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The Pirate’s Secret
Baby





 …“What is it you want?”
Macdavid said, looking about the deck at his shabby little vessel,
which looked like a flounder alongside the sleek, sharklike
Prodigal.

Robert gestured at
the trio coming abovedecks.

“Her.”

“You! Reprobate!
Wastrel! Knave! Scoundrel! Libertine! Villain!” Miss Burke
sputtered to a finish having run out of epithets for the moment.
The two crewmen escorting her looked at her with new respect, but
she needed a few weeks aboard a pirate vessel. That would add salt
to her vocabulary.

A slow smile curled
his lips. The governess’s ugly linen cap was absent. While her hair
was pinned tightly against her head, it shone in the sun, a
glorious shade of chestnut with highlights of russet and gold. A
few wisps escaped to curl across her forehead, with enough amber
depths that it made one itch to unpin the mass and see all the
colors gathered there. No wonder the little hedgehog kept it
covered! Hair like that would inspire naughty thoughts in her
employers and jealousy in their wives.

She was also younger
than he’d suspected when he first encountered her, pegging her age
at around twenty-five years old. The day just became that much more
interesting.

“You missed me,
didn’t you, Miss Burke?”

“Why have you stopped
this ship? What do you want with me?”

Anger looked good on
her. The gray sack she wore hurt his eyes though. He’d have to do
something about that.

Robert turned back to
the hapless captain of the Clementine.

“This is what I came
for…”
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 “I seriously doubt that any
summer experience can possibly be more delightful than sitting on
the beach while reading The Pirate’s Secret Baby.”—Smart
Bitches, Trashy Books

 


“Pirates, a shipboard
romance, a new father upended by his unexpected responsibilities
and a woman who manages to keep her head and agency? Sign me up,
Captain.”—Dear Author Reviews

 


“A Great Read--I would
totally stow away on any ship Darlene writes about.”—Book Binge

 


“5 Stars!.. The Pirate’s
Secret Baby is a well-researched historical romance spiced with
humor. The story of Robert, Lydia, and Marauding Mattie weaves an
invisible spell that tugs at your heart strings, and I particularly
liked Robert’s non-violent, but oh-so-typically-piratical solution
to thwarting Lydia’s nemesis...I’ve read several of Marshall’s
previous pirate tales, but this is the best written and most
intriguing one...”—Pirates and Privateers Newsletter
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If anyone has ever wondered why my pirate captain is Robert St.
Armand instead of the more correct Robert St. Amand, blame
Canada.*

 


Thanks go to Diana Gabaldon,
who graciously gave me permission to use The Impetuous Pirate and
her characters “Tessa” and “Valdez.”

 


My editor, Catherine
Snodgrass. You help bring my words to life.

 


Raphael T. Rosenblatt, math
teacher extraordinaire, who allowed me to guest lecture to his
economics class at Harvard using a passage from The Bride and the
Buccaneer to illustrate how the barter system approximates
commodity currency in a market economy. That is so going on my
resumé! Reader, any math mistakes in this book are mine. He tried
his best to assist me.

 


Nathalie Fossé, PhD, LMT for
help with French phrases and words.

 


The Beaumonde (Regency)
chapter of Romance Writers of America. They’re always there for me
when I need answers.

 


The Alachua County (Florida)
Library District, zooming through the 21st century.

 


My beta readers, Janice,
Connie, and Amarilis. Any mistakes are mine, not theirs.

 


Captain Charles Johnson’s A
General History of the Robberies & Murders of the Most
Notorious Pirates is still very much in print and enjoyed by
pirates young and old.

 


*There is a tiny hamlet in
Quebec named St. Armand, but the correct English spelling of the
saint’s name is St. Amand. A municipality in New York repeated the
mistake when their town was named after the Quebec town. Then it
got worse—a lovely destination in Florida named St. Armand’s Key
continued the error. From Wikipedia: “A Frenchman named Charles St.
Amand bought property on the island in 1893. His name was
misspelled in land deeds, and this misspelled name is still used
today.”

 


I happened to be sitting in
a cafe on St. Armand’s Key sipping wine** and working on Castaway
Dreams when I exclaimed aloud, “What this book needs is pirates!”
Since I was enjoying myself so much at St. Armand’s Key, I decided
to call my pirate “St. Armand.” It’s probably a good thing I wasn’t
in Yeehaw Junction or Sopchoppy when I had this brainstorm. It
never occurred to me St. Armand’s Key was a historic typo, so I
merrily wrote along. I realized the error while doing research for
this book, and bring it to your attention so readers (even—or
especially—Canadian ones) wouldn’t send me letters saying, “That is
not a real name in French!”

 


**I earned that wine. I
walked over the bridge to St. Armand’s Key from the mainland to see
if I could overcome my fear of high bridges. It worked, and I’ve
made that hike a number of times since.






Chapter 1

1820

 The room reeked of stale perfume, spilled liquor,
hashish, the effluvia of multiple bodies and a hint of…donkey?

Not possible.

To be honest, it was
possible, but not likely.

Robert St. Armand
scratched his balls and sighed contentedly, an arm thrown over his
eyes to block the sliver of sunlight daring to insert itself
through the shuttered windows. Had there ever been a better
morning? He thought not. He recalled other visits to Madame
Olifiers’s establishment, evenings of bacchanalian delights
contributing to his near-legendary reputation, not just on tiny St.
Martin, but throughout the entire Caribbean. It was well-known in
certain circles a man could get nearly anything he desired at the
exclusive brothel, even things he did not know he desired until
they were offered to him.

Robert ceased his
scratching. What had he desired last evening? For the life
of him he could not remember who shared his bed (though the donkey
was a slim possibility, at best). Was it Francine, that naughty
minx whose round bottom was made for spanking? Raul, whose limpid
eyes and soft curls reminded one of a most luscious faun? Francine
and Raul?

Now, there was a
vision!

He moved his hand up,
resting it against the part of his anatomy risen like a bowsprit
parting the waves. He felt a tad tender in that area. Even if he
could not recall the details, he knew the evening’s activities has
been vigorous, prolonged, and one assumed, satisfying for all
involved. He’d spent the last fortnight in the brothel as a favored
customer and had a reputation to maintain.

“I’m surprised
there’s life in you yet, m’boy, after the night you’ve had,” he
murmured.

Still, his morning
condition owed as much to nature’s call as his desires. This
required movement and eye-opening, two activities he’d hoped to
avoid for a few hours more, but with a sigh he forced himself out
of the bed and made use of the pot beneath.

It was a lengthy
process given the amount of liquor he’d consumed the previous
night, so when the door burst open he only glanced over his
shoulder and said, “Be with you in a moment, love.”

He’d registered that
an unknown woman stood there, which was good because had it been an
unknown man he would have gone for his sword. Considering his
current activity, it would create a mess which Cornelia Olifiers
would take out of his hide and his pocket.

Eventually he was
drained and tottered back into bed, leaning up against the carved
headboard to face his visitor.

“If you’re here for
my morning fuck, sweetheart, you’ll have to come back later. I
don’t think I’m up to it right now,” he said in French, glancing
down. “Then again, like Lazarus I could be persuaded to rise from
the dead for a pretty face and a skilled mouth.”

“Are you Captain St.
Armand?” she demanded in English.

He looked up, eyeing
his visitor more closely. He wouldn’t call her face pretty, but it
was certainly colorful, that bright crimson in her cheeks, the
white lines around her mouth, the narrowed gaze with a flash of
green. The rest of her was neither colorful nor pretty. The woman
wore a gray dress of uncertain styling, baggy where it should be
fitted, resembling a sack. A white cap without a touch of lace to
soften it covered her hair. Clearly she was not in the usual style
of Cornelia’s girls. Must be one of the specialty doxies, and he
could guess what that specialty was.

“I did not request a
mistress of discipline last night, did I?”

His brow furrowed as
he thought, a painful process given the state of his head.

She advanced two
steps closer, fists clenched by her sides.

“Get up, you…you
reprobate!”

“No, seriously,
sweetheart, you will have to find another customer.” He looked at
her critically. “Some men like the stern English governess act, but
I think you would do better in a leather corset.”

“I am an
English governess, you disgusting piece of offal, your daughter’s
governess!”

The combination of
liquor and hashish and sex had left his brain like tapioca, but
even so, a small part of what she said penetrated his
consciousness.

“You are not here for
my morning fuck?”

She grabbed the
nearest object containing liquid and dumped it over his head.
Fortunately for him, it was the dregs of the wine and not the
chamber pot. Robert was too stunned to do anything but sit there,
dripping, as the unknown woman turned on her heel and stomped out
of the room.
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Lydia Burke leaned against
the papered wall, her hand at her throat as she tried to catch her
breath.

When Nanette told her
of her darling captain, she had somehow formed an image of a
grizzled sea-scoundrel, every bit of his dissolute life visible in
his face. The reality was nothing like she’d envisioned.

Robert St. Armand was
the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He had a face and form made
for sculpting in marble, the artist’s hands lovingly carving out
the long lines of his lithe frame, sleek muscles and shoulders
broad enough to swing a cutlass or a dance partner with ease.

His face would have
been too perfect, with those cheekbones sharp enough to reflect
sunlight and a cleft chin, had his nose not been broken at some
point. That small flaw did not detract, but rather made him look
more human, more approachable, and therefore more dangerous to any
woman with breath in her body.

Nonetheless, he was a
disgusting piece of offal. Poor Mathilde! What kind of life could
she have with a pirate who fornicated his way through the brothels
of St. Martin, and possibly the brothels of every island in the
Caribbean?

As if to punctuate
her thoughts, one of the whores strolled by at that moment. When
she saw at whose door Lydia stood, she winked.

“The captain is a
mighty lover, is he not? No wonder you look pale! You should eat
some oysters to restore your strength, cherie.”

The woman’s words
restored color to Lydia’s face. She smoothed down her faded muslin
skirt.

“I am only a visitor
here, mademoiselle. I have no knowledge of Captain St.
Armand’s activities.”

She snapped her jaws
shut as the woman critically assessed her total appearance in a
manner unique to Frenchwomen of any station. She wore a deep pink
cotton wrapper, lovely against skin the color of rich caramels, her
bare feet poking out beneath. She was abundantly curved and had a
dimpled smile.

“You have good
bones,” she said. “With a bit of color in your face and a proper
hair styling you might do well for yourself, if you decide to
stay.”

“Thank you,
Miss—“

“I am Francine
Dubois.” The girl dropped a pert curtsey, holding her robe shut to
keep herself covered.

“Thank you, Miss
Dubois. I am Lydia Burke and I already have employment,” Lydia said
dryly. She pushed herself off of the wall as Francine gave her a
Gallic shrug.

“This is a good
house,” she said. “Madame takes care of the girls, so if you find
yourself not liking your house you should reconsider.”

Lydia opened her
mouth to correct the girl, then closed it. She was, after all, only
trying to be helpful.

“Thank you for your
advice. Can you direct me to Madame Olifiers?”

“She is in the parlor
downstairs, the one with the windows that get morning light.”

Lydia nodded and
turned to leave. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Francine
enter Captain St. Armand’s room, exclaiming in French, “Captain
Robby! You look so unhappy! And wet!”

A slight smile turned
up the corner of Lydia’s lips as she went to search out Madame.






Chapter 2

 Robert paused in the doorway of the morning room,
plastering on a smile for the two women seated there. It never hurt
to make a good entrance. He had sent Francine to get him hot water
to wash off the wine and the remnants of their busy night and he
took his time dressing. If he was going to face that harpy again he
wanted to have all his weapons available to him, his wardrobe and
good looks being every bit as useful in certain encounters as sword
and pistols. He knew he looked more than adequate. He paid his
tailor well to ensure he would, and his looking glass reassured him
daily. The message he sent was that he was master of the notorious
Prodigal Son, a captain whose reputation preceded him. His
white linen shirt was unfastened at the neck, his coat of rich
cobalt silk was his own design, the polished brass buttons drawing
the eye to his shoulders and trim waist, while the diamond weighing
down the lobe of his ear carried its own message of status and
wealth. He seated himself at the breakfast table and poured a cup
of coffee, remarking mildly, “My nurse used to warn me if I
scowled like that my face would freeze in that position.”

“Miss Burke was
explaining to me that she spoke with you this morning, Captain,”
Cornelia Olifiers said. Madame looked her usual competent and
attractive self, her silvered chestnut hair neatly arranged in a
bun at her neck, and her smoke-blue eyes twinkled at him over the
steam rising from the cup she raised to her lips. Her cap was a
confection of Brussels lace, enhancing her appearance, not like the
rag atop the head of the woman next to her.

“I confess I was not
at my best this morning and may have given Miss…Burke?…a less than
coherent response,” Robert said, fixing a look that had charmed him
out of many difficult situations.

Gray, faded and bland
Miss Burke only stared at him, unmoved, but he was not willing to
concede defeat or change tactics just yet.

Cornelia rose, and
Robert did as well.

“I will leave the two
of you to talk in private,” she said, taking her cup with her as
she left the room.

Robert helped himself
to the shirred eggs and airy pastries on the table, as well as a
slice or two of ham. Cornelia kept an excellent kitchen and he was
not about to let some scowling spinster ruin his appetite.

He expected her to
start haranguing him while he ate, but she stayed silent. To his
dismay he began to feel nervous, wondering what was going through
her head. Finally, when the thick atmosphere became more than he
could stand, he set down his knife and fork and watched her calmly
drinking her coffee.

“I thought you had a
tirade you wished to share with me, Miss Burke. Was that all
resolved earlier?”

She dabbed at her
lips and pushed her plate away, fixing her eyes on him. They were
the same shade as a malachite carving in his cabin, a fierce little
goddess of Aztec origin who’d been in the possession of a Spanish
merchant. The Spanish brig had an encounter with The Prodigal
Son west of Cuba and Robert kept the smooth stone figurine as a
memento of a profitable day.

“I realize you were
befuddled by alcohol and your wretched excesses of the previous
night, but do you recall anything I said, Captain? Anything at
all?”

He sipped his own
coffee, trying to think. She’d called him names, dumped a pitcher
over his head, refused to fuck him…

“Daughter. You said
my daughter. A ridiculous statement, since I have no
children. I am quite careful in such matters.”

“Not careful enough,”
the woman snapped. “Nanette Lestrange bore your child and before
you protest, once you see Mathilde you will see for yourself she is
yours.”

Robert set down his
cup, his fingers gone nerveless.

“Impossible. Nanette
would inform me if such a thing happened. I would have made
arrangements for a child.”

The governess raised
her eyebrows. She appeared surprised that he’d assume financial
responsibility for any by-blows.

“Nanette said you
left her well able to take care of herself,” she grudgingly
admitted. “She took the money you gave her and opened a dress shop
that was popular and profitable in Philipsburg.”

“Where is Nanette
now?”

Miss Burke swallowed,
and when she looked up at him there was a shadow in her eyes.

“Nanette is
dead?”

She nodded, and
Robert found his appetite gone.

“Nanette Lestrange,”
he said. “She was good to me when I first arrived in the
islands.”

He remembered the
Frenchwoman who was soft and welcoming, patient with a youngster
who did not know nearly as much as he thought he did, but knew a
great deal more about life, and pleasing women, and pleasing
himself by the time Nanette finished instructing him. A few rich
strikes at sea and he’d returned to buy out Nanette’s contract with
Madame and set her up in her own quarters until they parted on
friendly terms.

“An illness carried
Nanette off last summer. Now I have a new position awaiting me and
I can no longer care for Mathilde,” the governess said.

“I would pay you,” he
said quickly. “You could continue to care for the child.”

Miss Burke’s look at
this statement came close to freezing Robert’s guts.

“You have not even
met your daughter and already you wish to be rid of her? I am not
Mathilde’s mother, nor am I her father. She is your responsibility,
Captain St. Armand. Loathe as I am to leave her with a pirate
wastrel, she is still your daughter.”

“I am not a wastrel,”
Robert muttered, his mind awhirl at the thought of a child in his
care. He knew himself well enough that he could think of few people
less suited to raise offspring.

She rose from the
table and Robert jumped up.

“Where are you
going?”

“I am saying farewell
to Mathilde, and then I am leaving this establishment,” she said,
her tight mouth puckering at the idea of spending a minute longer
in a bawdy house than absolutely necessary.

“Wait! No, you cannot
leave! Who will take care of the child?”

“Mathilde is
eight years old, Captain, in case you are unable to do the
arithmetic. She is quite capable of dressing herself and if you
provide her with food, she can feed herself as well. She is an
intelligent child and will grow up to be a warm and caring
individual, despite her paternity. Nanette was an excellent
mother,” she finished softly.

Robert stared at the
governess, as if he could hold her in place with his gaze
alone.

“Let me come with you
when you say farewell. It will be better if you are there when I
meet her for the first time.”

Miss Burke looked at
him keenly and Robert fought the urge to step back. He had not
backed down from a fight since—well, in a long time—and he was not
about to be cowed by a drab, dusty governess.

Nonetheless, he
fought hard not to fidget.

“That may be
best.”

She turned to leave,
and Robert followed in her wake, the little food he’d eaten sitting
like round shot in his stomach as he accompanied the governess
outside to the detached kitchen. The few ladies up and about at
this hour chirped out greetings in a variety of languages, French,
English, Spanish and Dutch. St. Martin was tiny but a busy
crossroads, and the ship traffic kept the women well employed and
the house’s owner comfortable.

“Perhaps Cornelia
knows a family who could take her in.”

He’d spoken to
himself, but the governess rounded on her heel and glared at
him.

“You would leave your
daughter’s care to a brothel keeper?”

“You do not know me,
Miss Burke, and you do not know my associates. If I asked Cornelia
to find the child…”

“Mathilde. Your
daughter’s name is Mathilde, Captain St. Armand.”

“If I ask her to find
Mathilde a suitable home, she will.”

“Wait here,” the
woman commanded him.

Robert stood with his
arms crossed over his chest, his boot tapping nervously at the
flagstones. He heard voices within the kitchen, then she emerged, a
child holding her hand.

Robert looked down at
a miniature version of his mother.

Mathilde’s black
curls clustered about her head, she had eyes as deep a blue as the
ocean surrounding the island, and a firm little chin with a dimple
that would someday be a small cleft. Her skin was golden, a legacy
from Nanette, but Miss Burke was correct. There was no doubt the
child was his offspring.

“Greet your father,
Mathilde,” the woman murmured.

The child looked up
at the governess, then curtsied prettily.

“Good morning,
Captain St. Armand. Miss Burke says you are my papa. Is that so? Am
I coming to live with you now?” the girl said, looking up at him
curiously.

Robert’s mouth
opened, then closed. He squatted on his heels to bring himself down
to her level. A glance at the governess showed he’d finally done
something of which she approved.

“We must talk
together about that, Mathilde.”

He put his fingers
out, brushing his knuckles against the edge of her face. The skin
was so soft he feared his hand might bruise the child, even with a
thistledown touch. He could see his mother’s bones beneath the baby
roundness of her cheek, the same bones that looked back from his
shaving glass each morning.

“For now, is there
anything you need? Are you hungry?”

“The cook gave me
milk, and a roll, and I played with the new kittens. Would you like
to see the kittens, Captain?”

“Perhaps later,” he
said, clearing his throat around the obstruction there. “And you
may call me papa, if you wish.”

“Do the other pirates
call you Captain St. Armand? I want to be a pirate too!” the child
said enthusiastically.

Robert rose to his
feet and glared at the governess.

“Someone has been
telling tales.”

She pursed her mouth
and looked off at the bougainvillea rioting around the back door to
the main house.

“Nanette liked to
entertain Mathilde with adventure tales. I’m sure she
exaggerated.”

Robert feared rather
than exaggerate, Nanette had told the truth—at least as she knew
it.

“Will we live aboard
your ship, Papa? Do you have lots of guns and swords aboard
ship?”

He looked down again
at the bloodthirsty moppet. Her enthusiasm was a good sign, as he
had no wish to deal with was a crying, whiny infant. He had no wish
to deal with a child at all, but she was clearly his
butter-stamp.

“I am leaving for
England, Mathilde. Do you want to come with me, or would you like
me to find you a kind family for you to live with here?”

“I want to live with
my papa,” she said firmly, sticking her chin out in a fashion that
looked familiar to him. “I want to be a pirate.”

“We will discuss your
aspirations later. Stay here with the kittens while Miss Burke and
I talk.”

“You will not leave
without saying goodbye, will you, Miss Burke?” Mathilde asked in a
small voice, clinging now to the governess’s skirts, some of her
bravado diminished.

“I will come and see
you before I leave so we may say goodbye properly.”

The girl watched her
for a long moment, then nodded. “That is a promise isn’t it?”

“Yes, Mathilde, that
is a promise. I will not leave without saying goodbye, and your
father is here now to care for you. You are not alone.”

The child relaxed her
shoulders and turned to the kitchen and the attractions of the
kittens without a glance back.

“Do you always do as
you promise, Miss Burke?” he asked as they started for the
house.

Her steps were
sedate, steady, a drab gentlewoman to the core. Only the flash of
her green eyes when she turned her head and looked at him gave a
hint of the steel also at her core.

“To the best of my
ability, yes, I always keep my promises, Captain. Children in
particular need assurance that adults mean what they say. A child
wants a foundation she can build upon, people who are dependable
and responsible. You may not see signs of her distress, but like
any child, Mathilde was devastated by the loss of her mother. She
needs to know she can depend on the remaining adults in her
life.”

The look she gave him
rather pointedly said she had her doubts about the person she gazed
on now.

He escorted her back
into the breakfast parlor, pausing to ask one of the girls to have
fresh coffee and pastries sent. Miss Burke seated herself, her
spine never touching the chair as she poured coffee for them both.
Robert cradled the deep cup in his hand, inhaling the fragrance.
People assumed he stayed at Madame Olifiers when he was in St.
Martin for rather obvious reasons, but her coffee was almost as
great an inducement as her talented staff.

He fortified himself
now with the dark beverage and watched her add cream and sugar to
hers, her movements graceful and sure.

“I suppose I should
apologize for my remarks to you this morning, ma’am.”

“You suppose you
should? Is that what passes for an apology amongst pirates, Captain
St. Armand?”

“Pirates do not
apologize. They let their gun speak for them,” he snapped. “See
here, Miss Burke—I do not know what tales Nanette Lestrange told
you about alleged piratical activity. All you need to know is that
I am the captain and owner of The Prodigal Son, a
merchantman.

He slouched back in
his chair and crossed his booted foot over his knee.

“As for how I
addressed you, this is, after all, an establishment where the women
are employed in tasks other than governessing.”

The color flagging
Miss Burke’s cheekbones showed she had not spent nearly as much
time in these types of establishments as Robert had.

“Nanette instructed
me to bring Mathilde here. She said Madame Olifiers would keep her
safe until you returned, as this was your…domicile…when you are in
St. Martin.”

“She seems rather
poised for a child her age.”

“Do you know many
youngsters?”

“I have had ship’s
boys not much older than my daughter, and I was once a child
myself, so I do have some experience.”

“She is a bright
child, Captain. I was not only Nanette’s friend, but she hired me
to school Mathilde, particularly in English.” She toyed with her
coffee, then set it down. “She expected some day she would bring
Mathilde to you, or at least make you aware of her, and that the
girl might have a dowry from her father enabling her to make a good
marriage. She is especially gifted in languages and mathematics,
though I have no complaints about her grasp of reading or her
deportment. It is in traditional female skills where she is less
than outstanding, showing no patience for needlework, though she
does well on the pianoforte. Nanette hoped Mathilde would be able
to take over her shop someday.”

“My daughter will not
work as a dressmaker.”

“Even if she is not
your legitimate offspring? You have no obligation to support her,
after all.”

He frowned at the
woman sitting across from him. “Why are you not dressed with more
style, if you were close to Nanette?” It was a rude comment, but he
could not imagine Nanette Lestrange letting a sack like that out of
her shop.

“I am about to start
a new position, and the last thing the mistress of the house wishes
is to see the governess dressed more fashionably than she is
dressed,” Miss Burke said dryly.

Naïve woman. The last
thing the mistress of the house wishes is to see is her husband
swiving the help in her bedchamber, but this bristly hedgehog posed
little threat. Everything about her was colorless. Except for those
eyes. One could look into those verdant eyes and see forest glades,
emeralds, rivers sparkling in the sunlight. With proper outfitting,
a touch of kohl, she could be made passable.

That, however, was
not his problem.

“This other position
as a governess—I will need someone to care for the child—”

“Mathilde.”

“For Mathilde on the
voyage. I will pay you double whatever this other family is paying
if you accompany us to England.”

“Back to England? I
cannot return to England,” she paled at the thought.

“Why not? I realize
the climate there is atrocious, but they tell me there are warm and
sunny days. At least one or two a year.” He drummed his fingers on
the table. “If you take the voyage with us I will pay for return
passage to the Indies, if you desire.”

Her fingers trembled
as she set down her cup. Was she afraid of traveling on the water?
That made no sense since she was in the islands and the only way to
get about was to get on a boat.

“I cannot return to
England,” she said with finality. “I told Mrs. Milton I will be in
Charlotte Amalie in the beginning of the month. I have already
accepted money for my passage.”

“You are not tempted
by my offer to double your wages?”

“A foolish gesture,”
she said. While she didn’t smile, her mouth lost some of its
thin-lipped stiffness. “What if I told you I was earning twenty
pounds a year?”

“I’d tell you that
you should consider employment here with Madame Olifiers. Better
wages, easier hours and you’d be off your feet.” He ignored her
gasp and swallowed his coffee, thinking fast.

“I will pay you one
hundred pounds to work your passage across the Atlantic as
Mathilde’s governess, and then pay your passage back if you
wish.”

“That is a fortune
for a few weeks of work! However, I gave my word, and will head to
St. Thomas.”

He looked at her,
consideringly.

“Given my changed
circumstances I will be returning to my vessel rather than stay
here, Is there a way to contact you in town if I have any questions
about Mathilde before we leave?”

She bit her lip, as
if gauging whether to release the information to him. It left her
lips reddened and he found himself looking at her mouth while she
spoke. That small gesture sparked…something. It was likely only an
aftereffect of the previous night’s debauchery.

“I am boarding with
the widow Dupre. You can leave a message for me.”

“Are the child’s
belongings there?”

“No, because I
expected to leave Mathilde here if you were not in residence.
Madame has them. Nanette and I shared lodgings over the shop, and
when she died I found a buyer for the property. The remaining money
from Nanette’s estate is also with Madame. Nanette trusted her, so
I had no reason not to.”

He waved his hand
negligently.

“Keep the money. You
earned it taking care of Nanette and Mathilde.”

She shook her
head.

“I cannot keep what
does not belong to me, Captain St. Armand.”

“You would make a
poor pirate with that attitude.”

Unlike Mathilde, she
just sniffed at the idea of a pirate’s life, then rose from the
table and he stood also. “I will say goodbye to Mathilde now.”

She hesitated, then
straightened her back and clasped her hands at her waist.

“Mathilde is a good
girl, Captain. Lively, intelligent, eager to learn new things. You
are a fortunate man to have such a daughter, and I hope you will
remember that. I will miss her,” she added softly.

He’d never considered
it, but caring for other people’s children might be the closest a
governess such as the plain Miss Burke would come to having
children of her own.

“Are you certain I
cannot convince you to come to England?”

“I am certain. I will
not return to England.”

“Then this is
goodbye, Miss Burke.” He stepped closer to her and noticed the
pulse fluttering at her neck, just above the ugly gown. It seemed
she was not as impervious to him as she wished to appear. He took
her hand from where it was clasped at her waist and she released it
into his hold with a small intake of breath, a tiny puff of
nervousness. Never taking his eyes off of hers, he leaned down and
at the last moment turned the slim hand over. She made a movement
as if to tug it from his grasp, but it was half-hearted at best. He
lowered his lips to her wrist where the pulse raced, and he smiled
inwardly before placing a soft kiss there. If the tip of his tongue
darted out and licked the sensitive skin it was surely an
accident.

She snatched her hand
back and cradled it as though it burned, starting at him through
eyes gone large as jade teacups.

“Captain St.
Armand!”

“Adieu, Miss
Burke. Meeting you has been memorable.”

He gave her a small
bow, and she hurried out as Madame Olifiers walked in, carrying a
sheaf of papers. She nodded at the younger woman as they
passed.

“Cornelia, do you
know where I can find a governess?”

“I believe one just
came close to running me down, Robert.”

“Miss Burke does not
want to return to England.” He sighed. “And I must take the child
and return to the Prodigal.”

She went to a
cabinet, unlocking it and returning with a valise.

“These are the
child’s belongings and Nanette’s funds.”

Madame refreshed
their coffee, then pushed over the papers.

“I suspected you’d be
leaving us. Here is an accounting of your time in the house.”

He took the list from
her and couldn’t help feeling warm with pride. His reputation was
secured. And to his relief, there was no mention of a donkey.

“A night with the
twins? I do not recall spending the night with Dawn and Dusk.”

“There was also opium
that night, and a great deal of rum. You do not get your money
refunded for not remembering. I am considering reproducing that
account in needlework and hanging it on the parlor wall. I doubt
I’ll ever see the like again.”

She looked up at him
with eyes gone serious.

“You will not return,
will you, Robert?”

He wanted to reassure
her nothing would keep him away from the islands, but he knew
better. Changed circumstances—and the discovery of a child was only
part of it—meant his time in paradise was coming to a swift
end.

“I had a good run,
Cornelia. Fair winds and loyal friends, my coffers enriched. I
cannot complain. Now that the wars are finally ended it seems
prudent to retire from this life and begin anew elsewhere.”

“As you say, Robert,
it is a different world than when you arrived here. Your belongings
will be sent to the ship.” She set her cup down and stood.
“Fortunately, what I sell is always in demand. If it’s not
successful pirates coming here, then I can count on the merchants
and planters to keep the house busy.”

She took his hand in
hers and he held it. He remembered when her hair did not have
silver in it, her soft eyes unlined at the corners. Like Nanette,
she’d brought comfort when he needed it. Sometimes it was only the
opportunity to speak with a friend and unburden himself that
brought him to Madame Olifiers’s establishment, and that was more
than enough.

“Goodbye, Cornelia,”
he leaned down and kissed her on her cheek.

She reached up and
patted him on his own cheek.

“Goodbye, Robert. I
wish you luck in all your future endeavors. Raising a daughter, you
will need it,” she finished dryly.

He left her there and
walked out to the kitchen. Mathilde sat at the wooden table,
peeling vegetables for the cook. There were tear tracks on her
round cheeks, but he said nothing, and her face lit up at the sight
of him. It had been eons since anyone had been so thrilled at
the sight of Robert St. Armand, he thought ruefully.

“Look, Captain! This
is a sharp knife I am using.”

“Good,” he said,
clasping his hands behind his back. “One’s blades should always be
sharp and ready for action.”

Probably not the
typical advice for a father to give his daughter, but it was
true.

“Are you ready to go
now, Mathilde?”

“Yes, Papa. Cook says
I can have one of the kittens? May I take one? I will take good
care of it.”

“No, no cats,” he
said, more firmly than was needed because her lower lip began to
quiver and he began to panic.

“We cannot have a cat
because cats make me sneeze, Mathilde. However, when we are in
England we will discuss your having a dog.”

The lip stopped
quivering and she fixed him with a look he’d seen on the faces of
the shrewd ladies who sold baskets in the market.

“Is that a promise,
Papa?”

“It is a promise we
will discuss it in England.”

“I will not forget,”
she swore.

“Neither will I,
child. Shall we shake on it?”

She liked this idea,
and stuck her hand out. He gave it a firm shake, then picked up her
bag.

“Say goodbye, and
thank you to the cook.”

“Goodbye, Lucille.
Thank you for letting me help.”

A grin split the
cook’s wrinkled face, gleaming from the heat of the day and the
cooking fires.

“Farewell, Mam’zelle
Mathilde. You be good for your papa now.”

Mathilde nodded
vigorously.

“If I don’t he might
make me walk the plank!” she said with enthusiasm.

As they stepped out
into the sunlight, Robert looked around, but the governess was
gone.

“Did Miss Burke say
farewell?”

Some of the light
went out of Mathilde’s small face.

“Yes, sir. I will
miss her very much.”

They headed out to
the road, the ladies calling farewells that Robert returned with a
wave. It was a pleasant day and Mathilde’s mood lightened as she
skipped alongside him, chatting as they walked down to the Marigot
harbor. Her voice was a charming blend of island lilt and French
accented English.

Her dress was neat,
but simple in its design. The flowered pink muslin was appropriate
for a young girl, but he could see a good two inches of wrist
showing at the ends of the sleeves. It appeared his daughter would
inherit his height as well as his looks.

For some odd reason
he thought of the governess. She was only of average height and
when he’d stood close to her she’d had to tilt her head back, which
made her resemblance to an annoyed hedgehog even more pronounced,
looking up at him from close to the ground.

“‘Walk the plank’?
Wherever did you get that idea, child?”

“Maman told me
stories of the buccaneers and the pirates who live in the islands.
She said my papa was the fiercest pirate of all!”

He wasn’t about to
deny such a sterling character reference.

“Fiercest of all, am
I? Hmmm…it occurs to me that if you are going to join the crew of
my ship we need to give you a pirate name.”

She stopped skipping
and looked up at him, and one would think he’d just handed her the
moon on a platter.

“A pirate name! Oh
yes, please!”

They resumed walking
and he thought about it, swinging her valise as he walked. She
began skipping again.

“Not that there is
anything wrong with Mathilde,” he assured her. “It is a perfectly
lovely name for a young lady. It strikes me though as not being
piratical. Women who are pirates have names that are simple, but do
not detract from their fierceness. Girls like Anne Bonny and Mary
Read.”

“There are girl
pirates?” If she looked happy before, he feared now she would
explode with excitement.

“Yes, indeed there
are. I will show you Captain Johnson’s book of pirates when we’re
aboard the Prodigal Son. So. What shall your name be?”

“What is your pirate
name, Papa?”

“I find being Captain
St. Armand is sufficient in the course of a day’s work,” he said
dryly. “For you…what about Tilly?”

She thought about
this, her steps slowing as she tried the name out.

“No, Papa, not Tilly.
If you give me that name, people might call me ‘Silly Tilly’ and
that would not be a good pirate name.”

“An excellent point,”
he said. They were now in town and people called out greetings to
them, some even fit for the ears of an impressionable child. He
ignored most of it and concentrated on the task at hand.

“I have it!” he
snapped his fingers and looked at her. “Mattie! You will be Mattie!
How does sound? Marauding Mattie, scourge of the West Indies!”

She stopped again to
try out the name, then grinned up at him. “I like that name!
Marauding Mattie! It is fierce!”

“Indeed. It suits
you.”

She muttered the name
to herself as they walked along, clearly pleased with her new
nom de guerre.

“If I am going to be
Marauding Mattie I will need a sword, Papa. And pistols too!”

“What? Was swordplay
included in your lessons with Miss Burke?”

Mattie giggled at
this question.

“No, Miss Burke with
a sword would be silly. She would say it is not ladylike
behavior.”

“No doubt she would.
Hmmm…aboard my ship the crew has to earn the right to use the
weapons, Mattie. And remember, a weapon is a tool and we always
take care of our tools and stow and use them properly. Perhaps we
can start with a clasp knife and I will see how you care for it and
use it before I issue you a brace of pistols.”

“A clasp knife? Of my
own?” She threw her arms around his legs and hugged him, nearly
causing him to stumble and fall in the street. He held his hand
over her head and then rested it on her curls. So soft, like
thistledown. Usually glib, he found he could say nothing as she
looked at him with shining eyes.

“You are the best
pirate in the entire world!”

He did not disagree,
but took her hand in his as they walked along. There was a tooth
missing in her smile. Was he supposed to do something about that?
As best he could recall, his own teeth at that age loosened and
fell out without any assistance, followed by new teeth. He felt
that chill again, the one he’d felt when he was first told he had
an unknown child. He knew nothing about caring for a little girl
and needed help, desperately.

“Papa, there is the
boarding house where I stayed with Miss Burke.” The child pointed
to a modest dwelling where an older woman dressed in black and
wearing a black bonnet sat on the veranda sewing. She waved back at
the pair as Mattie called out a cheerful, “Bonjour, Madame
Dupre!”

The governess was not
about, but Robert noted the location in case he needed to speak
with her again.

By the time they were
at the docks Mattie’s steps were lagging but she did not complain,
and perked up when he said, “There’s our vessel, Mattie, the
Prodigal Son.”

The schooner gleamed,
its brightwork shining in the tropical sunlight. The crew was at
their tasks, which was only as he expected. He ran a tight ship, a
well disciplined and prepared crew making for more effective
forays. Too many people who styled themselves pirates had slack
standards and sloppy habits, making them the dregs of the sea
lanes. Robert St. Armand had a reputation to maintain.

They came aboard and
were met by the mate.

“Welcome back,
Cap’n,” the older man said. He looked down at Mattie holding
Robert’s hand and craning her neck to try and take in all of the
busy activity aboard the vessel. When Mattie looked at Horace
Fuller, his eyebrows went up.

“Looks like you have
a memento of your time in the islands, Captain.”

“Mattie, make your
curtsey to Mr. Fuller.”

She looked up at her
father, puzzled.

“Do pirates curtsey,
Papa?”

Fuller coughed into
his fist and looked at Mattie.

“Perhaps a handshake
will do, miss.”

“I am Mathilde St.
Armand,” she said, dropping the expected curtsey from habit if not
circumstances. “But my pirate name is Marauding Mattie, Mr.
Fuller.”

She glanced up at her
papa.

“Can I be Mathilde
St. Armand instead of Mathilde Lestrange? I want everyone to know I
have a papa.”

The mate looked at
his captain.

“Nanette
Lestrange?”

Robert just shook his
head slightly, not wanting to ruin Mattie’s good mood.

“Mattie St. Armand
here will be joining the crew, Mr. Fuller. She will sleep in my
cabin tonight but be thinking about where she can have her own
quarters with room for a governess as well.”

“Papa, pirates do not
have governesses. I will not have one!” She stuck out her lower lip
and crossed her arms over her chest, causing the mate to murmur,
“The resemblance is uncanny, Captain.”

“Mr. Fuller,” Robert
said sternly. “Instruct the newest crewmember of the punishment for
disobeying the captain’s orders!”

Fuller looked at him,
and Robert shrugged his shoulders slightly.

“Oh. Well, Mattie, we
save the floggings and keelhaulings for the most serious offenses,
but you must do as instructed aboard ship or—or you might not get
your ration of grog—I mean pudding,” he amended at his captain’s
scowl. “After all, we can’t have the crew questioning orders during
battle, can we?”

Her forehead
scrunched up as she thought on this.

“I understand, Mr.
Fuller. And I was rude. I am sorry, Captain Papa.”

Mr. Fuller looked out
to sea, scratching his nose until he had control of himself.

“Norton!”

A cheerful young
sailor with freckles scattered across his face came at the
call.

“Mattie here is the
newest member of the crew. Take her below to the captain’s cabin
and see her settled.”

“Aye, Mr. Fuller.
Come, Mattie.”

The child went
docilely enough. She’d tried to hide a yawn behind her hand, but
Robert suspected she would be napping in his bunk shortly.

“Well now,” Fuller
said, watching as they went below. “There’s a complication we
weren’t expecting. And where the hell are you going to find a
governess?”

“I have a plan, Mr.
Fuller.”

“A plan, eh? I’m not
going to like it, am I?” the mate asked rhetorically, but he
followed his captain to the stern to hear his latest scheme.






Chapter 3

 Lydia looked down at the shoe in her hand and realized
she’d been scowling at it for a good ten minutes. She sighed and
tossed the inoffensive footwear onto the narrow boarding house bed.
The room had been cramped with Mathilde’s trundle bed. Now it was
more spacious, but empty of life.

Was the child missing
her as much as she missed Mathilde? Lydia hoped not. Mathilde
needed to get on with her life and Lydia needed to get on with
hers. She could not take care of the child, not while she was
employed to care for other peoples’ children. She’d considered
asking Captain St. Armand for his direction in England so she could
write to Mathilde, but refrained. In England Mathilde would have a
different life, and reminders she’d been raised by a former whore
turned modiste, and a governess who—

She quashed that
dangerous thought. No good would come from dwelling on the past. It
was enough that nightmares disturbed her sleep. Time now to focus
on Mrs. Milton and the young charges awaiting her in St. Thomas,
the Milton daughters. Lydia’s references passed scrutiny and she
was optimistic it would be a good position, perhaps one she could
enjoy for ten years or more since the younger daughter was only
seven years old. If she was careful with her money she might even
be able to set aside enough to buy herself a tiny cottage when she
was too old to work.

The captain’s offer
jumped into her mind again but she brushed it away. She’d be lying
to say she wasn’t tempted by the generous offer, but there was too
much risk involved. Risks of all sorts. She blushed anew as she
recalled his naked form when she first glimpsed him. She’d never
considered whether a man’s backside was exceptionally attractive or
not, but the view of Captain St. Armand from behind shifted her
brain’s functions into dangerous areas, areas where she had no
business spending time.

Especially not when
there was packing to finish so she could board the
Clementine, a New Brunswick brig traveling to St. Thomas.
Captain Macdavid instructed her to be ready at dawn and said he’d
send a man to escort her and get her gear. His vessel was small and
cramped and smelled of salt-fish, but she could not be choosy about
her passage. Ships sailed at the whims of the wind and the tide,
and she couldn’t wait for a better, and more expensive, mode of
transport.

Lydia ate a solitary
supper off of a tray and washed herself thoroughly before putting
on her night rail, knowing from experience fresh water would be a
luxury, even on short hops among the islands. Captains filled their
holds with goods to be sold, not comforts for passengers and crew,
and it was important to arrive in St. Thomas at her best. She
sighed, looking at the gray dress hanging for her to wear in the
morning. She had two colors in her everyday wardrobe—dark blue and
gray. Her one good dress was a faded beige silk, years out of
fashion. No wonder St. Armand looked at her with disdain.

There had been a time
when, if their paths crossed, he might have looked at her
differently. Now they were just two more of England’s children in
the islands where the cast-offs of many nations washed ashore like
so much flotsam and jetsam. It was the appropriate milieu for him,
and for her as well.

She had done what she
could for Mathilde in bringing her to her father. Would he be good
to her? Would he listen to her prayers at night and find someone to
care for her with affection, if not love?

While it was now out
of her hands Lydia could not help feel she was abandoning the child
to a horrible fate.






Chapter 4

 “Again, Papa, throw the knife again! Hit him in the
eye this time!”

Robert paused, the
knife held lightly with his thumb resting on the flat of the
blade.“As entertaining as it is to stab someone from a distance,
always remember, Mattie… If you throw your knife you no longer have
a knife you can use, and it could even be used against you. You
must have a backup weapon. What did I tell you is the first rule of
knife fights?”

“Kill your enemy from
a distance and avoid knife fights.”

“Second rule?”

“Bring a pistol.”

“That’s correct. If
your opponent brings a knife, you bring pistols, with your own
knife as backup.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Also,” he added in a
pedantic fashion, “my victim is painted on wood. A real person
would be moving, or yelling, or trying to harm you. If he’s just
standing there one could simply cosh him over the head with a
belaying pin. Of course, you would have to stand on a chair
to do that.”

Mattie put her hand
up over her mouth and giggled at the image. She’d adjusted to life
aboard ship in a fashion that made him proud and more convinced
than ever she was his child. Maxwell the boatswain, known to all as
Sails, cut down clothing to fit her, trousers and a shirt, and she
looked right at home as she scampered barefoot across deck. Mr.
Fuller gave her chores to do and while she grumbled about scrubbing
the decks, she only did so because all the pirates grumbled about
it and she wanted to fit in with the crew.

For their part the
crew made efforts to keep their more salacious shanties to
themselves and sing work-songs suitable for the ears of an
eight-year-old, but Robert could tell Mattie’s vocabulary was
undergoing a sea change as she learned the ways of the Prodigal
Son. At some point he would have to inform her that “By King
Neptune’s Damp Balls!” was not a suitable oath for a young lady, no
matter how often she heard Conroy say it.

“A sail, Captain!”
Conroy yelled now from aloft.

Robert easily threw
the knife, hitting the wooden form square in his eye patch. He
pulled his knife out and tucked it back in his boot.

“Go below, Mattie,
and fetch my spyglass.”

“Aye, Captain,” the
littlest crew member said, running off to do his bidding.

Robert went to the
rail and looked out over the turquoise seas. His gut told him the
prey he sought was out there wallowing across the water, just
waiting for him to swoop down and pluck it like a Christmas
goose.

Spyglass in hand, he
focused on the ship, then smiled to himself. Fuller took the glass
from him and gave a grunt of confirmation when he saw it more
closely.

“Mr. Fuller, clear
the decks for action.”

“Against
that?”

“Just do it.”

“Papa, are you going
to blow them out of the water? Will you put burning fuses in your
hair like Blackbeard to scare them?”

Fuller looked down at
the tyke, then back at his captain.

“I told you reading
Captain Johnson to her was a bad idea.”

Robert rested his
hand atop his daughter’s curls. “If all goes as planned my being a
bad influence on the child will be less of an issue. Run up the
colors, Norton!”

The banner of Mexico
flapped easily in the wind and Mattie looked up at it and
frowned.

“That is not a
skull-and-crossbones.”

“It keeps the lawyers
happy, Mattie. We have a letter of marque from the rebels in Mexico
that makes us respectable.”

“If Britain gets word
you’re attacking their merchantmen that piece of parchment won’t be
good for anything but wiping your arse, Captain.”

“Language, Mr.
Fuller. Don’t you have weapons to distribute?”

The crew of the
Prodigal Son enthusiastically prepared for action, as Robert
St. Armand had a deserved reputation for sniffing out good hauls.
The men were cheered by the thought of returning to England with
more booty, although one or two did remark, out of Mr. Fuller’s
hearing, that the brig they were bearing down on did not look
exactly like a Spanish treasure ship, now did it? In fact, it
looked more likely to be carrying salt cod than silver.

When they were within
hailing distance Robert took the speaking trumpet from the
mate.

“Ahoy,
Clementine! Heave to and prepare to be boarded!”

Robert watched the
frantic activity aboard the Clementine with satisfaction.
Captain Macdavid was no fool, and the small arms he carried to fend
off brigands in port were no match for the Prodigal’s guns.
Like most captains in the Caribbean, he’d do the prudent thing and
not try to outrun the schooner.

“Put out fenders and
make fast to that vessel, Mr. Fuller. I’m going aboard. Send Paget
aloft with a rifle to cover the deck.” He patted Mattie on the
head. She was clinging to the gunwale, watching everything with
wide eyes.

“I will be back soon,
Mattie. Mind Mr. Fuller while I’m gone.”

“Do not worry, Papa!
I have my knife and if any of them try to come aboard, I’ll gut
them!”

“Charming.”

Robert and his men
boarded the vessel with the ease of experienced banditti and soon
had the crew up on deck under the watchful eyes and well-armed men
of the Prodigal. Captain Macdavid offered no resistance,
though if he were any angrier steam would be coming from his ears.
The Canadian captain knew Robert by reputation if not personal
acquaintance.

“I heard you were
shipping out for England, Captain St. Armand,” Macdavid
growled.

“I am enroute, but
you have something I need. If I get it, we should be able to part
company without bloodshed or difficulty,” Robert said
cheerfully.

“What is it you
want?” Macdavid said, looking about the deck at his shabby little
vessel, which looked like a flounder alongside the sleek, sharklike
Prodigal.

Robert gestured at
the trio coming abovedecks.

“Her.”

“You! Reprobate!
Wastrel! Knave! Scoundrel! Libertine! Villain!” Miss Burke
sputtered to a finish having run out of epithets for the moment.
The two crewmen escorting her looked at her with new respect, but
she needed a few weeks aboard a pirate vessel. That would add salt
to her vocabulary.

A slow smile curled
his lips. The governess’s ugly linen cap was absent. While her hair
was pinned tightly against her head, it shone in the sun, a
glorious shade of chestnut with highlights of russet and gold. A
few wisps escaped to curl across her forehead, with enough amber
depths that it made one itch to unpin the mass and see all the
colors gathered there. No wonder the little hedgehog kept it
covered! Hair like that would inspire naughty thoughts in her
employers and jealousy in their wives.

She was also younger
than he’d suspected when he first encountered her, pegging her age
at around twenty-five years old. The day just became that much more
interesting.

“You missed me,
didn’t you, Miss Burke?”

“Why have you stopped
this ship? What do you want with me?”

Anger looked good on
her. The gray sack she wore hurt his eyes though. He’d have to do
something about that.

Robert turned back to
the hapless captain of the Clementine.

“This is what I came
for.”

“You want her
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