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To Becky Nesbitt and Anne Goldsmith,

who have guided and supported me for so many years. Thank you for reacquainting me with Miss Elizabeth Bennet, Mr. Darcy, and the joys of Jane Austen. If only you lived nearby, dear ladies, I might persuade you to follow my example and take a turn about the room.

It is so refreshing!
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Looking at the man, Jesus felt genuine love for him. “There is still one thing you haven’t done,” he told him. “Go and sell all your possessions and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” At this the man’s face fell, and he went away very sad, for he had many possessions. Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the Kingdom of God!”

Mark 10:21-23
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The Indian Ocean

April 1814

Through the salty mist that blurred the lens of his spyglass, Charles Locke watched the pirate ship draw near. A large, stout vessel, it boasted thirty guns and more than a hundred hands.

For two days, the captain of the privately owned clipper on which Charles sailed had taken pains to elude the pursuers, tacking first to the south and then heading due west toward the mainland of the African continent. His efforts were to no avail. The pirates bore down on the Tintagel, hounding their prey on the waters of the Indian Ocean—their familiar hunting ground.

“Have ye arms, Mr. Locke?” One of the ship’s boys joined Charles at the rail. A ragged, scrawny lad of twelve, Danny Martin had attached himself to Charles early in the voyage—polishing his boots, laundering his shirts, bringing down a tray of tea in exchange for a few coins.

Charles enjoyed the young orphan’s company. From this child—who made the Tintagel his home and the life of a sea captain his dream—he had learned much about the ocean, her ships, and the world’s ports of call.

“We be in range of the pirates’ cannons now,” Danny declared, his gray eyes earnest. “It cannot be long afore they attack. The cap’n bids me ask what means of protection ye have, sir.”

“Nothing more than a pistol,” Charles told the boy.

“Captain Heald knows I am a merchant, not a soldier. Yet I am a fair shot and I can handle a sword. Tell him I shall be happy to—”

“Take these.” Danny handed him a brace of pistols and a small dagger. “They be from the cap’n’s own closet. He says ye must do your best with them, sir, for he has no others to spare.”

“But our ship’s guns outnumber theirs, and the Tintagel is larger. Surely we can defeat such untrained savages.”

The lad’s narrow face grew solemn as he studied the approaching vessel. “The Tintagel be no warship, Mr. Locke. We have fewer hands on board, and them chaps be pirates from the Malabar Coast of India—the most fearsome of all. They ply the waters from their homeland southwest to Madagascar, north to the Gulf of Aden, and back to India again. They’ve not had formal trainin’ at the Royal Naval Academy, no, but they be masters at fightin’, sailin’, and sinnin’. We’ll be thankin’ God if we come out of this alive.”

His anxiety increasing, Charles thought of the chest of gold coins secured with locks and seals in the bowels of the Tintagel. Charles’s father had labored many years as the steward of a grand estate in Devon, and much of that gold had been his reward. Though loyal to a fault and greatly admired by the duke who was his employer, James Locke had little respect for the man. He had considered the duke uncouth, immoral, and unworthy of the lofty rank to which aristocratic lineage had elevated him.

But James had worked in silence and had kept his opinions to himself. Upon quitting his position at last, he had combined a lifetime of frugal investments and carefully hoarded funds with the substantial sum that the duke had settled upon him at retirement. This total he had turned into the gold coin with which he intended to build the foundation for all his hopes and dreams. And James had entrusted the gold to his only son, Charles.

Together, they had conceived of an enterprise that they believed would surely ensure the family’s financial well-being for generations to come. Never again would a Locke labor under the charge of some slothful, profligate, pompous, and fatheaded aristocrat. Charles was to take the gold to China and purchase chests of the finest teas available. During his absence, his father would secure a warehouse in London from which to trade the tea. Both men would labor to recruit investors, for they intended one day to own a merchant ship, a tea estate in China, and a thriving business in London.

Pirates? Such a calamity had never entered their minds. Charles and his father had plotted out each move they must make to ensure success. They factored in every risk imaginable and chose to trust the Almighty. It was perilous to invest all their money in one product, they had acknowledged. Most traders carried manufactured goods, gunpowder, shot, and cannons to Oriental ports. They returned with silks, muslins, ivory, spices, sandalwoods, and other exotic products.

But Locke & Son, Ltd. would build an empire on tea. Tea alone. For what Englishman could start his day without a pot of the hearty brew? What Englishwoman would consider welcoming callers unless she laid out her finest china, silver, lace, and, of course, the best tea she could afford? From the vegetable mongers in the markets to King George himself, every soul in the realm drank several pots a day of the welcome amber liquid. Who better to provide it for them than James and Charles Locke?

Charles gritted his teeth now as the Tintagel’s captain barked out orders in preparation for battle. The clipper’s hands raced back and forth, arranging the guns in batteries on both sides of the vessel. Although the cannons could only be aimed straight ahead, they were deadly. Divided by size, the small-caliber guns fired eight-pound balls. The large-caliber weapons launched twenty-four-pound shot.

“Look, sir; she be pullin’ broadside of us to attack!” young Danny told Charles as the pirate ship tacked into position. His voice rang with excitement and fear as he pointed a skinny arm at the battery of cannons facing the Tintagel. “The waves be high, and they will miss with some of their shot. We shall miss too. I doubt we can outlast them, sir.” Danny’s gray eyes met his. “Save your weapons until they board us, Mr. Locke.”

“You speak of our defeat as a foregone conclusion,” Charles called out as Danny started away.

“Now be the time to address your Maker, sir, for ye may soon be standin’ afore the gates of glory!”
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Sarah Carlyle, Lady Delacroix, dipped a silver spoon into her tea and gave it a stir. As she gazed from her deck chair upon the fair scene of lapping waves and sapphire sky that stretched out before her, she could not imagine herself any happier. Her quest had succeeded admirably.

In China, Sarah had encountered the most admirable woman of her acquaintance, a teacher whose efforts to spread the gospel of Jesus Christ had met with much success. In Burma, a young missionary couple had welcomed Sarah into their hearts and home. In India, she had spent three weeks in the company of missionaries laboring to translate and print the Scriptures as well as to minister in body and spirit to the unsaved. While most of Africa remained darkened by sin and its villainies, Sarah had every hope of sponsoring those who would take the light of salvation to the green shores of that continent.

As she took a sip of steaming tea, Sarah closed her eyes and allowed a sense of well-being to flow through her. God had permitted her to endure many hardships in order to teach her the truths she now embraced with wholehearted devotion. She thought of her late father, Mr. Gerald Watson, an ambitious and ruthless opium merchant, who had taught his three daughters that while money might buy power, it could purchase neither respect nor honor. Position and esteem belonged to those born of aristocratic lineage, Mr. Watson had insisted—men such as George Carlyle, Lord Delacroix.

Determined that his descendants might experience the privileges of the peerage, Sarah’s father had arranged the marriage of his eldest daughter to the penniless baron. She and Lord Delacroix were married for less than a year before her husband’s unexpected demise in a carriage accident. Before his death, the dissipated and impoverished baron had taught his much younger wife that the admiration and deference due the aristocracy were worth little without the money to enjoy them. Yet Sarah—who now lived with the privilege of title her father had desired and the wealth her husband had coveted—had discovered that neither of these two gleaming grails brought happiness.

Ambition had made her father heartless, while poverty had bequeathed her husband insecurity and self-loathing. A quest for position and money brought out unpleasant qualities in everyone she met, Sarah had learned. Women fawned over her with words of false admiration in hopes of earning the privilege of an invitation to be seen in her company. Men fairly stumbled over their own feet as they scrambled to win a place on her dance card, the favor of her presence in their opera box, or—the grandest prize of all—her hand in marriage. And what had all this wealth and admiration given her? Nothing but false friends and utter loneliness.

Sighing deeply, Sarah opened her eyes and gazed out at the endless expanse of turquoise sea. The Queen Elinor’s white sails billowed overhead as the wind propelled her across the Indian Ocean toward England. Toward home and family. Yet only in the past months of solitary travel had Sarah discovered true joy.

Her Savior had been so right when He told His disciples how difficult it was for the rich to enter the kingdom of heaven, she reflected as she took another sip of tea. When a wealthy young man had asked Jesus what he must do to be saved, the Lord had told him to sell all his possessions, give the money to the poor, and follow Christ. Jesus—and He alone—had taught Sarah the truth. She must cast off the privileges that came with her position in society. She must divest herself of the wealth that weighed like a millstone about her neck. She must give up everything she owned, all that she might claim as hers, and surrender to the crucified and risen Christ.

Traveling throughout the Orient, Sarah had done just that. And how happy and free she now felt. Not only had she disbursed large sums to various worthy recipients, but she had identified various other causes that would help her be rid of the remainder of the vast fortune with which her father had saddled her. Upon returning to England, she would resume her philanthropic quest. Orphanages, schools, printing presses—“

Sail, oh!” A cry from the crow’s nest scattered Sarah’s contemplative musings. “Sail, oh!”

“Where away?” came the response from below.

As the bearings were called out, Sarah rose from her chair and hurried to the ship’s rail along with everyone else who had been lolling about the deck. Endless days of looking at nothing but the sea brought on a strange, hypnotic torpor, and all were eager to break its spell.

“Is it a friendly vessel?” Sarah asked a young man who was studying the horizon through his spyglass. Clad in the regimentals of the Royal Navy, he and several other officers aboard were responsible for protecting the Queen Elinor, one of the most reliable barks in the East India Company’s vast merchant fleet.

Sarah leaned her elbows on the rail and peered at the ship in the distance. “Can you make out her flag, sir?”

“Dash it all, I can hardly hold the glass steady with these infernal waves tossing us about so.”

“Dear me. You address the sea with much vehemence, my good man. Are these particular waves truly worthy of your linguistic efforts?”

The officer glanced at her. “Oh, Lady Delacroix,” he gulped, straightening to attention and squaring his shoulders. “Forgive my poor manners, madam. I thought perhaps another of the passengers had spoken. Uh … would you … would you care to look through my spyglass?”

“You bestow your fine manners on some and save your ill ones for others, do you?” she asked with a smile. “For myself, I think it best to attempt politeness to everyone.”

“Yes, Lady Delacroix. Of course. You are absolutely correct.”

“I am glad to see that we concur, sir. And now if you would return to your glass, I should very much like to know what sort of ship shares our corner of the ocean. I hope it is not pirates.”

The poor fellow threw out his chest and fairly barked his response. “Madam, I assure you that any East India Company vessel is more than prepared to defend itself from such marauders. You must have no misgivings on that account.”

Sarah laughed. “And why do you suppose I booked passage on just such a vessel? But please, sir, do look through your spyglass ere we both die of curiosity!”

He snapped to obey, but before he could report, the good news rang out. The ship flew an English flag! No one could make out more, and speculation fluttered like seagulls across the deck. Pirates sometimes hoisted friendly flags to deceive unsuspecting ships. Could it be an enemy in disguise? Was it a vessel of the Royal Navy perhaps—a man-of-war patrolling the coastal waters? Or might it be another East Indiaman?

And suddenly news of greater import descended. The clipper was cloaked in a veil of smoke. It must be engaged in a sea battle! But where was the opposing vessel? A mixture of shock and thrill raced around the deck.

“Our captain alters course,” the officer noted grimly. “The wind is at east-northeast, and we tack to larboard.”

Sarah glanced at the wheelhouse. “We go to assist the English clipper?”

“Aye, madam,” he confirmed as the sails began to shake. “It must be so, for the captain brings the Queen Elinor eastward, and soon we shall head to wind. With more rudder, he will have her facing southeast.”

Sarah gripped the rail as the full-rigged bark performed the elaborate maneuver and then began an agonizingly slow trek toward the besieged clipper.

“She is definitely engaged,” the officer reported while observing the conflict through his spyglass. “I fear the English vessel is aflame. And now I make out another ship … just starboard … aye, there she is…. Great guns and ghosts—’tis pirates indeed!”

“Sail, oh!” came the cry from the crow’s nest. “Sail, oh!”

Now the captain emerged from the wheelhouse, and the young officer excused himself and hurried to join his fellow Royal Navy men who were forming ranks beneath the mainsail. The ship’s mates scrambled to prepare the Queen Elinor, while ashen-faced passengers huddled together near the galley in earnest discussion of the situation.

Still at the deck rail, Sarah tightened the bow on her bonnet. Difficulties, she had learned, were to be expected in the life of every Christian. And thus, with the smell of gunpowder stinging her nostrils, she began to pray.
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His vision blurred and his head throbbing, Charles crouched behind the splintered stump of the foremast. Early in the pirates’ attack, a broken spar had tumbled down, dashing him to the deck. He had struck his head on a pyramid of iron cannonballs and was rendered senseless. How long he lay unmoving on the deck Charles could not say. But he had returned to consciousness only moments before a pirate missile struck the base of the Tintagel’s soaring mast.

The timber had wavered for an instant before crashing to the deck, bringing foresails, gallant sails, and studding sails down in a tangle of canvas and rope. At the sudden imbalance, the deck dipped seaward, and the great clipper nearly capsized. Charles had clung to an armful of soaking canvas, only releasing it as the mast slid into the deep, and the ship righted itself in a dizzying swoop of wet wood and crashing waves.

Bloodcurdling howls rose from the pirates as they realized the Tintagel’s hopeless position. They unleashed a barrage of ordnance from their cannon—chain shot, bar shot, canister, and deadly langrage. Composed of nuts, bolts, nails, and scrap iron, a langrage ball hit the deck and exploded in every direction. Men screamed as shrapnel tore into their flesh.

Charles stared in stunned shock at the carnage.

What once had been a scrubbed and orderly vessel now took in water at the bow and burned like a funeral pyre at the stern. Sailors lay groaning in pain or gasping for a last breath. Many had been tossed into the sea, some had leapt to their deaths, while others were crushed beneath the falling mast. Those men who still labored at the Tintagel’s cannon shouted encouragement, but few remained to heed it.

Charles staggered toward the nearest gun and scanned the deck for young Danny Martin. The boy had vanished along with so many others, leaving the clipper eerily empty. Reaching the poor man who vainly tried to load the cannon’s muzzle, Charles clapped him on the shoulder.

“My good sir,” he said, “allow me to assist you.”

“Aye, but see how they shoot their grapnels at us now!” the fellow cried as the pirate ship’s cannons launched an array of iron barbs across the narrow expanse between the two vessels. Charles knew the grapnel hooks carried ropes that would tie the ships together. It would not be long before the enemy would board the Tintagel.

His leg a bloodied mess, the sailor struggled to lift a ball. “Oh, God, where be Ye now? Shall Ye leave us to perish in the deep?”

“Take heart.” Charles took the shot from the man’s hands and thrust it into the cannon’s mouth. “God has not abandoned us. Here, you must have this pistol, sir. Protect yourself.” “

Bah! What good is a pistol? Look—their boats now hoist and swing away. They shall be upon us in moments!”

From the pirate ship, six smaller barks filled with well-armed men were lowered to the sea. Bellowing insults and taunts, they rowed toward the foundering clipper. There were too many of them, Charles realized, and far too few left to defend the Tintagel. The attackers came too fast, too furiously, and there was little hope for salvation.

But he would not give up his life and his dreams so easily. “Come, where is your tinderbox, man?” he demanded. “We are not dead yet.”

The two worked to light the fuse, and in a moment, the ball burst from the gun with a blast of black powder that knocked them both to the deck. Charles rolled onto his knees just as another round of langrage hit the Tintagel and exploded. Shrapnel flew. Wood splintered. Bolts and nails burrowed into the railings and the deck. A shard of scrap iron tore a hole through the chest of the man Charles had just assisted. He stared at Charles with lifeless eyes before toppling in a heap.

As a knot of disbelief and terror formed in his throat, Charles wiped the sweat and blood from his eyes. Now the pirate boats bumped against the hull of the Tintagel. Boarding pikes arced over the rail and buried their pointed iron heads in the splintered wood of the deck. Charles grabbed one of the seven-foot poles and yanked it loose. But he quickly saw there were too many to dislodge them all. The Malabar pirates were already climbing ropes attached to the pikes.

As Charles drew his pistols, they came. Swarming up and over the railing like so many ants, the pirates poured onto the Tintagel. Clad in every color of the rainbow and with gold chains and jewels hung about their necks, they carried cutlasses, flintlocks, axes, muskets, knives, and granados. The few seamen who were still able now unleashed the last of their weaponry. Balls flew, swords hissed and clanged, men cried out in pain.

Unable to still the trembling in his hands, Charles took cover behind the wheelhouse. A giant of a man with a great black mustache and a red turban spotted the Englishman, drew his saber, and rushed forward. When the pirate was nearly upon him, Charles pulled the trigger—and missed his target by a foot. With a roar of rage, the marauder continued his charge, pausing only to replace his saber with a brace of pistols drawn from a leather sling across his chest.

As the pirate resumed his headlong plunge, Charles caught a glimpse of Danny from the corner of his eye. The lad was hidden inside a coil of rope near the capstan, yet his head protruded as he helplessly observed the massacre unfolding before him.

“Danny!” Checking the two pistols he yet carried and unsheathing his knife, Charles called to the ship’s boy. “Danny, ’tis Locke here! Take my knife!”

“Mr. Locke! Look well behind ye, sir!” Danny screeched the words as the pirate took aim at Charles.

Having only the two pistols remaining—and thus only two shots—Charles dropped to the deck and scrambled toward the capstan. A massive device used to heave the main topsail aloft, its long wooden bars provided little protection. As the pirate fired, a ball ripped through Charles’s sleeve, nicking his arm.

“Danny!” He tossed the knife to the boy at the very moment that another beefy buccaneer began to hack at the coil of rope with an ax.

A second ball hit the back of Charles’s leg, and he fell. Drawing his pistols, he rolled and fired. One shot went wide, but the pirate took the second in his right knee. With a snarl of pain, the man snatched another pair of pistols from the sling on his chest. Urging Danny to save his own life, Charles ducked behind the rope coil and began to crawl across the deck, his useless leg trailing behind him.

He would die now, he realized. This was how his life would end. His fingers gripped the wet wood as he pulled himself toward the rail in a hopeless attempt to escape the pirate. If he went overboard, he would drown. The ocean was too wide. Too deep.

One death or another.

His father’s gold would go into a pirate’s treasury. To hedonism and lust and drunkenness. All was lost.

Charles grasped the ship’s rail and tried to heave himself into a standing position. But as his head cleared the wooden bar, the pirate lighted a granado and tossed it at him. The hollow iron orb filled with black powder glanced off the stump of the mainmast and burst into deadly pieces. One ripped through Charles’s arm. Another cut across his shoulder. The shock wave deafened him, lifted him from the rail, and tossed him into the sea.

Water swept into his nostrils and poured down his throat. As he sank, Charles looked up toward the surface of the water. For an instant, he thought he saw heaven.
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“These poor souls …” The captain of the Queen Elinor walked across the deck. “All dead. All lost.”

Sarah held her handkerchief in a clenched fist as she watched the man survey the devastation of the English clipper Tintagel. Too late, the rescue vessel had arrived upon the scene of the sea battle. By the time the Queen Elinor sailed into position near the beleaguered ship, the pirates had killed nearly every man aboard, stripped everything valuable, and sailed north toward the Malabar Coast.

Hoping to save those few yet living, the captain had chosen not to go in pursuit of the pillagers. Instead, his sailors had boarded the foundering clipper, put out fires, transferred the dead and dying, and salvaged what remained of the captain’s logs and journals. Those men who had survived the pirate attack were taken to the Queen Elinor’s mess hall, where a small hospital had been hastily set up. Tables became beds; every passenger donated blankets and bedding. The ship’s physician hurried from one patient to the next, occasionally shaking his head in dismay.

Sarah Carlyle had assisted in the recovery, first tending to the living who were brought aboard and then laboring with the other women to stitch a pair of cannon balls into each length of canvas that must become a dead man’s shroud. Once the captain had conducted the brief funeral service, the canvas would be sewn into place, starting at the feet.

The afternoon had flown by in a race against time and heat, and at last no more could be done. The Tintagel was left to its inevitable sinking as the Queen Elinor drew away to a safe distance. In preparation for the burials, the captain ordered the sails adjusted so that some were full of wind while others were laid back, thus rendering the ship motionless. The top gallant yards were set acockbill to signify both death and burial, and list lines were put out of trim to speak of grief. The entry port on the starboard gangway was opened to windward.

The crew, under immediate command of the boatswain, gathered to witness the rite. Sarah stood to the side with her fellow passengers as the petty officer cried out, “Ship’s company … off hats!”

Determined that the dead must all lie at the bottom of the sea before the blistering equatorial sun rose the following morning, the captain stepped forward and spoke quickly. “‘Dear God, we commit these bodies to the deep,’” he read from his book of prayers, “‘to be turned into corruption, looking for the resurrection of the body, when the sea shall give up her dead, and the life of the world to come, through our Lord Jesus Christ; who at His coming shall change our vile body, that it may be like His glorious body, according to the mighty working, whereby He is able to subdue all things to himself. Amen.’”

He then motioned the ladies to gather up the shrouds and follow him. By now, Sarah retained no distinction as a baroness. Grateful to be regarded as an equal by the other passengers, she took an armful of canvas and joined the women at their labors.

Recruited to record information that might assist in contacting the families of the deceased, the boatswain accompanied the captain as he began his walk down the row.

“No identification papers,” the captain stated. “Red hair. Scar on left cheek. No jewelry or personal effects. Death by injury to the head. Lord, have mercy upon the soul of this poor man; amen. Ladies, the corpse may be shrouded. Gentlemen, assign the earthly remains to the benevolent arms of the sea.”

Her gown wet with seawater and blood, Sarah bit her lower lip in a futile effort to hold back tears as two women knelt to hastily stitch the canvas into place. In all her travels, she had never witnessed a sight so gruesome, so sad, so utterly grim as this.

The pirates’ actions astounded her. Such inhumanity! Such wickedness! Such barbarity! And why? All for the ill-gotten gain of riches.

The Lord’s message to her was again made clear, Sarah realized as she followed the captain down the row. She must do all in her power to rid herself of the evil of material wealth. Not only must she become as poor, humble, and reliant upon God as the birds of the sky and the flowers of the field, but she must teach others to do the same. Christ had stressed this truth again and again, yet few were those who heeded His teachings.

“Black hair. Beard. No teeth.” The captain spoke in a low rumble. “Tattoo of an anchor on the right forearm. No personal effects. Death by … I am uncertain of the cause. Lord, have mercy upon the soul of this poor man; amen. Ladies, the corpse may be shrouded. Gentlemen, assign his earthly remains to the benevolent arms of the sea.”

As the sailors tipped a table set up at the entry port on the starboard gangway, each body slid into the sea. One. Two. Three. Four.

“Brown hair,” the captain said. “No scars. No tattoos.”

“There’s a neck chain, sir. With a key.” The boatswain handed him the small gold trinket.

The captain motioned that this be recorded. “No other personal effects,” he continued. “Death by … hmm … he has several wounds.”

“This one were pulled from the water, sir. Drownin’, I would guess.”

“Drowning then.” The captain nodded. “Lord, have mercy upon the soul of this poor man; amen. Ladies, the corpse may be shrouded. Gentlemen, assign his earthly remains to the benevolent arms of the sea.”

Touched by the gentle expression on the dead man’s face, Sarah started to kneel. But another woman fell to her knees to begin the shrouding. Offering up a prayer that God might comfort and bless the family of the dead man, Sarah stepped to the next body.

“Brown hair,” the captain said, then amended, “curly brown hair. Scar on the left shoulder. Tattoo of a mermaid on the chest. Death by—”

A cry pierced the evening pall. “He is alive! Captain, the man moved! I swear it!”

The lady who had been stitching the shroud of the kind-faced man now stood back and clutched her skirts tightly around her legs. As the captain and others crowded around the still form on the deck, she babbled on.

“My needle, sir. I was putting in the last stitch, and I felt his breath! And he moved his lips! He yet lives!”

As Sarah stepped to the captain’s side, she could hear the men grousing about addlepated women and their wild fancies. Kneeling near the boatswain, who had laid his cheek near the man’s nose, Sarah picked up the cold arm, set it upon her lap and began to stroke it up and down as if somehow she might bring him back to life with her touch.

“I feel no breath,” the boatswain announced. “I fear ’twas just the lady’s imaginin’. He is drowned.”

“Allow me to test him,” Sarah whispered.

Taking her needle, she pricked the soft skin inside the man’s forearm. He made no move. Praying for some response, she touched the sharp steel tip to the inside of the man’s nostril. Nothing. At last, she opened her chatelaine bag and slipped a tiny mirror from it. When she held the glass beneath his nose, a pale white fog clouded it for the briefest instant.

“Alive!” she proclaimed. “Captain, this man indeed lives.”

Instantly, the seamen burst into action. One ran for the physician while two fell to their knees and began to push upon the man’s chest in an effort to expel water from his lungs. Yet another began to pray loudly as the captain gave orders to retrieve blankets and a pallet. Sarah drew back and continued rubbing the chilled arm as she silently pleaded with God to spare this life. Two of the attending ladies tugged off the man’s boots just as the physician appeared.

Determined to accompany the pallet below-decks, Sarah was gathering her skirts when the captain touched her shoulder. “Lady Delacroix,” he said “you have done more than enough here. I beg you to retire and attend to yourself. I shall order the first mate to see that water is heated and a bath drawn for you. I insist you take nourishment and rest.”

“Sir, you must do no such thing!” she replied, rather more forcefully than she intended. Calming herself with a deep breath, she continued. “I am honored to serve my Lord and my fellow man in this way. Please permit me to assist the physician. There is nothing I should rather undertake at this moment.”

“Then I shall not stop you. But please, may I ask you to take this man’s neck chain into your safekeeping? Clearly, he was a passenger aboard the Tintagel, for his attire attests to some measure of standing above that of the common sailor.”

“Certainly, Captain.” Sarah accepted the gold chain with its attached key and slipped it into her chatelaine bag. “And now, if you will excuse me …”

“Thank you, my lady. I assure you, your kindness aboard my ship will never be forgotten.”

Sarah picked up her skirts, gave a brief curtsy, and hurried away. She had done nothing more arduous than any of the female passengers aboard the Queen Elinor, and it pained her to be distinguished from them. Once there was a time when Sarah had accepted the solicitous compliments of others, for she had believed the admiration of her rank and person to be sincere. No more. She now saw through such falseness, and she could not abide it. Though her title as the dowager Lady Delacroix must linger, she would do all in her power to dispel its effect.

With some difficulty, Sarah negotiated the steps leading to the galley below. Her wet petticoats felt as though their hems were lined with bags of sand, and the delicate stitching of her slippers’ seams had given out earlier. Never mind if her toes were wet and her ankles cold, she thought as she hurried down the lamp-lit corridor. She was warmer and better clad than many aboard this ship, and she had no cause to complain.

By the time she arrived at the long room in which the sailors took their meals—now the makeshift hospital—the rescued man had been laid out on a table and covered with blankets. A quantity of water had been expelled from his lungs, the doctor informed Sarah, and he now breathed more easily.

“Speak freely with me, Dr. Winslow,” she addressed the physician. “As far as I am able, I mean to assist these men in their recovery.” She held up a hand. “Do not protest, sir. I shall not be denied.”

“If you insist. But you will see things here that are not meant for a lady’s eyes. These men are all gravely ill. I do not expect many to live.”

“Nevertheless, I shall do my part. Now tell me what you know of this man. I must know the extent of his injuries.”

“I fear he cannot survive,” the physician confided. “There is much danger from his intake of water. Pneumonia, fevers, and ague all lurk in wait to attack the lungs of one who has nearly drowned. As for his other injuries, they are most severe. It appears the gentleman was wounded by more than one ball. His leg is fractured here below the knee. Such grave damage may necessitate amputation, though I shall do all in my power to save the limb. And here, a ball passed through the shoulder. Another has lodged near the elbow, and it must be removed if he is to retain mobility. Finally—though certainly not the least of my concerns—is the injury from an explosion of langrage or perhaps a granado. He will be much scarred from this, and the danger of suppuration is great.”

Sarah’s heart ached as she absorbed the full extent of the man’s unhappy condition. As the physician began to work over him, washing and probing wounds, she wondered how such a one had come to be aboard an English clipper in the Indian Ocean. What had led him so far from home and safety?

Taking a rag, she dipped it into a pail of water and began to wash his pale face. Such a noble nose and fine square chin he had. He was recently shaved, and his hair had been cut into a style common among well-to-do men. Perhaps he was an aristocrat. Or a merchant. Or maybe he was a missionary, like those wonderful gentlemen Sarah had met on her journey. Perhaps eager to spread the gospel of Christ, had this man been sailing to some foreign land where he would reside for many years? What would he think when he learned that the ship in which he now reposed was returning him to England?

She glanced down at the myriad injuries that mottled and marred his broad chest and well-muscled arms. Had he fought valiantly when the pirates attacked? Or had he cringed and hidden? Had he battled until the moment he was thrown overboard? Or had he leapt into the sea in desperation?

When the physician and an assistant began to move the broken bones of the man’s leg in order to set them into place, the poor fellow cried out. As though he were emerging from a nightmare, his eyes flew open, unblinking and filled with terror. He stared at Sarah; then he clenched his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut again.

“There, there, sir,” she said softly, running her palm over his forehead. “You are safe aboard the Queen Elinor. Dr. Winslow tends your wounds. Pray, my dear man. Pray that God may heal you.”

Again the man’s lids slid open, this time more slowly. His gaze fastened on Sarah. “My father,” he gasped. “Tell him …”

“You will see your father again,” Sarah whispered. “You must rest now. Take in breath and refresh your lungs.”

“Tell my father …” He grimaced in pain. For a moment, she believed he had fallen unconscious again. Then he groped for her hand, found it, and carried it to his chest. “Tell him I tried.”

“Of course, sir. What is your father’s name?”

“James Locke. London.”

“Yes, James Locke. I shall not forget it.”

“I tried. Tell him that.”

“He will know. I promise you.”

As he swallowed, the tendons in his neck stood out. “Is Danny dead?” he rasped.

Sarah glanced at Dr. Winslow.

He shrugged. “The injured often speak nonsense. I advise you to make no promises, madam. Nor must you take seriously his ramblings.”

She took a small ivory comb from her bag and ran it through the injured man’s wet locks. So dark brown it was nearly black, his hair formed a shocking contrast to the blue of his eyes. Sarah watched the salty water fall in droplets onto the table. This was a fine man, she thought. God could use such a creature—once so hale and handsome—to His own glory. If he had intelligence, education, humor, and curiosity, he would make a godly tool for the Lord’s work. She must pray in that direction.

“Danny?” he mumbled. “Danny?”

“Rest yourself,” she cooed as she finished combing out his hair. “The future of all men lies with God. Whether alive or dead, Danny is in the presence of the Lord.”

The blue eyes opened wide again, shimmering like sapphires in the lamplight. “Is the lad dead then?”

“I cannot say, Mr. Locke. I have never met Danny.”

His brow furrowed, as if he would begin to weep. “Dead.

A boy of twelve.”

Sarah glanced at Dr. Winslow. “Was such a youth brought aboard, sir?”

The doctor shook his head. “More to the point now, madam, I must see to my other patients. Will you not retire to your cabin and allow my assistants to aid in treating the survivors? You are very pale, and I urge you to refresh yourself with food and rest.”

“But you have not removed the ball from this poor man’s elbow. I shall stay here during the surgery, sir.”

“That must wait until later. I have more urgent wounds to attend first. The leg is set, and God willing, it may begin to mend. Salt water, though painful, has a curative effect, and we must rely upon its powers for the minor injuries while we use our medical skills upon the serious ones.”

Sarah let out a breath of frustration as the physician moved away. What hope had these poor men aboard such a dank and ill-fitted ship? In London, the world’s finest medical care could be found—and it was rarely good enough. In the countryside, doctors were scarce, and so apothecaries plied their trade in various liniments and tinctures that hardly ever worked. Those few practitioners of medicine who chose to spend years away from home and family as ships’ doctors must be considered the least successful of the lot. Their aim, it was rumored, too often involved the pleasures to be found at ports of call rather than upholding the Hippocratic oath.

No matter whether incurred on sea or shore, an injury often resulted in suppuration and the victim’s demise. Death, in fact, seemed to Sarah as common as life. At a young age, she had lost her mother to an unnamed illness. Five years ago, her father had died of pneumonia. Her husband, too, was dead. He was killed instantly when a horse ran amok and toppled his carriage.

Reputable physicians tried bleeding, applying various tonics and plasters, and even surgeries in an effort to heal their patients. But success was uncommon. It was no wonder that Sarah’s father had made a fortune in the sale of opium and its derivatives, for easing pain proved far more successful than curing its cause.

As Dr. Winslow had confessed, not a single one of the men who lay moaning in this galley could have much hope of recovery. Sarah touched the key and chain inside the cloth bag she wore. Was Mr. Locke married? And if so, why had he not mentioned his wife? No, it was his father who haunted him at his darkest hour. Were the man to perish, Sarah must know more than his father’s name and city of residence. She laid the back of her hand against his cheek and stroked upward to his temple.

“Sir,” she said, leaning near his ear, “may I be so bold as to ask your name?”

At that, his eyes opened. He reached up, and with a cold finger he touched her cheek. “I am Charles Locke,” he answered. “Charles Locke of London.”

With her free hand, she pressed his palm to her face. “And I am Sarah. Sarah Carlyle.”

“Miss Carlyle.” He turned his head toward the fingers that lay upon his temple. “I thank you.”

“I am …” How could she correct him at a time like this? To insist that he call her Lady Delacroix seemed ridiculous. She despised titles and all that went with them. “I am Mrs. Carlyle,” she finished. “I am a widow.”

“Mrs. Carlyle, your hand is soft. You smell of lavender.”

With a start, Sarah drew back from the touch of his palm upon her cheek. But he held her other hand pressed firmly to his temple.

“Stay here,” he said, his voice firm. “Pray for me, Mrs. Carlyle. And after I am dead, tell my father—” his lips tightened as he fought emotion—“tell him I tried to do his will. Though I failed … tell him I tried.”

Standing over the wounded man, Sarah knew a tenderness she had never felt in all her life. It swept over and through her, welling up in her eyes as tears that brimmed and spilled down her cheeks.

“Mr. Locke,” she managed to whisper. “Trying is all that matters, for the results of our efforts always lie in the hands of the Almighty.”

For an instant, his blue eyes opened again. “Mrs. Carlyle,” he addressed her. He did not speak again.
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Of the one hundred and thirty-three men aboard the Tintagel, only eleven lay alive in the makeshift hospital inside the galley of the Queen Elinor. The faces of the dead came to Charles as he slept. The captain. The first mate. The boatswain. Merchants. Steersmen. Helmsmen. The ship’s boys. Danny Martin.

Anguish pouring through him at the memory of the lad whose cheerful hop-skip across the deck had become so familiar, Charles knotted his fists. “Danny,” he murmured.

A cool hand instantly covered his forehead, and again he smelled lavender. Opening his eyes, he saw that she was there, as she had been so many long days. Mrs. Carlyle. How could he have survived without her?

“Are you hungry, Mr. Locke?” she asked now, as she always did. “I have a hearty soup just here. It is quite warm and good, for I ate a bowl of it myself at luncheon.”

Charles closed his eyes. He knew fever raged through his body, for he could feel the heat inside his veins as his blood rushed through his head and pounded inside his ears. His leg throbbed with pain. His arm was paralyzed. His chest flamed.

Now she was singing a hymn, something his mother used to hum while she knitted beside the fire. Mrs. Carlyle’s voice lifted through his agonizing torpor. Sweet, clear tones with none of the affectations young ladies often used to impress their listeners. She was a songbird, a lark, a gift from God.

She sang day and night. Even when he could not see her, he heard her voice. Sometimes she went away—to sleep, he supposed, or to attend the other patients. But always she returned to his side, took his hand, wrapped his senses in soothing lavender, and raised him from the fire with her song.

He loved her. This much Charles knew. More than anything in his life, he loved Mrs. Carlyle. He loved her gentle smile. Her soft touch. Her lovely voice. He loved her eyes—deep brown eyes with long black lashes and brows that swooped like the wings of a dove across her forehead. He loved her nose, a pert and proper nose, with just the hint of pink along the bridge. He loved her mouth, full and beckoning lips that mesmerized him as she spoke or sang or fretted.

His physical pain mingled with the agony of knowing he had lost everything. Lost the gold. Lost young Danny. Failed his father. Somehow squandered all hope of the future he had once dreamed possible. But Mrs. Carlyle was near. In that, he could die a happy man.

“The rains passed us to the east,” she was saying now, as though they conversed over a tea table. “The captain said he expected a squall, but we had not a single drop. Though our freshwater stores are low, I am pleased at the storm’s passing. I am not fond of a tossing sea.”

“Mrs. Carlyle, will you marry me?” Charles asked her. Every day, he asked. Many times a day. She always said the same thing.

“No, Mr. Locke, I shall not marry you. Please do be reasonable.” With a sigh, she reached into her bag to retrieve a book. Quite often, she read Shakespeare’s sonnets to him. Sometimes it was Milton. But usually, she chose passages from a small volume of the Psalms. Each time she read the words of Scripture, her voice softened and mellowed, as though she were drinking the comfort she found therein.

Today, instead of a book, she held up something smaller. “This chain was taken from your neck,” she told him. “The captain gave it to me for safekeeping. Mr. Locke, I must be so impertinent as to ask if you are married. I should be remiss if I failed to inform your wife of your condition immediately upon our arrival in London.”

He studied the links of gold and the key lying in her palm. “I have no wife,” he said at last. “That is my father’s chain. He gave it to me at our parting. Father to son.”

As he spoke the words, Charles closed his eyes in painful memory. The chain was many generations old, a rare treasure forged by some unknown craftsman. Each Locke father had passed it to his eldest son. And on down the line to him. The last of the line. The only son of James Locke. And he had failed them all.

From slave to serf to farmer to tradesman and finally to steward of a great estate the Locke men had labored, climbing slowly and painfully through the ranks that society had imposed upon them. In Charles Locke reposed the dreams of all those who had come before him, all who had toiled on the land and served others in the quest for freedom from such bondage. At last, with James Locke came the single opportunity—enough gold to build a fortune. And James had passed the chain, along with the key to the box of coins, to his son. No longer servants, the Lockes would become masters. They would not plow the dirt or wash other men’s floors. They would not tally another’s gold. No—they would count their own money now.

James had entrusted all this grand hope upon his only male progeny. And Charles had failed. The chest of gold had gone to a pirate band. Sea rovers. Thieves who would squander it on drink and women and baubles.

“Keep it,” he told the woman, pushing her hand away. “I do not want the chain or the key. I have no need of either.”

“‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want,’” the voice beside him said. “‘He maketh me to—’”

“No!” Rearing up from his pallet, Charles leaned across and bellowed in her face. “No! No more Psalms, Mrs.

Carlyle.”

Stunned, she drew back as if he had hit her. “Mr. Locke!”

“God took it from me! Took it all. I shall not praise Him!” As he shouted, two men came and pressed him back onto the pallet. “Leave off reciting Bible verses! No more!”

“Be still, Mr. Locke!” Dr. Winslow’s face appeared before him. “You will wake the other patients.” He turned to Mrs. Carlyle. “Dear lady, I beg you … leave us now. You can see the effects of the fever for yourself. I must remove the leg. The surgery cannot be delayed.”

“Please, sir,” she begged. “Another day.”

“Another day and the infection may spread to his chest. If the heart is attacked, he cannot live.”

“But without his leg, he may be too disheartened to go on. Sir, you see how heavy his spirit lies within him.”

“He has lost all, madam. As you have told me, his young companion perished at sea, and his father’s gold was stolen. What reason does he have to live?”

Her beautiful eyes appeared in Charles’s vision now. Brown, dark with unshed tears, they searched his face as if seeking answers he could not give. She closed her eyes, and her lashes formed shadows across her cheeks.

“He has not lost everything,” she said in her soft voice. “He wishes to live, Dr. Winslow. Of that I am convinced.”

“Because he asks you to marry him? Madam, surely you see this is the rambling of a man consumed with ague.”

“Of course I understand that!” The dark eyes flashed. “But it is evidence of human feeling. Though he may be fevered, he has an awareness of life. He mourns his lost friend, and he thinks of his future. He smiles when I sing to him, and he fights to recover his health. He battles the ague just as he battled the pirates. You must not remove his leg, sir. Not yet.”

The doctor let out a hiss of frustration. “I shall not debate the matter with you after today. If his fever has not broken by morning, the leg must come off.”

As Dr. Winslow vanished from Charles’s vision, a tear slipped from the corner of Mrs. Carlyle’s eye. She flicked it away like an annoying fly. “Mr. Locke, you are to recover your health at once. I implore you. I command you. If you do not, you will lose your leg and perhaps your life. Dr. Winslow has amputated one survivor’s arm and a leg from two others already, and every man his knife touches is dead within the week. Now, if you are sensible in the least, you will obey me and rid yourself of this ridiculous fever. Do you understand, sir?”

He reached out and took her hand. “Will you marry me, Mrs. Carlyle?”

“Mr. Locke, if you can muster the will to recover, I shall consider it.”

Smiling, he relaxed onto his pillow. This was a happy thought indeed.
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After spending much of the past two months in the galley tending injured passengers, Sarah thanked God when the last of them was able to go on deck into the fresh air and sunshine. She did not care for the ship’s dark, smelly hold, and the constantly swaying lamps made her dizzy. Gimbaled, the lanterns safely pitched about with the movement of the waves and did not tip over. But Sarah knew that one careless passenger or a single drunken sailor could set the entire vessel aflame. This fear plagued her despite her best intentions.

Now at an outdoor tea table once again, she observed the white cliffs of Dover with gratitude. It could not be long before she must set sail again, and she intended to make the most of her short time on the blessed firmness of land. Six months, perhaps a year at the most, would allow time to put the affairs of her estate back in order.

With her parents deceased, Sarah felt responsible for her two younger sisters. Mary had wed John Heathhill, an upstanding gentleman who had inherited eight thousand pounds, and she enjoyed enough financial security to reside in comfortable circumstances. Prudence, who was as silly as she was beautiful, had yet to fix her mind upon any one of her many suitors. As Prudence was utterly dependent on the charity of her eldest sister, Sarah had allotted her a thousand pounds a year. Unless their situations had altered since their last letters, the two young ladies lacked nothing. All the same, Sarah had decided to settle the sum of ten thousand pounds on each of them.

Such a generous gift would elate Mary, who had a propensity for hosting balls, grand dinners, and other affairs that put her into the company of the smart and fashionable among London society—the ton, as they liked to call themselves. Prudence adored the countryside. Her endowment would allow her to marry well and afford the home of her dreams outside the city.

Thus only one person of any concern to Sarah remained.As the last living heir to the Delacroix family legacy, George’s nephew, Henry Carlyle, had inherited the title, the London house, and the country manor. But the new baron was in no better monetary condition than had been his uncle before him. Because Sarah had brought her father’s fortune into her marriage, it had reverted to her upon her husband’s death.Though some funds had gone into refurbishing the two homes, the actual barony remained nearly penniless.

Lord Delacroix, whom Sarah had met on several occasions, had impressed her as among the most foolish and reckless cads of her acquaintance. Duty called her to consider settling some few thousand pounds upon this wastrel, but she had not made up her mind how much. It had been her father’s money, after all. Now it was hers—and thus, without question, it belonged entirely to God.

Sarah poured herself a second cup of tea and was reaching for the sugar when a man’s hand suddenly appeared around her shoulder and lifted the bowl. She glanced up with a start, but her surprise quickly vanished in the warm glow of recognition that flooded her chest.

“Mr. Locke,” she said, taking the sugar from him. “You have come to tea. How delighted I am to see you. Please do sit down, sir.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Carlyle.” Leaning his cane against the table, he seated himself in the chair nearest hers. “You are lovely, as always.”

She smiled, more pleased at the compliment than she wished to acknowledge. “And you have more color in your face today. I believe yesterday’s promenade about the deck did you much good.”

At this, his expression sobered. “A week of regular exercise has done little for my leg. I now walk with a limp. It is as simple as that.”

“A week is nothing, sir. A month or two will tell you more.” She poured him a cup of steaming tea, dropped two lumps of sugar into it, and then gave it a stir. The ship had run short of fresh milk since its last port of call on the coast of West Africa, and Sarah missed its mellowing effect in her tea.

“A week is enough to know,” he replied with a sigh. “My left arm is useless, and the leg is permanently maimed. I doubt that I shall ever ride again. As for the pain, I fear it may abide the rest of my life.”

“Nonsense. You are far too grim, Mr. Locke. If you could see what great progress you have made since your arrival on the Queen Elinor, you would be more cheerful. You may recall that you were so near death that we nearly stitched you into a shroud and tossed you overboard. And not long after that, Dr. Winslow was determined to amputate your leg. Had you not rallied, he would have succeeded despite my best efforts to protect you from his knife. No indeed, you are a miracle, sir. I fully expect that you will regain all your former strength and live a long life of service to the Lord who has preserved you.”

One corner of his mouth lifted as he regarded her. “I have never known an unhappy word to proceed from your mouth, Mrs. Carlyle.”

“You have not known me long enough, then. I assure you, I have spoken many unhappy words in my past, and no doubt many are yet to come. But I am of the firm belief that God is with us through every storm, and how dare we complain?”

“I dare very easily. Two months ago, I set sail from England with the aim of establishing a profitable tea trade upon which to build my fortune. Now I return to those same shores, penniless and crippled. If that is not reason for discontent, I must declare myself not only poor and weak but of unsound mind.”

“Once upon a time, sir, I thought you might be quite out of your mind. You raved and muttered and groaned such nonsense as to keep the entire company awake at night. But see how well you are recovered. Just as you have regained your senses, so you will return to health.”

He took a sip of tea and gazed out upon the shimmering white chalk cliffs. Sarah knew she was perhaps too hopeful, yet she could not bear to see this man in such a mournful state. During his convalescence below-decks, she had often witnessed his glorious smile as she sang to him or discussed the affairs of the ship. Until he attempted to stand and walk, Mr. Locke had been a gentle, kindly sort of person. She had enjoyed his company immensely. Now this dark passion had erupted, and she tried to understand how it had been brooding all along in the depths of his soul without her knowledge.

“I believe,” she ventured, “that your father will be delighted to see you. Perhaps he has heard of the attack on the Tintagel and presumes you dead. Think how happy he will be to learn you are alive!”

“My father is ruined and I with him. There can be no happiness in that.” He set down his teacup and raked his fingers back through his thick dark hair. “Our hopes sailed away with those marauders. Their theft of my chest ends our dream of an enterprise built on this very product. Tea.”

Sarah studied the brown-red beverage in her cup and tried to think how anyone could place all his hopes and dreams in such an unsubstantial thing. “Tea is tea,” she said. “But God is the master of all the earth, and in Him should you place your future.”

“As you do.”

“Of course. I have seen enough of the world to know that nothing in it has value beyond what use God may make of it.

Including myself. You must give yourself to Him heart and soul, Mr. Locke, and then you shall see what He does with you. Perhaps your injured leg and arm may matter little to you then, except that they bring Him glory.”

“Bah!” He hurled the delicate china cup to the deck, where it smashed to bits. Growling in pain, he pushed himself up from the table, took up his cane, and made his way to the rail, dragging his left leg across the damp deck.

A ship’s boy was at Sarah’s side in an instant. “Madam, I shall report this incident immediately. The captain will have that man taken down to the galley. Or to the brig.”

With a laugh, she held up a hand. “Good heavens, no, William, for Mr. Locke’s ill humor does not frighten me in the least. When you have swept up the cup, do bring out another, please. It is teatime, after all, and England is in sight. What happier moment could there be?”

As the lad dashed away to fetch a broom, she shook her head. No matter how common and familiar she had tried to become aboard the Queen Elinor, the passengers still treated her as her rank demanded. It was so dispiriting. She longed to be simply Mrs. Carlyle, as the injured men called her.They knew her only as the woman who had looked after them, bathed their wounds, sung to them, and insisted they be given the best of the food aboard the ship. Mr. Locke, in fact, had come to speak so openly with Sarah that she considered him far more than a mere acquaintance. He was a dear friend. A companion. A man she had come to care for. Perhaps his anger was a necessary part of his healing. She felt glad he trusted her enough to voice it so openly.

Charles Locke stood at the rail now, the tails of his coat flipping in the brisk breeze and his brown leather boots planted solidly on the deck. Though he limped, the man stood tall and straight, as though nothing could cripple the sense of pride within him. His shattered elbow gave him much agony, yet he squared his broad shoulders in an expression of defiance. Everything about him bespoke strength and vitality. Determination. Confidence. Courage.

Saddened that his physical limitations had so disheartened him, Sarah rose from the table and made her way to his side. From their conversations, she knew he had been educated at Cambridge. His father had been employed as the steward of a duke’s estate in Devon, and neither man was without resource. Though their gold had been stolen, they had their life, their health, and their sharp minds. No doubt they soon would rebuild their fortune and make themselves comfortable enough.

“I do believe this is the loveliest sight imaginable,” Sarah said, leaning her elbows on the rail and knitting her fingers together. “Is not England the dearest isle in all the world? See how the seabirds kiss the water and the sun paints patterns on her cliffs. When I think of all that is contained in this one small place, I am astonished. The cities of London, Leeds, and York. The bustling harbors at Portsmouth, Dover, Liverpool, and Hull. The Pavilion at Brighton, the castles of Northumberland, the churches at Canterbury and Staffordshire. The streams, the moors, the rolling hills, the lake country. Oh, is it not an embarrassment of riches, Mr. Locke!”

A wry chuckle rumbled from his chest. “More so than Burma, China, and India, Mrs. Carlyle?” he asked. “I recall many a conversation in which you sang the praises of the Orient.”

“Aye, yet none can compare to our beloved England. I am so eager to set foot in my own house again that I can hardly keep my toes still.”

She could feel his eyes as he studied her face. Sarah knew she had never been considered a great beauty, and she had no doubt that Mr. Locke found her appearance wanting. On this long journey, she had abandoned the trouble of pinning up her hair in plaits and ringlets. Nor did she wear her finest gowns and jewels. Instead, she chose simple cotton dresses and wound her hair into a bun at the nape of her neck. Only the curls at her temple testified to any knowledge of feminine fashion.

She did not mind that a man might find her plain. Sarah had decided as much long ago. She wanted to be plain, that nothing might stand in the way of the truth she prayed would shine through her life.

“And who will greet you upon your arrival in London, Mrs. Carlyle?” he asked. “Your sisters, Mary and Prudence?”

“I hope so. Pru now stays in my house, and Mary’s home is nearby. I shall send for her to call upon me at once. I am eager to hear what has transpired in their lives since my departure.”

“You will have much with which to acquaint them, as well. You told me you had compiled quite a list of places that were to receive the benefaction of your father’s legacy. A printing press in India. A hospital for blind girls in China. A mission in Burma. I believe the world is soon to be much better for your presence, dear lady.”

“Neither my presence nor my father’s money can change the world. Only the saving power of Jesus creates true and lasting change. You do believe this yourself, do you not, Mr. Locke?”

“Certainly. I am a Christian, and my father and I attend church together every Sunday. Yet I cannot say the effect of my faith upon my behavior has been the same as yours. You are … a bit obsessed.”

“Am I?” Now it was Sarah’s turn to laugh. “Obsessed? Such a word! I prefer to call myself convinced. My conversion—and with it the experiences of my childhood, youth, and marriage—has taught me that nothing retains any value outside of faith and obedience. Certainly not a firm stride, or a steady hand … or even a chest of gold.”

At this last comment, Sarah feared she had gone too far. But the man at her side did not respond in anger. Instead, he fixed his gaze on the green shores in the distance. Overhead, the snapping of ropes and canvas mingled with the cries of seagulls and terns. The salty air of the ocean now became laden with the fertile smell of plowed fields and blooming meadows. Land beckoned.

By the next morning, Sarah would bid Mr. Locke farewell. Perhaps he might wish to call on her in London, though she expected they both would be far too busy for such social niceties. This sojourn aboard ship must end, and with it their easy companionship. Sarah knew of no other option, for her commitment to her cause was resolute. And yet, she would miss this man. Perhaps more than she had ever thought possible.

Nights when she had lain alone in her cabin and toyed with the gold chain and key she now wore about her own neck, she had permitted her thoughts to wander too freely. Often, they had marched directly to Mr. Charles Locke, and there they stayed until she forced them onto more sobering matters. On the day of his rescue, she had considered him nothing more than a poor, ill man who must be treated with as much tenderness as possible. But as time went by—as they talked and laughed and passed the idle hours together—she had come to think of him differently.

At the sight of her entering the galley each morning, his handsome smile lifted her heart and set it to dancing. His hand on her arm sent tingles to her elbow. Then to her shoulder. And up to her neck. She had thought how much she would like to know the touch of his fingertips on her skin. How very warm his arms would feel around her. How breath-taking would be the pressure of his lips against her mouth….

And that is when she always remembered her husband. Cold hands. Brief kisses on her cheek. Separate beds. With that lonely chill came the equal bleakness of a life of parties, gossip, and endless empty flatteries heaped upon her until she nearly suffocated. She had no desire to repeat such misery. Ever.

“Mrs. Carlyle.” The voice beside her was hushed, barely audible above the splash of waves against the hull. “Please may I call you Sarah?”

She swallowed as Mr. Locke took a step that brought his shoulder against her own. Such liberties could not be taken lightly. Yet, when would they see each other again? Why not for this one brief time permit the walls of etiquette to topple? To act as they were. As friends.

“Yes, Charles,” she whispered. “Today … now … you may call me Sarah.”

“And may I take your hand in mine?” Before she could answer, he slipped his fingers between her clasped hands and drew one of them into his own. “Beautiful Sarah, in these past two months, you have become to me the very dearest of women. You have cared for me. You have comforted me. You have encouraged me when I supposed nothing could ever give me hope.”

“I am …” Her heart thudded so heavily that she was not sure she could think of a single appropriate thing to say “I am … happy. Happy to have helped.”

“I understand you have many plans, Sarah. You have sisters, friends, your dreams of traveling the world.”

“As have you,” she continued. “You and your father will rebuild your own dreams. I am sure of it.”

His fingers tightened around hers. “You believe in me, though you know my every weakness.”

“Sir, I hardly think you weak in any way. On the contrary, you are the strongest man I have ever met. You fought nearly to your death aboard the Tintagel. And then you battled infection and the threat of permanent injury. Now you will go forward with your honor and your intellect intact, and you will boldly create a happy life for yourself. How much stronger could one be?”

“Is it possible, dear Sarah, that you do not find me terribly tedious?”

“Tedious? Upon my word, to me you are a marvel. I have never known anyone so handsome or so—” She clamped her mouth shut. One more heedless moment and she would confess things she had not acknowledged even to herself. Swallowing down her mortification, she spoke a single word.“Kind.”

His laugh sent spirals of joy through her heart. “Handsome and kind am I? Well, Sarah Carlyle, I believe I can better that, for I find you beautiful and kind and charming, delightful, witty—”

“Enough!” Sarah reached out and cupped her free hand over his mouth.

He caught it at once and kissed her palm. His eyes closed, he pressed his lips to her fingers, then to the back of her hand, and finally to her wrist.

“I cannot bear the thought of parting from you, my darling Sarah,” he murmured, his cheek so close to her own that she could smell the shaving soap he had used that morning. “The idea that I might fail to wake to the soft glow of your brown eyes or fall asleep to the scent of lavender on your skin is unbearable. I love you, Sarah. I cannot imagine living my life without you. Please, I beg you, Mrs. Carlyle, will you marry me?”

So stunned as to be rendered utterly speechless, Sarah stared at Charles. Marry him? Could he mean this seriously? So many times he had asked—pleaded with her in his delirium. She had denied him again and again, of course. But now, surely now, he was fully sensible. He knew what he said. He meant every word. This amazing, wonderful man wanted her to become his wife!

Yet how could such a thing ever be? He intended to build a trade. She would do nothing less than return to the Orient to disperse her fortune. Though he knew she had inherited some income from her father, he could not have any idea the vast scope of it. He did not know her as a baroness, as Lady Delacroix. He could not envision the incredible wealth, power, and prestige that would come to him as her husband.

In this way, he made the perfect mate. For once, she had met a man who loved her for who she was.

But how could she reveal the truth? His love would turn to greed. He would forbid her to give away the money and live as Christ demanded. His patience and kindness would end, and his visions of riches would take their place.

“You must allow me time, sir,” she said softly. “I had not expected … I never thought you might love me.”

“You do not reject me at once? Then I have hope.” He took both her hands into his own, enfolding and clasping them warmly. “My dearest lady, do you love me? Tell me the truth, and I shall be content.”

Sarah looked into his blue eyes, amazed at the radiant love she saw shining there. “I care for you, Charles,” she told him. “I confess, I think of you in a way far different than I have ever thought of any man. You are all that I could ever want in a husband. But … love … ? I cannot say I know the true meaning of earthly love.”

“Then let me teach you, for one glimpse of your face inspires such passion inside me that …” He shook his head. When he spoke again, his words were heated. “What hindrance can there be to our union, Sarah? If you believe in me, as you say you do, then you must trust me to care for you and our children. Give your father’s money to charity, and see how I shall fight my way back to health and financial success. I can do this, Sarah. With you by my side, I can do it. For us.”

Pursing her lips, she turned her head lest he see the tears welling in her eyes. “It is not so simple. There are … complications.”

“Your sisters will become my own, dear lady. I cannot doubt that I shall adore them as you do. Perhaps my father’s home may not be as large as that of your late husband, but in time, I can purchase a good house for us. You will have a lady’s maid, footmen, servants. You will wear fine gowns and mingle comfortably in society.”

“Heaven forbid,” Sarah muttered. “You mistake me, Charles. Such accoutrements of wealth are hardly my aim.”

“But you have said you believe I can create happiness for myself. I beg you to become a part of my life, and I shall make you happy as well.”

“Charles, please …” Sarah drew her hands from his. “I must have time to consider your offer. I am not the young girl I once was, and I do not proceed in any matter of great import without carefully weighing the implications.”

“Not a young girl? You cannot be more than five and twenty.”

“I am exactly that—and old enough to have experienced two lifetimes of woe. Believe me when I tell you that your offer of marriage holds many attractions for me. But I must pray, Charles. I must seek counsel from my Lord. I cannot and shall not give you my answer until I have done so.”

Pulling away for fear that he might continue trying to convince her—and succeed—Sarah gathered her skirts and hurried to the steps that led below-decks. As she fled to her quarters, she lifted her fingers to her lips, pressing them there as he had done.

With one true kiss, she would be lost to Charles Locke. One reckless moment, and he might carry her away. A single touch, and she would abandon all her resolve. She must not permit him near again. Yet how she longed for his embrace.
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