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            Chapter 1

         

         Viola Hextall had spent a great deal of time considering what monikers to bestow upon her two captors.

         Mostly out of boredom, but there was a healthy measure of ire and resentment involved. She felt the latter two sentiments in spades, and the feelings only grew stronger the farther away they sailed from England’s shores. Destined for some godforsaken place called New York.

         Who in their right mind would want to go to a place called New York anyway, when the old York was perfectly fine? A little provincial, perhaps, what with the medieval wall that ran around it and the buildings that were so old that they leaned into each other over the streets, but the old York was not so very far from London. And London was where Viola should be right now, preparing for the next season. She should be selecting gowns that best suited her figure, fabrics that best complemented her complexion, and wealthy, titled gentlemen who might best suit her requirements for a potential husband.

         Instead she found herself on a prison disguised as a ship, under the intolerable supervision of two gaolers disguised as chaperones. Or at least that was what her brother, the Earl of Boden, had called them when he hired them. When he had completely overreacted this past summer and declared that Viola needed some “life experience” outside of London.

         A grand tour, he’d had the nerve to call it, when he had secured her passage and personally seen her onto this ship. As if she were heading toward the finest cities in Europe and not some backwater colony hacked out of the wilderness. As if she were heading off on a glamorous journey with her friends instead of being dragged into exile by hired wardens.

         So, out of umbrage, she’d renamed them.

         The oldest of the two wardens she’d christened Bart, for the woman’s resemblance to a particularly substantial mastiff Viola’s family had owned when she was a child. The flattened face, drooping jowls, boxlike head, and small, squinty eyes were as characteristic of the buxom woman as they had been of the canine. Granted, the woman didn’t drool like old Bart had, but she certainly barked. Loudly, and whenever she felt Viola had committed some sort of offense that was contrary to the proper behavior befitting a young lady. Even the captain of the bloody ship seemed a little afraid of Bart, and the sailors with whom Viola might have found a temporary diversion—really, what offense could there be in a little harmless flirting?—positively wilted when subjected to the older woman’s sharp tongue.

         The second chaperone wasn’t much better, though she was half the size of Bart and not nearly as loud. Narrow and as rigid as a wheel spoke, Viola had dubbed her the Post. Her mouth had never once broken from its severe line—honestly, Viola couldn’t say with any confidence if the woman even had teeth—and a deep crease of grievance was permanently carved upon her brow. Viola was reasonably sure that, if an ocean wind ever succeeded in lifting the Post’s stiff skirts above her ankles, the lucky bystanders would be treated to an astonishing view of an actual post lashed tightly to her bony spine. At least the Post didn’t bark.

         She just glared.

         There were long stretches during each day when Viola fantasized about tying Bart and the Post together and stashing them in the holds. The Post might even fit into a barrel, though Bart would have to be wrapped and baled with twine. Or, if the holds were not sufficient, Viola imagined hoisting each one aloft, leaving them dangling from the pulleys and ropes that crisscrossed the space above her head, so that their skirts could flutter in the wind like flags. Unrealistic and uncharitable, she knew, but who could blame her? Goodness knew there was little else on the ship to divert her thoughts.

         With, of course, the exception of Mr. Shaw.

         Viola wasn’t quite sure what to make of Mr. Nathaniel Shaw, though he had certainly piqued her interest, that was certain. The man had been hired by the earl as the ship’s surgeon for the duration of the voyage, in exchange for his passage to New York. He was sinfully handsome, or at least he could be, if he paid any attention to his appearance. Wide shoulders, a thick chest, a square jaw. Reddish-brown hair worn shaggy, as if he simply didn’t care about style. Which was baffling. Really, what sort of educated man didn’t care about style? And he rarely shaved, letting the stubble grow thick on his face for days before he remembered the basics of personal grooming. It went to show what happened when a man was left to his own devices without a valet to take care of such things.

         He rarely spoke to her. Other than a bland greeting or an equally mild inquiry regarding her daily health, he simply smiled, nodded his head, and went on with whatever he was doing. Which, when he wasn’t seeing to minor injuries and afflictions suffered by the crew, was usually reading. Again, baffling. Men usually went out of their way to talk to her.

         And, unlike the remainder of the crew, Mr. Shaw didn’t seem to be at all intimidated by her grim custodians. In fact, he spoke to them often, as he did the ship’s captain and a number of sailors who seemed to seek him out for his opinion on a variety of subjects, or just casual conversation. He was never anything but amiable. She’d yet to hear him raise his voice to anyone. She’d yet to hear him voice displeasure at anything or refuse a request, even when he’d been asked to help out with things on board that were certainly not within his duties as a surgeon. He was utterly inscrutable.

         She’d thought to secretly give him her own nickname, but thus far, she’d been unable to come up with a label that defined him.

         She’d overheard her brother talking about him before he’d forced her onto this ghastly ship of his. Mr. Shaw had been a surgeon for the army, and now that Britain’s military responsibilities were diminished, Mr. Shaw thought to make his way to the Americas to seek his fortune. Simply leave everything behind in England and set off to a place he knew nothing about. Just like that. He had only a single trunk, for goodness’ sake. How could one seek a fortune with a single trunk of possessions to his name?

         Baffling, baffling, baffling.

         Viola watched him now from under the brim of her bonnet, which was tied down firmly with a ribbon knotted under her chin. The wind was up today, screaming through the rigging and snapping at the sails, and she could feel the ship surging beneath her feet. She’d spent the first couple of weeks stumbling around like a drunken jester, but she’d long since gotten used to the roll and pitch. And unlike Bart and the Post, she’d never spent any time crouched over a basin, casting up her accounts. Mr. Shaw had seemed similarly unaffected. In fact, it seemed that nothing affected Mr. Shaw.

         Viola cocked her head, tapping her fingers absently against her skirts. Hmph. They’d been at sea for almost a month now. Perhaps she might test that theory a little further.

         It was certainly better than staring out at nothing but sea and sky. And today it was so bright that one couldn’t even tell where they separated on the horizon. It was like being in a giant blue bubble of nothingness.

         Surreptitiously, she glanced around, but there was no sign of Bart or the Post. She made her way across the sun-drenched deck to where Mr. Shaw was sitting against a port-side railing, his back to the sea and the wind. He was reading, his hands holding the pages neatly against his lap, though he looked up as her shadow fell across his book.

         He immediately got to his feet. “Good day, Lady Viola,” he said politely. As usual.

         “Good day, Mr. Shaw.” Viola looked around again, but Bart and the Post were still absent.

         “Were you looking for Miss Yates and Miss Woodward?” he asked.

         “Who?” Viola blinked, momentarily confused. “Oh, no. No, most certainly not.”

         “I believe they went below to rest,” Mr. Shaw supplied anyway. “They both said that they find the sun most punishing, though I suspect it is the pitch of the ship today that has left them feeling poorly.”

         Viola tipped her head up to the sun, letting the rays warm her face. But only for a second. It wouldn’t do to freckle. Even if it did feel decadent and glorious.

         “Yes, well, the sun can be detrimental to one’s health, I suppose,” she said.

         “I suppose.” A small smile played at the corners of Mr. Shaw’s lips as he glanced up at the sky and its offending orb. With rich copper tones glinting from his wind-mussed hair, and his eyes lit in a beautiful shade of blue, Mr. Shaw looked the picture of health under all that sunlight. He certainly made no effort to remove himself from its rays. Instead he simply stood, letting his eyes drop and regarding Viola once again in a contemplative silence.

         Viola stood awkwardly, staring up at him. It annoyed her that he made her feel awkward. Viola Hextall was not awkward. Ever.

         “Do you require something from me, my lady? Are you feeling poorly as well?” Mr. Shaw finally asked.

         No, she wasn’t feeling poorly. She was feeling bored. And not a little devilish.

         Her eyes dropped to the book in his hand. “What are you reading?” she asked.

         A single brow rose. “Nothing that would interest you, I’m sure, my lady.”

         Viola wanted to stamp her foot in frustration. This was so unfair. She should be plying her wit and her wiles on worthy gentlemen of the ton in a glittering ballroom. Not foraging for scraps of conversation from a man who clearly had little interest in talking to her at all.

         “Try me,” she said stubbornly. Surely whatever he was reading was better than staring at the infinite blue vacuum beyond the rail. If she didn’t talk to someone, she might just go insane.

         A second brow rose to join the first. “Very well. I am reading a collection of treatises by Ambroise Paré on the treatment and care of wounds consistent with the battlefield.”

         “Why?”

         “Why am I reading? Or why am I reading this?”

         “Why are you reading that? Aren’t you a surgeon? Don’t you know that kind of thing already?”

         Mr. Shaw shaded his eyes with his hand and squinted at her, as if he was trying to determine if she was serious.

         Viola crossed her arms and waited.

         “I know enough to know that I don’t know as much as I would like,” he said slowly.

         “What does that mean?”

         Mr. Shaw closed the book. “It means exactly that, my lady.”

         Good heavens, this was like pulling teeth. At this point in time in a conversation, men were usually complimenting her on her eyes, or her gown. They were usually gushing effusively over her beauty or her wit, or at the very least, trying to steal a glance at her décolletage. Mr. Shaw hadn’t bothered to do any of those things.

         Impulsively, Viola gathered her skirts and sat down on the deck against the rail where he had just been sitting. He had the grace to look startled.

         She smothered a rebellious smile. Bart and the Post would be having a fit right now if they saw her like this. Sitting on the deck of a ship, on her rear end with her legs tucked up underneath her like a common village urchin. A smile escaped as she wriggled to make herself more comfortable.

         “Please sit,” she urged. “It was not my intention to interrupt your reading.”

         “It wasn’t?” he asked dryly. “Because you’ve done a fair job of it.”

         Viola opened her mouth to offer a clever quip, except she couldn’t think of anything to say. Instinctively, she knew her usual repertoire of drawing room drollness would not impress this man. In the next instant, she frowned. Why on earth would she feel the need to impress this man anyway?

         “I was just hoping for someone to talk to.” She told the truth instead, hating the dejected note she heard in her voice.

         Mr. Shaw watched her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. He sighed, glancing around, before lowering himself to the deck beside her, resuming his original position.

         “Very well.”

         Good heavens, but he didn’t have to make it sound as though she had just asked him to jab a dessertspoon into his eyeball.

         She was careful to keep herself from touching him. “Tell me what it says. Your book.” If she was going to finish second to a book, she might as well know what was in it.

         “It talks about infection. How it is introduced into a wound and manners in which wounds can be treated to prevent it.”

         “I see,” she murmured. Up close, Mr. Shaw was even more handsome than she had given him credit for. The sunlight picked out blue flecks in his eyes that were the same color as the sea beyond them. A faint scattering of freckles crossed the bridge of his nose, and instead of being unsophisticated, they made her want to trace them with her fingertips.

         “It was your brother who found this copy for me,” he said, turning the book over in his hands and warming to his subject. “It is quite old, but much of the material in it is just as relevant now as it was then.”

         “Indeed.” She watched his mouth, wondering idly if he was a good kisser. Not that she’d had a lot of experience being kissed—she could thank her overbearing, overprotective brother for that—but the two times she’d been kissed, she’d found the experience to be pleasant. A little thrilling even, though that was probably due more to the fact that it had happened in a darkened garden where she was never supposed to be in the first place.

         Mr. Shaw was still explaining his literature earnestly. “The loss of life on the battlefield itself can be secondary to the loss of life that occurs once soldiers are removed from the field and treated.”

         “Really?” She tried to sound interested, but she had noticed that his complexion underneath days’ worth of stubble had darkened in the sun and wind, and tiny white lines radiated out from the corners of his eyes, as if he spent a lot of time laughing. Viola found she rather liked the idea of this man laughing. Liked the idea of being able to make him laugh.

         “The deliberate use of blowfly larvae within an open flesh wound is also something to be considered,” he was saying. “Those soldiers who are wounded and not removed from the field until much later often have open wounds infested with them. Yet their survival rate is much greater than those who are taken off the field immediately and their wounds covered.” He was gesturing with his hands now, and Viola hadn’t realized just how large they were. His fingers were graceful and long, like she imagined a pianist’s might be, the backs of them covered with a faint dusting of hair and freckles. He would have a deft touch, she was sure, and that thought inexplicably sent a ripple of gooseflesh across her skin.

         It was a shame, really, that this man was not a duke. Or at the very least, a marquess. Had he been one of those things, she would have pursued him. Would have gifted him her favor. Would have let him kiss her, for certain. Maybe even—

         “My lady?” Mr. Shaw was looking at her expectantly.

         Viola blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

         “I asked if you were feeling all right. You looked a little flushed suddenly.”

         “I’m quite fine.”

         He nodded, looking unconvinced. “I was afraid the subject matter might have been distressing. My apologies. I quite forgot myself.”

         What distressing thing had they been speaking of? Blowfly larvae? Open wounds? Viola almost snorted. Clearly Mr. Shaw had forgotten she had a brother. A brother who had taken great pleasure in tormenting her throughout her childhood with all manner of unpleasant creatures. Not that it had truly bothered her that much—but she had taken an equal amount of pleasure in pretending otherwise just to watch him suffer the consequences from a wrathful parent.

         “When we were children, my brother used to put frogs and worms down the front of my dress, Mr. Shaw. Repeatedly. Along with handfuls of pond scum and muck. A tiny larva is of far less consideration.” She surprised herself with that blunt confession. That sort of vulgar admission would be social suicide in a ballroom, a reminder that she had not been born with a title. That she had common roots. That her branch of the family had inherited an earldom quite by accident.

         But she wasn’t in a ballroom, flirting with and enthralling a captive audience of titled gentlemen. She was sitting on her arse, on an insufferable ship, in the company of an untitled man who would rather talk about blowflies than her charming comportment or her carefully cultivated appearance.

         Mr. Shaw stared at her and then chuckled, the corners of his eyes wrinkling in exactly the way she imagined. Thoughts of titles fled. His smile made her stomach do strange flip-flops.

         “You surprise me, my lady,” he said, his face still wreathed in mirth. “I had been led to believe your constitution was of a more delicate nature. I was clearly in the wrong.”

         He said it as though it was a compliment. As though her familiarity with pond scum was akin to her familiarity with a perfectly executed waltz. Yet, somehow, Viola found herself smiling back at him. God almighty, but Bart and the Post would have fainted by now if they had been privy to this conversation.

         Though what did it matter, really, if she spoke in this manner to this man? After they arrived in New York, Viola would never see him again. There was no need to remember the rules of comportment that she had so diligently obeyed since the mantle of Boden had descended upon their family. Mr. Shaw would certainly not be present in the social circles she would occupy, assuming this New York even had something that resembled nobility. He would not spread gossip to anyone who mattered about her descent into a conversation that was surely beneath her standing as the sister of an earl. And it was better than spending another hour of her life caught in the grips of intolerable boredom.

         “There are a great many things to be squeamish about in life, Mr. Shaw.” Like committing an unpardonable faux pas when being introduced to the patronesses of Almack’s. Or wearing something that was a season out of style. Or being dumped on the shore of a place called New York, a thousand miles from civilization. “Believe me, maggots are the least of my concerns.”

         Mr. Shaw was still staring at her, a strange expression on his face now. “Would you like to see them?”

         “See what?”

         Abruptly he stood and held out his hand. “Come with me.”

         Viola blinked up at him. “To where?” Where could he take her? There was nowhere to go. They were a tiny blip tossed about in the Atlantic.

         “To my surgery.”

         Viola frowned. Why on earth would he want her to see his surgery? What could possibly be of interest there? In the next breath, Viola wondered why she was wondering. Really, it wasn’t as if she had a planned excursion to the shops of Bond Street to be followed by a luncheon that would conflict. She had nowhere to go. Absolutely nothing to do.

         “Very well.” She put her hand in his, and instantly it was encompassed by a steady warmth, insulated against the sharp wind. A shiver that had nothing to do with the breeze tingled through her.

         She allowed him to help her to her feet, and he released her hand. She instantly mourned the loss of his touch.

         “Follow me,” he said.

         Out of habit, Viola glanced around. Whatever crew were on deck were oblivious of her, focused on their duties. Bart and the Post were still nowhere in sight. No doubt they would forbid her from exploring Mr. Shaw’s surgery in the absence of a sound excuse. Something like having one’s head chopped off. Or contracting the black death.

         Yet the idea of defying Bart and the Post was motive enough to follow Mr. Shaw. And the impressive figure that the surgeon cut as he made his way across the decks certainly offered additional incentive. Why had she never noticed the feline grace with which he moved, the easy strength that was evident with every stride? The buckskin breeches he wore certainly left very little to the imagination, and the skirt of his coat undoubtedly hid a very fine—

         “My lady?” Mr. Shaw had stopped and was waiting for her.

         Viola bit her lip, feeling more lighthearted than she had in almost a month. “Coming, Mr. Shaw.”
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