telltale mistake of her obvious imposture.

      In the passageway between decks he was so close—too close—she could smell the rain evaporating off the heat of his body. A jangle of warning shook through her, but she wanted to back away and step closer all at the same time. She wanted to draw that rainy scent of him deep into her lungs and hold it there, even as her head told her feet to move away, to stop leaning toward him, to preserve her own ambitions from discovery.

      But neither her feet, nor her lungs were functioning properly. She couldn’t draw a proper breath, as if Mr. Colyear had sucked all the air out of the passageway and left her nothing but the curious pressure building in her chest.

      No. It was only that she had drawn the bindings around her breasts too tight. But whatever it was that made her heart tumble within her chest, it was heady. It was dangerous and reckless, unnerving and undoubtedly rash.

      And in that moment, with Lieutenant Colyear looking at her with those coolly penetrating eyes, it was exciting. It was exciting to think that she might fool him, and fool them all.

      She had not felt this alive, this happy, in years.

      Devil take her. Sally clamped her mouth down to keep from grinning like a bottle-nosed porpoise. She had to allay his suspicions. She had to be Richard—or at least a better version of him. “Mr. Colyear.” She firmed her voice. “I know what you must be thinking, sir. I⁠—”

      “Do you?” His expression didn’t change, but his eyes seemed to grow brighter and more glittering, as if she had awakened, instead of dampened his curiosity. “I think not.”

      “I know you’re displeased⁠—”

      “At the moment, I’m not.” That laconic, almost-soft voice pushed up hard against the solid weight of the pause he took between the words. “You’re a dark one, Mr. Kent. But I think you might just do.”

      Oh, but Col was the dark one, because then he smiled and the corners of his mouth tipped down just enough to press dimples deep into the sculpted planes of his cheeks. It was a begrudging smile, but a smile nonetheless. She felt it unfurl slowly within her. The jangle of warning melted into a puddle of pleasure that lapped all the way down to the tips of her sodden toes.

      It made her want to say more, to tell him the number of sails, and the square footage of canvas, to share her unbridled enthusiasm for the glorious thing that was this ship. Just so he might be impressed. Just so he might be tempted to let his mouth stretch open across his white teeth in one of the rare wide smiles she remembered, but had yet to see. Just so he might let loose with the booming cannon of his laugh she had heard that long-ago summer.

      But he wasn’t going to be impressed.

      Mr. Colyear had not got to the elevated rank of first lieutenant at the young age of four and twenty, under such a man as Captain McAlden, by being the kind of man who would be impressed with a dizzy, jabbering midshipman. A man as ambitious and careful with his career as Col would not let himself be taken in by such an obvious attempt to win his admiration. He would look beyond the extraneous recitation of facts and want to know the reason behind it. He would look at her more closely, more carefully, the next time, and he would not be so easy to fool when the light was better, or his vision was not obscured by the pouring rain.

      If she were to carry this imposture off, she needed to steer clear of his admiration. She would have to curb every last impulse to attract his notice. She would have to remember duty, service, and family honor came before all else. She would have to keep her distance from the admirable, handsome, ambitious Mr. Colyear.

      Her lovely, idiotic euphoria had certainly been checked by the cold grip of reality now.

      “Your berth, Mr. Kent.” Mr. Colyear shouldered a short bulkhead door open. “Do make yourself as comfortable as you can.”

      This time, Sally could hear the wry humor warming his tone—comfort would not be an option. The cockpit was the mean, dark area set off at the stern-most portion of the lower deck, below the waterline, for the midshipmen to mess and hang their hammocks. The room Mr. Colyear showed her was as cramped and low as she had expected in a frigate, the space allocated to midshipmen being commensurate to their rank—nonexistent.

      Two lone boys currently inhabited the small space. One was splayed in a hammock in the deep, openmouthed sleep of the young and completely exhausted, while the other sprang up from the narrow table in the center of the room, where he appeared to have been reading in the low wash of light afforded by the lantern hanging from the beam overhead. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, Sally could discern Richard’s sea chest taking up space just inside the passageway, efficiently delivered by some unseen hand while Mr. Colyear had taken her to see the captain.

      “Your fellow inmates include Mr. Jellicoe, here.” Mr. Colyear gestured to the blond boy in the bright new blue coat—his was clearly not a hand-me-down—who was standing to attention at the table. “And Mr. Worth, I should think.” Mr. Colyear hooked a thumb in the hammock’s direction. “There are sure to be a few more young gentlemen, if the rats haven’t eaten them. Introduce yourselves. You’ve missed mealtime, Mr. Kent. As have I.” The emphasis in his quietly ironclad tone told her his trip to fetch her from the quay had been the reason. “But I’ll expect you to come on duty with the larboard division at eight bells of the afternoon watch. Understood?”

      It was remarkable how a voice so even and disconcertingly calm could convey such implacable warning. “Aye, Mr. Colyear, sir. I’ll be on duty for the dog watch."

      There was a flicker of movement from his straight, dark brow that was all the reward and acknowledgment she was to get for making it clear she was conversant with the watch and time-telling system. “Good. Because now, if you young gentlemen don’t mind, I’ve got a full load of powder to take on board.”

      And with a final wry, glittering look that was still not quite a full smile, he backed out, shutting the bulkhead door behind him.

      Sally wasn’t sure if it was relief or disappointment that sagged through her quavering innards at his departure. Whatever it was, it allowed her to turn her mind to what came next. The dog watch didn’t commence until early evening, so Sally reckoned she could remain at leisure for at least an hour more before going on duty for the first time. It was more than enough time for her to get settled in and get the lay of things.

      But the blond boy’s face contained nothing of her certainty. Poor lad. At least she knew what could be expected aboard ship. This must all be utterly new and confusing to him.

      She extended her hand. “Richard Kent. How do you do?”

      Her greeting was met with only a tentative, wavering sort of smile. “William Jellicoe—Will. So you’re the missing Mr. Kent. I recognize you from the inn.”

      Devil take Richard. Devil take him! Sally had thought Richard had kept to their room at the George Inn, preferring to retreat into his sad tome full of dreary sermons while she and Jenkins, the manservant her father had sent along to accompany them to Portsmouth, had completed the last of the necessary purchases for Richard’s dunnage, but who knew what her brother had gotten himself up to. Perhaps Will Jellicoe had even seen Richard as he made his escape, crawling out a window, or sneaking off on the post chaise. It was a small world, the navy.

      “I’m sorry.” Sally waded in with vague politeness. “There were so many fellows there... I don’t quite recall...”

      “I’m sorry, I never got a chance to introduce myself. There were a lot of other boys there. It seems to have been a popular inn for naval officers.” His hand fiddled with the edge of his coat. “I was just afraid I might have offended you, when I offered to stand you a pint.”

      Oh, the devil and all his nasty minions could take Richard. Sally could only imagine that Richard had informed Will Jellicoe trenchantly that he did not drink spirits. Or that twelve-year-olds ought not be buying heavy drink in public houses.

      “No, not at all. I hope you will forgive my manners. I had...something else weighing on my mind at the time. I’d be honored to call you Will. And you must call me Richard.”

      God forfend anyone should call her Dickie. That would be too ironic even for her admittedly unrefined tastes.

      “Thank you.” Will Jellicoe sank back down to the table with what she hoped was more equanimity than before. “I had no idea it was going to be like this.” He gestured to the cramped space with scattered, disorganized sea chests littering the floor. “It’s not at all as I imagined.”

      The poor boy looked completely at sea, in more ways than one. While she might have her own concerns about what the devil she was going to do if she were caught impersonating her brother, at least she wasn’t so completely out of her element as Will Jellicoe seemed to be.

      “Not to worry. I’m sure there will be a servant along presently but we can set it all to rights in no time. How many of us are there?”

      “Six, I think,” her new friend informed her. “That’s Ian Worth, there, sleeping. Mr. Marcus Beecham is on deck with the watch and Mr. Charles Dance is...something to do with signals, Mr. Colyear said. I think.”

      “Are we all new?” What a raveled cat’s-paw that would be, with six midshipmen who didn’t know the way of things.

      “No. Just the three of us, here. Mr. Lawrence—I think he is the third lieutenant—said Mr. Beecham and Mr. Dance joined Audacious on her last cruise, but I don’t know when that was. And then there’s Mr. Gamage.” Everything about Will Jellicoe’s heavy, resigned tone held a warning.

      “And Mr. Gamage is....” Sally prompted.

      “Damien Gamage. He’s older than the rest of us. Older than even Mr. Colyear, and Mr. Horner and Mr. Lawrence, who are both third lieutenants, I think. Mr. Gamage has made it clear he’s very much senior here, and we’re to do his bidding.”

      “What does he mean, his bidding? Does he mean to play the bully boy?” Already Sally could feel her blood rise against the indignity and injustice, though her stomach knotted in dread.

      Her father had never tolerated such behavior aboard his ships, but Sally had heard enough talk from her brothers to know Mr. Gamage’s type—a man who had been midshipman for far longer than the allotted six years, and who had probably failed to pass for lieutenant. That made him in all likelihood stupid, and potentially mean. While she was sure that such an active and intelligent commander as Captain McAlden would put paid to such behavior, in the meantime, she would watch her step with Gamage, and caution and advise Jellicoe on how to do the same.

      “He’s starboard watch?”

      Will shrugged with hopeless confusion. “Don’t know, but he’s up there now, with the others. Though he didn’t sit to classes with the schoolmaster, with the rest of us this forenoon—which is what they called the morning, which seems to have been what they called the night—although no one remarked upon it.”

      “You’ll grow accustomed to it,” she assured him, “and I’ll help.” But there was another offense for Mr. Colyear to add to the list of her sins—she had missed the day’s mathematics and navigation lessons whilst waiting in vain for Richard.

      But one problem at a time. “Right. Where’s Mr. Gamage’s dunnage?” At Will’s blank, uncomprehending look, Sally amended her question. “Where does he like to hang his hammock and store his sea chest? There?”

      There was one sea chest stowed apart from all the others, taking up easily twice as much space as the others.

      “I would guess that was his, though he did not say so,” was Jellicoe’s best answer. “Worth and I came in just as he was going on deck, and he did not introduce himself beyond shoving my face against the wall, when I made the intemperate mistake of looking at him.”

      “Good Lord. Are you all to rights?” Sally was appalled. And for the first time, even a little afraid. The tangle in her stomach knotted up tighter. The threat of physical violence from a shipmate had never occurred to her. But Will Jellicoe and Ian Worth were both smaller than she was. They would be even more vulnerable. They needed protection.

      It seemed she was going to have to swallow both her fear and her new-made vow to steer clear of Mr. Colyear, to appeal to him on their behalf. He was sure to see to their defense. “Devil take the man. But the first thing we need to do is give this Mr. Gamage plenty of room and little to complain about.”

      Sally fell to the piles of dunnage with her usual single-minded zeal. “The first thing you need to know about naval life is that it never pays to be idle.”

      Will Jellicoe fell right in with her. He was an energetic helper, and made logical suggestions while they sorted out the sea chests and various storage boxes. What was more, he had kept a good humor throughout the exercise, even while young Ian Worth, who looked to be a very young twelve, slept on, oblivious to their exertions.

      “I’d rather shift his lot,” Will said with matter-of-fact cheerfulness, “than have him wake up and start heaving again.”

      Sally took another look at the boy asleep in the gently swaying hammock. On closer examination, he did look a bit fishy around the gills. “He’s been sick?”

      “Since the moment he set foot in the boat at the sally port this morning.”

      Poor lad. Sally herself had never had occasion to suffer from seasickness. Perhaps it was because she had gone to sea aboard her father’s ships as a youngster and had gotten her sea legs under her before she’d had time to worry about being ill. Or maybe some people were just built that way.

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, though. It is said that Admiral Nelson himself—a man my father esteems very highly—suffers terribly whenever he goes on board his ships. How about you? How have you fared?”

      Will shook his head. “So far so good. Although I must say, when he first started at it”—he hooked his thumb at the sleeping boy in unwitting imitation of Mr. Colyear—“the stench was foul enough to fair turn my stomach.”

      “Please.” Sally held up a hand to stop him. Just because she had never felt seasick before was no reason to tempt fate to be unkind. “I can imagine.”

      But Jellicoe rambled happily on with the fascination for disgusting things peculiar to young boys—a fascination she needed to share if she were to be taken for one of them. “All over his clothes, it was, but Lieutenant Colyear, he took one look at him when we came on board, asked him if he could swim, and then pitched him straight back over the side, into the harbor.”

      “No!” Sally felt her eyes grow round as a porthole. “Mr. Colyear threw him into the drink? That’s famous!”

      Will nodded, his own blue eyes dancing with the terrible, ghoulish amusement boys seemed to get at the pain and suffering of their compatriots. “Pitched him right off the deck, by the seat of his pants, he did, and told the boatswain⁠—”

      “Say ‘bo’sun,’” Sally broke in to instruct.

      “He told the bo’sun to ‘fish him out,’ cool as you please. But he was all right, Worth was, only cold and dripping wet. But it stopped him pitching up. And stinking anyway,” Jellicoe finished with a satisfied sigh. “It was absolutely famous.”

      Sally couldn’t keep herself from laughing out loud. Mr. Colyear—no, Col. In this instance she really could only think of him as Col—had repeated a trick she had heard her brothers talk of, any number of times. A good swim was often the best cure for a bout of the queasies. But pitching a boy like a mackerel over the side of a frigate, fifteen feet above the water, was a spectacle well worth admiring. Sally was more than sorry she had missed it.

      There she went again, letting her admiration for Col get the better of her brain. Mr. Colyear was too sharp and decisive by half. Better to turn her brain to figuring out how to deal with the problem of Mr. Gamage without attracting any more of that steely awareness.

      Above their heads, where the preferred object of her thoughts was presumably directing the stowing of powder without pitching anyone else into the drink, seven bells rang out.

      “Has it gone as late as that?” Only a half hour left until the end of the watch. She wanted to get on deck, to get on with the business of being twice as useful as anyone else, and becoming acquainted with the crew before Mr. Colyear had need to look for her, but she couldn’t just abandon Jellicoe and young Worth. Someone needed to wake the boy up and set him to rights.

      Just when she had set herself to performing the job, an ancient seaman wove his uneven way into the room—the mess attendant, carrying a posset in his gnarled, arthritic hands. “I’ve got just the thing for the young sir, here.”

      The devil and Saint Elmo—fate was certainly playing dice with her today.

      Here was another person who knew her. And knew Richard. Angus Pinkerton, the former personal steward of her father.

      To be sure, he looked a vast deal older and more careworn than the last time she had seen him, when she had lived aboard her father’s ship. He resembled nothing so much as an old apple, his cheeks polished a glossy bronze by the wind, and what was left of his hair rose in white tufts from his pate, as if the years of exposure to Atlantic gales had blown all the color out of it.

      She could not hope to pass unnoticed under the attention of this man, who for years had been like a mother to her, shepherding her and Richard under his care. Angus Pinkerton may not have been the brightest star in the constellations, but he had an uncanny ear for knowing what went on in a ship.

      It was a devilishly small world, the navy.

      But whether he recognized her or not, she ought be safe with Angus Pinkerton—he was an honest man, through and through, but loyal down to his creaking bones. She had only to keep him from blurting out the truth to anyone else.

      “Pinky?” Sally ventured. “Is that you?”

      “Young sir?” The old tar swung around. “Why, bless my heart, it’s⁠—”

      “Richard,” she broke in with what she hoped was a confidant smile. “Richard Kent. Captain Kent’s son, from Adamant, back in the year one. Do you remember?”

      Pinky squinted up his cloudy blue eyes and laughed. “Of course I remember. Is that you then, young sir? Well, I never would have recognized you, so tall and grown you’ve gotten. But my eyes aren’t what they used to be. How kind you are to remember your old Pinky.”

      Sally breathed out her relief. “Good to see you, as well. But Pinky, what in heaven’s name are you doing aboard Audacious? And as servant to the orlop? I thought you were meant to be comfortably pensioned off, at your sister’s farm, somewhere in Dorset. Or was it Devon?”

      “How good you are to remember. But my Jeanie—that was my sister, you see—well, she died.” He heaved a sigh of lament out of his chest. “And her husband, well, he weren’t what could be called a comfortable man. And I got to missing the sea. And good Captain McAlden found me this easy berth, looking after you young gentlemen.”

      “My father will be glad to know you’re safely tucked up here.”

      “Good of you to say so, and you’ll be sure to send my compliments to your father, Cap’n Kent. But you won’t be needing no looking after at all, if I know you, young sir. Sharp as a brass needle, you always were.” He cast his rheumy eyes around the cabin. “And you’ve put this all to rights, I shouldn’t guess.”

      “Just so,” Sally answered, even as she swallowed down the cold lump of apprehension clogging her throat. Richard had not been as sharp as anything—he had been miserable aboard their father’s ship, often ill, and always out of sorts. It was she who had followed Pinky around like a remora and learned all the tricks of the old salt’s trade. But if she and Richard seemed to have melded themselves together in Pinky’s mind’s eye, so much the better. “How long have you been aboard, Pinky, and what can you tell me about Mr. Gamage?”

      Pinky’s eyebrows rose in proportion to his wariness, while he lowered his head and his voice to a soft growl. “I only been with Captain McAlden’s young gentlemen for this last cruise, when young Mr. Beecham came aboard. I don’t mess for Mr. Gamage—he’s got his own creature, Tunney, as his servant and doesn’t share with anyone else. Likes to have his own way, Mr. Gamage does, an’ he knows how to make it so. You didn’t hear it from me”—he cupped his hand over his mouth to speak confidentially—“but you young gentlemen be sure to lock up your valuables, and your foodstuffs—whatever you brought with you—or he’ll have ‘em for his own in a trice.”

      “Do you mean he would steal them?” Sally couldn’t keep her voice down. She wouldn’t. She was appalled at the very idea. She was quite sure such a thing, no matter how trivial, would never have been allowed on her father’s ships. “You’re joking. Please tell me you’re joking. Stealing is a flogging, if not a hanging, offense. Captain McAlden doesn’t strike me as the sort of man who would put up with anything of the sort. He knows as well as any—probably better than any—that a man who would steal, especially food, from his shipmates will do just about anything...” Such behavior was beyond Sally’s comprehension—too much of an abomination of all codes of conduct to which she had been raised.

      “That’s just low,” she sputtered. “The lowest.”

      “Now, young sir, that’s just the way things are, more often than not. He’s too canny to let it look like thievery, but it’ll be gone all the same. But you didn’t hear it from me.” Pinky was shaking his jowly head like a wary old bulldog. “I don’t want no more troubles.”

      Pinky’s tepid plea couldn’t hope to soothe the hot indignity rising in her chest. “Has Mr. Gamage made trouble for you, Pinky?”

      The old man began to look even more uncomfortable—his already glowing face flushed a darker shade of crimson. “Now, nothing out of the way of things.” He rubbed his nose to hide his discomfort at her scrutiny while he relocated his glance down to his feet. “I’ll say no more.”

      “Come now, Pinky. You know you can trust me. I give you my word as Captain Alexander Kent’s son that no mention of what you say will pass beyond this berth.” She shot an instructing glance at Jellicoe. “And I’m sure Mr. Jellicoe will give you his word, as well.”

      “Indeed, Pinkerton. I pledge you my word as Earl Sanderson’s son to keep your confidence.”

      Good Lord. No wonder the accommodation on board was not what Will Jellicoe had expected, or been accustomed to. And he’d never breathed a word of it, not even when she was ordering him about like a dockyard stevedore. Sally liked him all the more for it.

      But Pinky didn’t seem much impressed by titles. Sally supposed that at his age, he had earned the right to never judge a man on anything less than his own character.

      He screwed up his face sideways, as if he were trying to chew on his dilemma a moment longer before he decided what to tell them.

      “Is it gambling?” Sally prompted. “You always did like to throw the bones, Pinky. Did you get into debt to him?”

      “No, no. It weren’t the money, just the deed. It were just a few of us, you understand—Edwards, he’s steward, and Coggins, who’s purser. Just a few friendly throws. But Cap’n McAlden, he don’t stand for no gambling on board while at sea.”

      “Mmm.” Sally tried to make a sound of comforting commiseration. “Not even card games in the wardroom?”

      “Well, them’s gentlemen’s games, ‘int they? Mr. Colyear sees to it the officers play only for penny points.”

      “And you weren’t playing for pennies?”

      Old Pinky canted his head sideways and closed his eyes with a wry smile, as if to ask what had she expected? “Ah, well, young sir. A man’s got to look after himself.”

      “So he does, Pinky. I can’t disagree.” But it was certainly a damned pickle, if this Gamage had both the purser and the captain’s steward in his obeisance. “Tell you what—I’ll put my brain to it for a spell, and see what I can think up for you.”

      “That’s right good of you, young Kent. You were always a good ‘un. Don’t know how I can thank you enough.”

      “Yes, well, you might begin to thank me by getting young Mr. Worth here up and presentable before eight bells. I’d like to get us all on deck before Mr. Colyear has even begun to think of us.”

      “Right you are, young sir. But don’t you worry about Mr. Colyear. He’s another good’un. Knows his business. Fair and hardworking he is.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I’m counting on you to help us get on, and stay on, the good side of the man.”

      “Right you are, young sir. For you surely don’t want to get yourself caught out by him on the other side.”
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      There was something about young Mr. Kent that had already gotten under Col’s skin. Something...not exactly wrong, but certainly not quite right.

      But Col would damn himself before he gave any more time over to pondering the prickling unease that wandered down the back of his neck whenever he thought of the boy. He had already missed his dinner by working through the watches, and still there was more work yet to be done.

      “See to it that tarpaulin’s stowed,” Col directed the third lieutenant, Jack Horner. God only knew what the man’s proper Christian name was, for they had rechristened him Jack years ago. “And get some men of the afterguard to take the slack out of that mainsail brace.”

      “Aye, sir.” Horner was already calling to the men idling in the waist. “You there⁠—”

      There was always something more to be done, some task, or piece of equipment, or tackle no one else managed to see. Excepting, of course, the captain, who saw everything. And Col would be thrice damned before he would let his captain down by failing to notice even something so mundane as a slack rope. More lives were lost through carelessness than ever were to cannonballs.

      But Col was clearly the only one who could see something wrong with Kent. No one else, even the captain, seemed to share his confounded unease—was it distrust?—of the boy.

      Col found his hand migrating to rub the pent-up, pinching tension out of his neck. Perhaps he was still on his guard from overseeing the careful stowage of so many tons of volatile black powder in the hold—in such an endeavor there was no room for error. And certainly no room for niggling thoughts about inconvenient midshipmen.

      Perhaps he had let himself become predisposed to disliking the boy after reading the letters Matthew and Owen Kent had sent. Or perhaps he was simply annoyed at the sopping waste of time and daylight it had taken to collect the little sod from the quay.

      But he hadn’t exactly been a little sod, had he? It would have been easier if Richard Kent had remained the recalcitrant laggard of the sally port, or the hesitant parson of his brother’s letters. Col would have known how to deal with such a boy—tossed him in the drink the way he had Ian Worth. But once young Kent had seemed to snap out of his dithering at the sally port and come aboard ship, he had been nothing but bright and pleasing. Too pleasing.

      Something was wrong.

      And here was Kent, ushering Will Jellicoe and a still groggy, though slightly less green, Ian Worth up the quarterdeck ladder, before the quartermaster had even rung the eight bells signaling the changing of the watch.

      Kent was instructing the others in a low tone, but with the aplomb of a twenty-year veteran, gesturing here and there, confident, knowledgeable and professional, and with a connoisseur's interest in the work. His wide, urchin’s face was as bright and shiny as a new penny—an open canvas of his obvious enthusiasm.

      Why had Matthew warned him the boy wouldn’t know a halyard from a handspike, when there he was, pointing out the various masts, and shepherding the others to the correct corner of the quarterdeck where they could observe without being in the way of the running of the ship? The boy was more than just pleasing—he was downright useful.

      It didn’t tally up. Something, damn his clenching gut, was definitely off.

      Though the rain had abated, Col was still as wet as the painted wooden figurehead at the bow of the ship, and in no mood for inconvenient midshipmen who had somehow already gotten underneath his skin. There was work to be done.

      “Gentlemen,” he addressed all three of them, careful to keep both his tone and his gaze neutral, to mitigate this strange awareness of young Kent.

      “Mr. Colyear, sir.” Kent answered for all three with a neat tug on the brim of his hat, which he had pulled down low over his eyes, almost as if he thought to avoid Col’s notice.

      No chance of that.

      “I make you known to Lieutenant Horner. Mr. Horner is the officer of the deck for the dog watch.” He indicated each in turn. “Mr. Jellicoe, Mr. Worth, and Mr. Kent, Midshipmen."

      Kent repeated his obeisance to the lieutenant, and with a subtle elbow to Jellicoe, encouraged the younger boys to follow suit. Already the leader.

      The fist of unease in Col’s gut punched higher.

      Perhaps a test was in order. “Normally,” he addressed the three boys, “your education will be left to Mr. Charlton, the sailing master, but as he is, at this moment, busy with the captain, your training falls temporarily to me. And as we remain safe at anchor in port, and you three have yet to learn enough to make yourselves particularly useful, you young gentlemen can spend an hour or so climbing the mizzen shrouds to fetch me down that pennant.” Col pointed upward to the signal flags that had been raised earlier to communicate with the dockyard powder barge. “However long it takes.”

      Up, up, up their eyes went, to the faraway-looking flags flapping lightly in the damp evening breeze. All but Kent, whose quick, perceptive gaze danced from Col to the signal chest, and from there to the running line from whence the flags would normally be hauled down, as if he knew well and good that Col could have taken the pennant down from the safety of the quarterdeck if he so chose. As if he knew Col had ten such tasks to hand, ready to be assigned at a moment’s notice, to keep the men and boys employed and away from idleness.

      Within the space of a second, the boy had seen all.

      Perhaps the knot in Col’s gut was merely the unpleasant and highly inconvenient result of having been so quickly found transparent. There was definitely more Kent in this boy than any of them suspected.

      It only left to be discovered if the boy would have the infernal impudence to say so.

      But, “Aye aye, sir,” was all the youth said as he ducked his head in obedience. Yet even with his eyes downcast, Col could detect the telltale trace of all-too-familiar Kentish mischief gamboling at the corners of his lips.

      In contrast, both Will Jellicoe and Ian Worth, who was now a rather extraordinary shade of dead-fish white, looked openly terrified at the prospect of scaling the rigging. Col knew he did them a kindness, though they would never see it as such. The midshipmen needed to learn sooner rather than later to manage their fear and their footfalls upon the shrouds and horses aloft, because if they couldn’t do it whilst they were safely in harbor, in weather that was merely damp, they would never manage it on the heaving, open sea or in one of the howling gales of the unforgiving Atlantic.

      Young Kent showed no such trepidation—indeed quite the opposite. He was all swift decision, already moving toward the starboard rail, as if the prospect filled him with eager anticipation, and signaling by an encouraging toss of his head for Worth and Jellicoe to follow.

      There was another thing to tax Matthew about—contrary to Matthew’s opinion, his younger brother was clearly a natural leader. Within a handful of hours, the two younger midshipmen were already looking to him for guidance. Richard Kent was only the son of a mere, although distinguished, sea captain, but he had quite literally assumed command over two boys who were the sons of important noblemen—Jellicoe was the second son of the Earl Sanderson, while young Worth was the ‘spare’ of the Viscount Rainesford. But such behavior was entirely in keeping with the Kent family’s forthright character—standing and lineage mattered little to them. The only things that counted were loyalty and usefulness.

      In all, young Kent was exactly as Col might have wished. So why wasn’t he pleased? Why did his skin prick when he looked at the boy? What was this slow roiling tension deep in his gut?

      Such unease was normally reserved for men like Damien Gamage, whose habitual ineptitude and malice had earned him Col’s oversight, not an eager, almost gamin boy with a wide-open, guileless face that showed his every thought.

      And right now Kent’s thoughts and concerns were all for his friends. The slight offshore breeze brought Kent’s quiet instruction to Col’s ears.

      “Right,” Kent was asking Worth and Jellicoe, “have you ever done this before?”

      “No.” Will Jellicoe strove to mask his fear with grim determination.

      Ian Worth, on the other hand, looked not only terrified, but miserably so.

      Kent gave him a gentle pat of encouragement on the shoulder. “You’ll do just
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