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      “Are you a passenger traveling on the Northern Star, by any chance, madam?”

      The voice was male, British, well educated and raw with what sounded like pain and shock. It came from the shadowy entrance of a nearby alley. Amity Doncaster stopped cold.

      She had been on her way back to the ship, her notes and sketches of the local island scenes tucked into her satchel.

      “Yes, I’m traveling on the Star,” she said.

      She made no attempt to approach the alley. She could not see the speaker concealed in the shadows, but she was quite certain that he was not a fellow passenger. She would have recognized the dark, curiously compelling voice.

      “I am in rather urgent need of a favor,” he said.

      She was quite certain now that the speaker was in great pain. It was as if it took every ounce of strength and will he possessed just to speak to her.

      Then, again, she had met some very fine actors in her travels and not all of them had been professional thespians. Some had been very talented con artists and criminals.

      Nevertheless, if the man was injured she could not turn her back on him.

      She lowered her parasol and unhooked the elegant, specially made Japanese fan from the chatelaine at her waist. The tessen was designed to look like an ordinary lady’s fan, but with its pointed steel spikes and metal leaves it was, in truth, a weapon.

      Gripping the tessen in the folded position, she went cautiously toward the alley entrance. She had seen enough of the world to be wary of strangers calling out from the shadows. The fact that in this case the man spoke with an upper-class British accent was no guarantee that he was not a member of the criminal class. The Caribbean had once been plagued with pirates and privateers. The Royal Navy and, more recently, the U.S. Navy had eliminated much of the threat from that quarter, but there was no permanent solution to the problem of ordinary thieves and footpads. She had found them to be as ubiquitous as rats everywhere in the world.

      When she arrived at the mouth of the alley, she saw at once that she had no cause to fear the man sitting with his back braced against the brick wall. He was in desperate straits. He appeared to be in his early thirties. His night-dark hair, damp with sweat, grew from a sharp widow’s peak. He no doubt usually wore it sleeked back behind his ears, but now it hung limply, framing the planes and angles of a hard, intelligent face set in a grim, resolute mask. His light brown eyes were glazed with pain and the beginnings of shock. There was something else in those eyes, as well – a fierce, ironclad will. He was hanging on, quite literally, for dear life.

      The front of his hand-tailored, white linen shirt was soaked with fresh blood. He had removed his coat, wadded it up and now clutched it tight against his side. The pressure he was exerting was not enough to stop the slow, steady stream of blood leaking from the wound.

      There were bloody fingerprints on the letter he held out to her. His hand shook with the force of the effort required to make even that small gesture.

      She reattached the tessen to the chatelaine and rushed toward him.

      “Good heavens, sir, what happened? Were you attacked?”

      “Shot. The letter. Take it.” He sucked in a sharp breath. “Please.”

      She dropped the satchel and the parasol and crouched beside him. Ignoring the letter.

      “Let’s have a look,” she said.

      She infused her voice with the calm authority that her father had always used with his patients. George Doncaster had claimed that the notion that the doctor knew what he was about gave the patient hope and courage.

      But this particular patient was not in the mood to be reassured. He had one objective in mind and he pursued it with every ounce of his fading strength.

      “No,” he said through gritted teeth. His eyes burned with determination to make certain she understood what he was saying. “Too late. Name’s Stanbridge. I booked passage on the Star. Looks like I’m not going to be making the voyage to New York. Please, a favor, madam. I beg of you. Very important. Take this letter.”

      He was not going to let her help him until he had made certain that she would deal with the letter.

      “Very well.” She opened the satchel and dropped the letter inside.

      “Promise me that you will see to it that the letter gets to my uncle in London. Cornelius Stanbridge. Ashwick Square.”

      “I am on my way back to London,” she said. “I will deliver your letter. But now we must deal with your wound, sir. Please let me examine you. I have had some experience with this sort of thing.”

      He fixed her with a riveting gaze. For the briefest flash of time she could have sworn that she saw something that might have been amusement in his eyes.

      “I have the impression that you have had a great deal of experience in many things, madam,” he said.

      “You have no idea, Mr. Stanbridge. I will take excellent care of your letter.”

      He looked hard at her for a few seconds longer through half-closed eyes.

      “Yes,” he said. “I believe you will do precisely that.”

      She unfastened the blood-drenched shirt and eased aside the hand he was using to press the crumpled coat against the wound. A quick look told her what she needed to know. The flesh of his side was ripped and bloody, but she saw no sign of arterial bleeding. She pushed his hand and the coat back into place and got to her feet.

      “The bullet passed cleanly through and I don’t believe any vital organs were struck,” she said. Working quickly, she hiked up the skirts of her traveling dress and tore several lengths of fabric off her petticoats. “But we must control the bleeding before we take you to the ship. There is no modern medical care available on the island. I’m afraid that you are stuck with me.”

      Stanbridge grunted something unintelligible and closed his eyes.

      She fashioned a thick bandage out of one long strip of the petticoat. Once again she eased his clenched hand and the coat away from his side. She pulled the edges of the wound together as best she could, fit the bandage over the gash and then clamped his hand on top to hold the compress in place.

      “Press hard,” she ordered.

      He did not open his eyes but his strong hand clenched tightly around the makeshift bandage.

      Swiftly she wound two long strips of petticoat fabric around his waist and tied them securely to hold the bandage in place.

      “Where did you learn to do that?” Stanbridge growled. He did not open his eyes.

      “My father was a doctor, sir. I was raised in a household where medicine was the chief topic of conversation at every meal. I often assisted him in his work. In addition, I traveled the world with him for a few years while he studied medical practices in various foreign lands.”

      Stanbridge managed to open his eyes partway. “This is, indeed, my lucky day.”

      She glanced at the bloody shirt and coat. “I wouldn’t go so far as to call it your lucky day, but I do believe that you will survive it. Under the circumstances that is no small thing. Now we must see about getting you aboard the Star.”

      Her father had died a year earlier, but she still carried his medical kit with her on her own journeys abroad. The kit, however, was back in her stateroom on board the ship. Now that she had staunched the worst of the bleeding she had to figure out a way to get Stanbridge to the Star.

      She rose, went to the entrance of the alley and stopped the first two people she saw, both locals on their way to the market. It was only a matter of a few minutes to get things organized. One glance at Stanbridge in the alley and the men understood what was needed.

      With the assistance of two of their friends, both fishermen, they conveyed the barely conscious Stanbridge back to the ship in a makeshift litter fashioned from a fishing net. Amity tipped them quite extravagantly, but they seemed more pleased with her heartfelt gratitude than with the money.

      Members of the Star’s crew got the patient into his stateroom and onto the narrow bunk. Amity requested that her medical kit be brought from her own stateroom. When it arrived she set to work cleaning the wound and closing it with several stitches. Stanbridge groaned from time to time, but for the most part he drifted in and out of consciousness.

      Amity knew that she was on her own with the patient. There was no longer a doctor on board the Star. The ship’s physician, a ruddy-faced, overweight man who had been given to smoking and heavy drinking, had succumbed to a heart attack shortly after the ship departed from its last port of call. Amity had stepped into the breach as best she could, treating the various shipboard injuries and occasional bouts of fever that occurred among the crew.

      There were only a handful of other passengers on the Star – British and American for the most part. The Star would take on a few more when it stopped at other islands along the way, but it was unlikely that Captain Harris would be able to find another doctor until they arrived in New York.
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      The fever set in sometime around midnight. Stanbridge’s skin was alarmingly hot to the touch. Amity soaked a cloth in the basin of cool water that the cabin attendant had brought to her and draped it across the patient’s forehead. His eyes flickered open. He looked at her with a bewildered expression.

      “Am I dead?” he asked.

      “Far from it,” she assured him. “You are safely on board the Northern Star. We are on our way to New York.”

      “You’re sure I’m not dead.”

      “Positive.”

      “You would not lie to me about a thing like that, would you?”

      “No,” she said. “I would never lie to you about something that important.”

      “The letter?”

      “Safe in my satchel.”

      He watched her intently for a long moment. Then he seemed to come to a conclusion.

      “You would not lie about that, either,” he said.

      “No. You and your letter will both arrive in New York, Mr. Stanbridge. You have my word.”

      “Until then, promise me that you will not tell anyone about the letter.”

      “Of course I won’t tell anyone about it. The letter is your personal business, sir.”

      “For some reason I think that I can trust you. In any event, it doesn’t look as if I’ve got much choice.”

      “I will keep your letter safe, Mr. Stanbridge. In return you must promise me that you will recover from your injury.”

      She couldn’t be certain, but she could have sworn that he almost smiled.

      “I will do my best,” he said.

      He closed his eyes again.

      She removed the cloth, dampened it and then used it to cool the portions of his overheated chest and shoulders that were not covered by the bandage.

      A knock sounded on the stateroom door.

      “Come in,” she called quietly.

      Yates, one of the two stewards, put his head around the door.

      “Is there anything else I can do to help, Miss Doncaster? The captain told me you are to have everything you need.”

      “That will be all for now, Mr. Yates.” She smiled. “You have been very helpful. I have cleaned the wound as thoroughly as possible. The stitches have slowed the bleeding. From now on it is up to nature. Fortunately, Mr. Stanbridge appears to be endowed with a strong constitution.”

      “The captain says that Stanbridge would have died back there on St. Clare if you hadn’t found him in that alley, got him to the Star and closed up that hole in his side.”

      “Yes, well, he didn’t die so there is no point dwelling on what might have happened.”

      “No, ma’am. But he’s not the only one on board who has cause to be grateful to you. The crew knows that you’re the reason Red Ned didn’t die of that fever he came down with last week and Mr. Hopkins didn’t lose his arm after his injury got infected. The captain is telling everyone he wishes he could keep you here on the Star. The crew would be pleased if you stayed and that’s a fact.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Yates. I’m glad I could be of some assistance, but I must return to London.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Yates bobbed his head. “Ring if you need me.”

      “I will.”

      The door closed behind the cabin attendant. Amity reached for another wet cloth.
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      Near dawn the fever broke. Satisfied that Stanbridge was out of danger, at least for the moment, Amity curled up in the room’s only chair and tried to get some sleep.

      Sometime later she awoke with a start. An unfamiliar flash of awareness shivered through her, rattling her nerves. She blinked several times, listening closely in an attempt to identify whatever it was that had roused her from her troubled sleep. All she heard was the low rumble of the Northern Star’s big steam engines.

      She unfolded her legs and sat up somewhat stiffly. Stanbridge watched her from the bunk. That was what had awakened her, she realized. She had sensed his gaze.

      She was oddly flustered. To cover the awkward moment she fluffed out the folds of her staid, brown traveling gown.

      “You are looking much improved, Mr. Stanbridge,” she said.

      It was the truth. His eyes were no longer hot with fever, but there was another kind of heat in his expression. It sent a shivery thrill of excitement across the back of her neck.

      “I’m glad to know that I appear to have improved.” He shifted position a little on the bunk. His face tightened in pain. “Because I certainly feel like hell.”

      She glanced at the medical kit on the dresser. “I’m afraid there is not a lot that I can do for your pain. I am running low on supplies. I have a little morphine left but the effects are short-lived.”

      “Save your morphine, thank you. I prefer a clear head. I’m not sure I introduced myself properly. Benedict Stanbridge.”

      “Captain Harris advised me of your name. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Stanbridge.” She smiled. “Under the circumstances, perhaps not exactly a pleasure but better than the alternative. I am Amity Doncaster.”

      “Doncaster?” His very interesting face tightened into a frown of concentration. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      She cleared her throat. “I have written several travel pieces for the Flying Intelligencer. Perhaps you have read one or two of them?”

      “Not likely. I never read that rag.”

      “I see.” She gave him her coldest smile.

      He had the grace to look abashed. “Now I’ve managed to insult you. That is the very last thing I wish to do, believe me.”

      She got to her feet. “I’ll ring for the steward. He can assist you with your personal needs while I go back to my own stateroom to freshen up and get some breakfast.”

      “Hold on, I know where I’ve heard your name.” Benedict looked pleased with himself. “My sister-in-law mentioned your travel pieces. She is a great fan.”

      “I’m delighted to hear that,” Amity said in the same cool tones.

      She yanked hard on the bell pull and reminded herself that Benedict was recovering from a nasty wound and therefore could not be held accountable for his poor manners. But the knowledge did not lessen her irritation.

      Benedict looked at the satchel she had placed on the dresser.

      “That letter I gave to you for safekeeping,” he said. “You still have it?”

      “Yes, of course. Shall I get it?”

      He considered that question for a few seconds and then shook his head. “No. Leave it there in case —”

      “In case of what, Mr. Stanbridge?”

      “It’s a long way to New York and I might take a turn for the worse,” he said.

      “Unlikely.”

      “Nevertheless, I prefer to have a plan in place to deal with such an eventuality.”

      She smiled. “I take it that you are a man given to planning for all possibilities?”

      He touched the bandage on his side and grimaced. “You see what happens when I fail to plan well. As I was saying, if I fail to make it to New York, I would consider it a great favor if you kept your promise to deliver the letter to my uncle.”

      “Cornelius Stanbridge, Ashwick Square. Never fear, I wrote down the address so I won’t forget it. But I assure you it won’t be necessary for me to deliver it. You will recover from your wound, sir, and deliver the letter yourself.”

      “If I recover, there will be no need for me to deliver it.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “What does that mean?”

      “Never mind. Just promise me that you won’t let that satchel out of your sight until I feel strong enough to take care of the letter myself.”

      “I give you my word that I will keep the satchel and the letter with me at all times. But I do feel that, given all that has transpired, I am owed some explanation.”

      “In return for your promise to guard the letter I give you my word that someday I will explain as much as I can.”

      And that was all she was going to get by way of a guarantee that she would one day be told the truth, she concluded.

      A knock announced the return of Yates. She hoisted the satchel and crossed the small space to open the door.

      “I will look in on you again after breakfast, Mr. Stanbridge,” she said. “Meanwhile, be sure you do nothing to undo my needlework.”

      “I’ll be careful. One more thing, Miss Doncaster.”

      “What is that?”

      “According to the Northern Star’s schedule, we are not due to arrive in New York for another ten days. In addition to the passengers who are already on board, we will no doubt be picking up a few more.”

      “Yes. What of it?”

      He levered himself partway up on one elbow. Pain tightened the corners of his eyes. “Do not tell anyone else about that letter – not any of the other passengers or any members of the crew. It is vitally important that you not trust anyone who is on board now or who may come aboard between here and New York. Is that clear?”

      “Quite clear.” She gripped the doorknob. “I must say, you are certainly a man of mystery, Mr. Stanbridge.”

      He sank wearily back down onto the pillows. “Not at all, Miss Doncaster. I’m an engineer.”
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