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Cornwall

1817

Priscilla "Priss" Fitch pulled out a piece of paper from her desk drawer, dipped her pretty ostrich plume pen in the ink pot, and began to write:

The Caribbean

1702

“Ship ahoy!” Sunlight sparked off the sailor’s spyglass as he scanned the horizon from the crow’s nest. “Broad on the port bow!”    

While none of his mates actually stopped working to look, there was an unspoken ripple of alertness among both the crew and the isolated groups of passengers on the deck of the merchantman James Bond. 

Victoria Gordon joined the other passengers gathering at the rail. At eighteen years of age, she was a small, neat young woman clad in light brown linen, unadorned with either lace or jewels. Instead of the tortured curls that were considered fashionable, her thick brown hair had been pulled back from her face and confined in a plump coil at the nape of her neck. Her appearance suggested exactly what she was—a French convent-schooled graduate who was returning from Martinique to her widowed father's London home, where it was expected that she would meet and marry some eligible gentleman.

Now, she shaded her eyes against the prickly glare of sun on sea with a properly gloved hand and focused on the jagged line of the horizon. It didn't help as much as she had hoped. She could see nothing but flat blue miles of water. 

"She still approaching?" The captain, standing a few feet behind Victoria, startled her as he bellowed up at the sailor in the crow's nest.

"Yessir," the sailor yelled down.

"What flag does she fly?” the captain demanded.  

“English, sir."

A relieved murmur spread like a gentle wave among the passengers at the news. The crew got on with their duties but remained on the alert for further developments. 

Nearly sun-blinded by now Victoria blinked several times to clear her vision before she resumed peering into the distance. Finally, she saw a smudge on the horizon. A smudge that eventually took the shape of a ship that was slowly traveling toward the James Bond. 

“She's taking in the situation," a male passenger to her left pointed out.

"Her sails are furled," another man said, a little too sharply.

"What does that mean?" Victoria asked them. 

Neither they nor any of the other passengers answered her. They were all staring in blank bewilderment at the oncoming vessel, not yet understanding what was taking place.

Sea spray stung Victoria’s face when she dropped her hand and watched the sleek, unidentified ship move steadily toward the James Bond. It took its time, breasting the foamy waves and nudging the wind as it neared. Still too far away to show more than its flag and iron-sheathed bow, the approaching ship began lining up at a point directly in front of the James Bond and its gaping passengers.  

“Notice how they’re angling in toward our bow so we can’t fire on them?” the portly man to Victoria's right observed.

“Why would they do that?” she asked him.

He was rescued from response by his frothy wife, who stood on his other side fluttering her fan. “Oh, me, oh, my,” she stewed. “You don’t suppose they’re—”

The other ship’s sails burst open then, rendering her into shocked silence as they unfurled with a whoosh of wind-billowed black canvas.

“They’re lowering the British Jack!” cried the sailor in the crow’s nest. “They’re raising—they’re raising the—” 

Victoria clutched the rail with frozen fingers as she watched the black-and-white Jolly Roger fly up the ship's flag line. 

And then everyone understood.

“Pirates!” shrieked a sailor.
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“But he lisps!”

Retired Admiral Sir Robert Fitch frowned at Priss, the youngest of his five daughters and the only one who'd yet to wed. This wasn’t the first time they had been through this, and he feared it wouldn’t be the last. Still, he pressed on. “What does that have to do with Lakewood’s suitability for marriage?” 

Priss frowned back at her father, sitting across the long marquetry table from her. She didn’t mean to sound like a saucebox, but she had had it up to her ears with his attempts to marry her off.  “He calls me Mith Prith," she answered crisply. "And I cannot and will not go through life being called Prith!”

Father and daughter had met in the library to share a bite of nunch and a bit of conversation. Or so Priss had thought. Now she realized it had merely been an excuse for him to run another one of Henry Oliver's infernal marriage lists by her.  

The very thought of Henry Oliver had her casting an exasperated glance at him. Gaudily-tailored as usual and his gray eyes glinting in the shadows, Henry had draped himself ever-so-casually against the mantel of the fireplace at the other end of the room. He responded to her scowl with an impudent smile and a small nod of his head, which served to irritate her even further. Gritting her teeth, she tore her gaze away from him and focused on her father.

Oblivious to the visual exchange between his daughter and his solicitor, the Admiral heaved a sigh and reached for his writing quill. He dipped it into the ink pot and drew a line through Lakewood’s name. Then he looked at the next name on the list Henry had compiled. 

“Gleason,” he read. “The Earl of—”  

“A drunkard,” she declared.

“A drunkard?” her father repeated with overt disbelief.

“The two times I danced with him in London, his breath stunk to the stars.” Priss shuddered at the memory.

Her father stared at her, his blue eyes troubled. Having achieved honor and renown sailing in the company of the late Admiral Horatio Nelson, he still wore his bushy muttonchops with pride. The thick whiskers made up for the thinning gray hair on his head. Now they fluttered against his cheeks as he blew out a frustrated breath and crossed off Gleason’s name. 

But his voice filled with renewed enthusiasm when he read the last name on the list. “Dubois. The Marq—”

“He’s French,” she replied in a dismissive tone.

“Half-French,” he shot back.

Priss raised a telltale brow. “And you know what they say about the French.” 

His reproving expression told her that she'd better have a good explanation.  

She did. “Womanizers,” she stated emphatically, “every one of them.” 

His patience worn to a frazzle, her father put down the pen and studied his daughter. She was beautiful, with clear blue eyes fringed by a thick fan of lashes and sun-flushed cheeks. Like her late mother, she was tawny-haired and on the tall, slender side. She would make a stunning bride, he thought, not for the first time, and he had so hoped she would come around to his way of thinking where marriage was concerned. But this was the third time they had been through this exercise, and the third time she had found something wrong with every man he mentioned.   

The Admiral cast an inquisitive look at the man who still stood at the far end of the library. He reminded himself to ask Henry about these lists he kept putting together as there seemed to be a distinct divide between quantity and quality. But first . . .

“Congratulations, Priscilla.” He returned his attention to his daughter, and his face looked haggard in the late-spring sunlight spilling through the open windows behind him. “You have once again both discarded and denigrated the names of some of the most eligible gentleman in England.”

She shot a baleful glance at the man she blamed for this unfortunate situation and then looked back at the man across the table from her and smiled with pride. “Thank you, Father.”

“This is nothing to be proud of, young lady.” His eyes, a paler blue than hers, were agleam with aggravation. “You’re on the shelf by your own choice at twenty, an age when most young women are either happily married or engaged to be married. And I feel obliged to remind you that the number of suitable men for you to meet is rapidly decreasing by the day.”

Knowing she had disappointed him yet again, Priss struck a demure pose, looking down at the hands she had clasped in her lap and saying softly, “I’m sorry, Father.”

The Admiral wouldn’t have admitted it under penalty of torture, but his last-born was first in his affections. She'd been quite the surprise to her middle-aged parents, drawing moans and groans of embarrassment from their four teenaged daughters and knowing looks from their set of friends when they announced they were once again expecting. Then his beloved wife had died of childbed fever, leaving him bereaved and forced to retire from the Navy to raise their baby daughter on his own. 

He'd been gone so often and for such long periods of time during his naval career that he hadn’t had much of a hand in the upbringing of Matilda, Drusilla, and twins Bella and Stella. He’d learned just how much he'd missed, however, when baby Priscilla turned her bright blue eyes upon him and gave him her first gummy smile. The nurse he'd hired to help him had dismissed it as gas, but Robert Fitch knew it was love, pure as prayer to a saint. He’d fired the nurse on the spot and taken over Priss's care himself. 

When the last of his older daughters married, he sold his London townhouse and moved with Priss to the ruddy cliffs of the Cornish coast. He bought a two-storied mansion built of mellow red brick located two miles from a small but thriving coastal village. The house was roofed with burnt red tiles, crowned by a half-dozen soaring chimneys and flooded with light and sunshine by tall mullioned windows. 

Above the main doorway was a massive balcony supported by pillars now clad in green creepers. Unless it was pouring rain or blowing snow, he drank his evening brandy on the balcony, where he had an unobstructed view of the terraces with their connecting steps to the broad and open beach below the house and, beyond, of the deep bay that flowed to and from the sea he so loved. 

The Admiral had educated Priscilla. He taught her to read and to write and to study history and maps and the classical languages. When she was old enough, he taught her to swim and to sail and to wield a sword. 

He told her stories, too. True stories born of his many and varied naval adventures. His vivid descriptions and enthusiasm brought to life the dramatic chases, near escapes and intense swordplay of life on the sea. Sometimes he told those stories at her bedtime; other times he told them during their after-dinner walks along the beach. But always, unbeknownst to him, they had fueled her dreams and fired her imagination and left her eager for more. 

For the finishing touches, he'd hired the former headmistress of a young ladies’ academy, who taught Priscilla dancing and deportment and the other social skills required to enter the beau monde. Then he'd sent her off to his older daughters, all married and living in London, to oversee her introduction to Society and, he hoped, to the man she would eventually marry. 

Priss had soaked up knowledge like a sea sponge and, to her father’s delight, had shown a natural aptitude for fencing—so much so that she still practiced it to this day. The sweetest plum in the pudding, however, was her lavish coming-out ball, which had been the talk of the ton. 

But no sooner had the ball ended, than Priss was ready to pack up and go home to the Cornish coast. Unlike her sisters, who had grown up in London, she wasn’t happy there. It was noisy and smelly and crowded with frivolous people who partied half the night and slept half the day. 

The strictures of society didn’t suit her, either. She couldn’t set foot outside of the house without a chaperone, which meant no sailing or fencing, or even exploring the city on her own, for fear of stirring up gossip. And the dirty gray London fog that begrimed people and buildings alike made it difficult at times for her to draw a deep, cleansing breath. She longed to wake up in the sun-splashed mornings at home, to hear the birds singing as they went about their bug-eating or nest-building business, and to smell the crisp tang of salty air that ruffled her hair and bathed her face when she walked on the beach.

She was definitely not enamored of any of the witless bucks and would-be gallants who sent her flowers or left their cards or even showed up unexpectedly to call. Some of them were as fussy and frivolous as Henry Oliver. Others sported a rather vacant look in their eyes that hinted at reasoning powers which were less than acute. Still others pressed against her and whispered in her ear, their air of familiarity and fetid breath causing her to turn away in revulsion. 

Her sisters begged her to stay, to attend just one more ball, just one more dinner party, to see if there was some man—any man at that point—in whom she might be interested. But Priss had made up her mind. She simply couldn't abide another moment of being powdered, painted, perfumed, and paraded around the ton dressed up like a stuffed bird, all in a fruitless attempt to attract a suitable bachelor. Finally, her sisters threw up their hands in despair, claiming that no man would ever even want to kiss, much less marry, a hoyden like her.

Ah, if they only knew  . . .

What Priss knew was that her destiny did not lie in London. So home to the coast, to her sailing and fencing and refreshing walks on the beach, she went. And at home with her novel-writing and her ailing father she intended to stay. 

That worried the Admiral no end. He was nearing seventy and he suffered from several afflictions, not the least of which was a failing heart. His age and his deteriorating physical condition were gall and wormwood to his warrior’s spirit. He wasn't afraid to die. He had faced death any number of times upon the distant seas. But he desperately hoped to see Priscilla happily married so he could die in peace, and he had clung on to that hope with the tenacity of a barnacle. 

The chances of that happening were looking more remote by the day. Priss was stubborn, and she had turned up her pretty nose every time he so much as mentioned her settling down. Hence, his arrangement with Henry Oliver to make a list of suitable men for her to marry—an arrangement that had yet to produce the desired result.

Now, the Admiral decided it was time to take matters into his own hands. “Tell me, dear," he encouraged her, "is there any man you would like to meet?” 

“Yes,” Priss said, raising her tawny head to bless him with a smile that showed straight white teeth in the perfect oval of her face.

Her father leaned forward, eager to hear her answer. “And who might that lucky man be?”

“A pirate.”

The Caribbean

The pirate ship hovered motionlessly, as if biding its time and waiting for the opportune moment to fire upon the merchantman.

Unfortunately for the James Bond, its guns were stationary, mechanical monsters locked in place and unable to fire in any direction except straight ahead. That gave the ship of prey, with its light swivel cannons, a distinct advantage in the coming battle. 

"Hard to starboard!" the captain ordered.

As the helmsman tilted the James Bond into a sharp evasion, Victoria tightened her grip on the railing to keep from being thrown back against the bulwark.

Its sails snapping with the fury of a thunderclap, the pirate ship answered that move by turning at an alarming speed and running parallel to the merchantman. 

"All hands! All hands!" the captain shouted. 

The crew responded immediately. Some roughly shoved the passengers aside as they rushed to their battle stations. Others began stringing slick, tarred cross-roping down from the shrouds and ratlines 

"Best go belowdecks, ladies,” the captain urged his female passengers as the brigantine brought its massive battery to bear on his ship.

“Why?” Victoria asked, keeping her eyes on the black-flagged vessel.

“We’ll probably be boarded soon, and it’s sure to be a bloody process.” He gauged the numbers of his fighting force before addressing the male passengers on deck. “You men will stay up here and fight with the crew.”

The other women turned to go down to a safer place below, but, for reasons Victoria couldn't explain, the sight of that dark ship exerted a hypnotism like a snake’s gaze on her, and she remained at the rail as it swooped in for the kill. The pirate
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