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      …Charley buttoned her coat and brushed her short hair off her forehead.

      “Take care of yourself, Mrs. Denham, Captain Denham. Thank you for all you have done for me.”

      “We will name him Charles!” Charley heard Mrs. Denham call out as the pirate took her by the upper arm to haul her from the cabin.

      The cabin doors were smashed in, but Charley saw no injured crew, and when she was pushed up the ladder ahead of the pirate captain, she blinked in the bright sunlight. The Lady Jane was alone in the vast and empty sea, save for the vessel nearby, the one distinguished by the black flag flying over it.

      The pirate took her arm again, Charley tried to shake him off, but she might as well have tried to shake the mainmast.

      “I said I will come with you, you do not need to manhandle me.”

      He did not reply, and did not let go as he looked at a sailor standing at the rail.

      “Did you find it?”

      “Aye, Cap’n. We cleaned out the sick bay to the bulkheads.”

      “My belongings!”

      “Are all aboard my ship now, Doctor, which is where you are going.”

      He pulled her forward and Charley stumbled along with him to the rail. She did not know what her fate would be aboard the pirate’s vessel, but she knew one other thing after listening to the men talk. Her captors were Americans…
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      “If I had an outsized gospel voice that could penetrate digital walls, this review would just be me singing ‘Oh, happy day!’... Darlene Marshall is now on my glom list, and I very much look forward to more from her in the future.”—All About Romance

      

      “From the first page to the last, this is an entertaining, delightful read. The dialogue is witty and charming. David and Charlie have a wonderful rapport whether as two ‘men’ and as ‘lovers’. The story is often funny and sometimes touching...I enjoyed this historical romance very much and highly recommend it.—Five Hearts!” --The Romance Studio

      

      “I love a good girl-poses-as-boy story. Add in a pirate captain and a slow simmering attraction, and I’m hooked. (Resign yourself to the marine allusions.) Darlene Marshall does both in her wonderful Sea Change. . . .funny, yet poignant tale of a woman struggling to find her way in a man’s world (and on his ship)”--Best Selling Author Connie Brockway

      

      “I love that you’ve staked out early 19th century... sea captains, privateers and pirates. David and Charley are...matched perfectly with strength meeting strength.--Recommended Read”--Dear Author

      

      “I got sucked into Charley’s story right from the get go and about halfway through, I knew I was reading a book I’d be listing as a top read for 2011. And I was right. Sea Change is going to be in my top 5 reads for this year.”---Book Binge
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      Some of the sites mentioned in this novel are real, others, like Santa Rosa, are fictional.

      Lest you think I made this all up out of whole sailcloth, gentle reader, there have always been women who went to sea, sometimes going disguised as men. According to Suzanne J. Stark, author of Female Tars, there were more than 20 known cases of women disguised as men in the Royal Navy and Royal Marines from the late 17th to mid-19th centuries. Those are the cases of known women, so the true numbers are no doubt even higher. Some of the women continued to serve aboard ship with zeal and honor after their identities were uncovered, and some died for King and country. There were iron women on those wooden ships.

      The medicine practiced in this novel was the medicine of the time. Just as we wince at the idea of bleeding patients, no doubt there will be readers 100 years from now who will read accounts of our medical treatments and wince at the idea of treating disease with radical surgery, poisonous chemicals and radiation.
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      No one was bleeding or vomiting or oozing, so Charley Alcott decided to take a stroll. There wasn’t much room to walk around the deck of a brig in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean but sick call was over, the captain’s lady was below taking a rest, and the fresh air was welcome. Charley wandered over to the larboard side of the Lady Jane where some of the crew gathered, watching the gunnery practice of their escort frigate, the fifth-rate Caeneus.

      “Afternoon, Doctor,” the cook said.

      “Are you still using that ointment on your hand, Johnson?”

      “Yes, sir. Cleared that problem right up.”

      “Keep up the treatment then, and see me if you have need.”

      “Aye, Doctor.”

      Charley didn’t know anything about guns, but the sailors and Mr. Silas Stuart, the mate, seemed impressed with the speed of the “Cannies” at their stations. Naturally, they placed bets on whether the next shot would hit the barrel floating off the starboard bow.

      “They’re fast, but accuracy counts,” Stuart said. “Now, if you want to see real accuracy, watch the Americans. ‘Cousin Jonathan’ is so skinflint about outfitting ships I suspect the cost of each ball that doesn’t hit its mark is deducted from the sailors’ pay!”

      “Those Yankees cannot stand against our big Navy guns,” the cook said with a grin. “When you’re going broadside to broadside it ain’t accuracy, it’s blowin’ up as much as you can in as sho—”

      His words were cut off by the noise of an explosion aboard the Caeneus. Smoke erupted from a gunport, and the yells of the crew could be heard across the water.

      “Gun exploded,” was the guess of the blacksmith.

      “Mr. Stuart, they may need help with the injured. Can you take me over in the boat?” Charley said, watching the frantic activity aboard the frigate.

      “Let me hail them, Doctor,” the mate said.

      He got his speaking trumpet and yelled across the water.

      “Ahoy, Caeneus! Do you need assistance from our surgeon? Or our carpenter?”

      The disaster aboard the frigate had the look of organized effort to Charley’s eyes. Men rushed to help and everyone seemed to know what to do. Pumps were manned to put out the fire, and the ship’s carpenter gestured at the blackened hole where the neat gunport had been moments earlier. The other naval escorts on this journey to the West Indies were not as near as the Lady Jane, and a young officer picked up a trumpet and called back to them.

      “Yes, send your doctor over.” He consulted with the officer next to him. “Thank you for the offer of the carpenter, but we have that in hand.”

      Charley ran below to throw together extra bandages and gear. The wounded would have burns and splinters for certain, but direction for other wounds would come from the Caeneus’s surgeon.

      The boat was ready when Charley came back up on deck, passing the satchel to one of the sailors and clambering awkwardly down into the craft. The sailors pulled hard to get over to the frigate as quickly as possible.

      “This is Dr. Alcott,” one of the Lady Jane’s men told the officer there to meet them, a midshipman younger than Charley.

      “Follow me, Doctor,” he said.

      The smell of charred wood and hot metal lingered in the air as they made their way to the frigate’s cockpit, and a handful of less seriously injured men were arrayed outside the door, waiting their turn. The young officer knocked once, then entered.

      “Dr. Murray, I’ve brought the surgeon from the Lady Jane,” the midshipman said.

      The surgeon was a broad man with powerful shoulders beneath his bloodstained leather apron, his unkempt hair patterned with gray and russet. A spare tourniquet dangled from his coat pocket. He didn’t look up from the seaman strapped to the table, his left leg hanging in shreds, the shattered bone clearly visible. The man held a piece of leather clamped between his teeth, tears streaming through the soot and blood on his face.

      The middy left to return to his duties, and Murray paused for a moment and looked at Charley.

      “I have to tell you, Dr. Murray, that I am not a certified surgeon,” Charley said quickly. “I was apprenticed to my physician father, but have not begun my formal studies. The crew on the Lady Jane call me doctor because I tend them on this voyage.”

      “Did you ever assist at an amputation?”

      “Yes, a farming accident caused a man to lose his leg. My father performed the surgery and I assisted him.”

      Murray grunted in approval. “My assistant is down with a flux, so you’re the best I’ve got right now, Mr. Alcott. Do not disappoint me.”

      “No, sir,” Charley said, swallowing. All of a sudden the room felt like it was devoid of air, but Charley stepped closer. The injured man needed help, collapse could come later.

      “Spencer, I am ready to begin,” Murray said briskly, looking into the face of the weeping seaman. “It will be over quickly.”

      The instruments were covered with a cloth to keep them from the eyes of the injured, and Murray threw back the cover now and turned to Charley. His lined hazel eyes were intent and Charley felt pinned by their gaze, like a specimen beneath a magnifying glass.

      “This is not a theater, Mr. Alcott, nor are you my apprentice. The operation will be done quickly to spare Spencer as much agony as possible, so save any questions until after.”

      “Yes, Doctor.”

      “Apply the tourniquet.”

      Charley took a knife and cut the seaman’s trouser leg open, then put the tourniquet on his thigh, positioning the screw and its pad over the large artery and tightening it as quickly as possible while Spencer jerked against the straps binding him to the table. He held the leather in his teeth and his screams were muffled.

      “Here we go,” Dr. Murray said under his breath in his lowland Scots accent, and then he began. His hands moved almost too quickly for Charley to watch as fresh blood leaked out from beneath the tied-off thigh. He directed Charley to draw the skin back for the flap that would cover the stump.

      With saw in hand he hunched over the man, his shoulders bunching as he bore down and cut through the bone, the entire procedure taking less than ten minutes. Fortunately, Spencer passed out and no longer fought against the surgeon’s saw, so Murray kept up a quick commentary as he worked, showing Charley where to close and suture the vessels.

      The discarded limb thumped to the floor, the sand scattered on the deck absorbing blood to keep the surgeon from slipping in the mess. The heavy copper smell of fresh blood, the stench of urine, and the sweat of the men added to the reek of the small space. Charley noticed none of that, intent on making the most of this opportunity. It was a tragedy for Spencer, but an invaluable experience for a young apprentice from a small village.

      Murray told Charley to pinch off a splinter of the bone with the nippers, then showed how to take the cotton bandage, a piece of cloth about two feet long torn halfway up the center, and bind it around the flap of skin and the stump, sealing the end of the damaged leg before the tourniquet was removed.

      “Notice that the cut was made well above the wound. While a surgeon should never remove a limb without cause, once you make the decision you do the patient no favor by being too conservative and not allowing the stump to heal properly.”

      Spencer was carried to a hanging cot in the sick bay and covered well, the braziers in the room warming him so he would not go into shock. His were the worst of the injuries, and the rest of the session in the cockpit was spent removing splinters, treating burns, setting a fractured arm and examining the boatswain’s mate, who complained of a ringing in his ears from the exploding gun.

      At the end of the day Charley stretched cramped muscles as Dr. Murray put his instruments away and removed his bloody apron. Charley, too, was covered with gore, reddened sand clinging to bloodied clothing.

      “I will arrange for a boat to take you back to your vessel, Alcott, but perhaps you would care to join me in a glass of wine first? I have a fine Madeira in my cabin, and if you have any questions about the procedures today I would be glad to discuss them with you.”

      “Thank you,” Charley said, looking forward to a restorative glass of wine, then a good washing aboard Lady Jane. Charley followed the Caeneus’s surgeon to his tiny quarters, a space barely large enough for his cot and a chair.

      Murray motioned to the chair and Charley fell into it ungracefully while the doctor poured wine for them both.

      “Now then, Alcott,” Dr. Murray said after they’d each enjoyed a restorative sip, “would you please explain to me how a woman came to be masquerading as a surgeon?”
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      “Do not look so surprised. I am a surgeon, and one of the first things we’re taught in anatomy class is how to distinguish one sex from the other. I have become quite adept at it over the years.”

      Charley gripped her glass with fingers that shook and took a fortifying swallow of her wine.

      “Are you going to reveal my secret?”

      Dr. Murray was difficult for her to read, neither old nor young, he could be any age from thirty to sixty. Her fate rested in his hands, and he studied her with interest, his craggy face reflecting curiosity rather than condemnation.

      “I would have to say that depends on what you tell me, Miss—it is miss, is it not?—Alcott.”

      “Yes, I am Miss Charlotte Alcott, though on the Lady Jane I am known as Charley Alcott. My father was Horatio Alcott of Little Abbot, and I did assist him for many years. I did not lie about that.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt that you had medical training. I watched you this afternoon and you have some skill. Of course, the idea of a woman being a surgeon is patently ridiculous, so I would like to know what your game is.”

      Charley bristled at the idea of her skills being “patently ridiculous,” but she needed to stay on this man’s good side. She had no idea how Captain Denham would react to her ruse being uncovered, and there was no place to run to in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Denham might accuse her of defrauding him and demand payment for her passage and additional compensation, or he might try to have her arrested.

      “My father is dead and I needed to leave England. I am going to Jamaica to live with my godfather, Dr. Curtis Wilson. Disguising myself as a man and working my passage across the Atlantic was the most expeditious means of making the voyage.”

      “I know of Dr. Wilson. Is he part of this scheme?”

      “No!” she said quickly. “It is all my idea.”

      Murray made a noncommittal noise and sipped his wine. He appeared to be thinking, and working around to his next statement.

      “I will not reveal your secret, Miss Alcott. Primo no nocere means—”

      “‘First, do no harm,’” Charley said with some asperity.

      “Amazing. She knows Latin, also. You likely have not killed anyone—yet—with your amateur efforts, and you were an able assistant today. Taking you off the Lady Jane could harm the crew that has come to depend upon your skills, lacking as they are. I cannot imagine Dr. Wilson would allow a gentleman’s daughter to work at such a task, but if you feel you must push yourself forward in caring for people, consider midwifery as an outlet.”

      Now she really had to keep hold of her temper, telling herself nothing would be gained by antagonizing this arrogant medico. She simply said, “Thank you for keeping my confidence,” and rose to take her leave.

      “Sit down, Miss Alcott.”

      Charley sat.

      The surgeon reached for a piece of paper and a pencil that he put on the table next to her.

      “I watched you removing splinters today and while a probe can be best, sometimes there’s no substitute for an index finger feeling the foreign object, especially with thinner fingers such as yours. Miss Alcott, if I am speaking, you should be taking notes.” He gestured at the paper. “Now, for example…”

      And to Charley’s amazement the gruff Scotsman discussed wound treatment for what she might encounter at sea, including removing bullets and the treatment of burns. The hours passed so quickly that she was startled when a knock at the door announced the boatswain’s mate with the news that the boat was ready to take her back to the Lady Jane.

      Dr. Murray rose and reached up to the railed bookshelf attached to the bulkhead over his desk, his hand resting on a thick volume.

      “Take this with you, Miss Alcott. Study it. You will find it useful.”

      It was a worn copy of John Woodall’s The Surgeon’s Mate, and Charley took it, clasping it tight to her bound bosom.

      “I have heard of this book but my father did not have a copy! Thank you so much, Dr. Murray!”

      He looked at her steadily.

      “I am not gifting you with this volume to make you happy, Miss Alcott. I am hopeful that the solid medical advice and common sense in that volume for treating men at sea will keep the numbers you kill to a minimum.”

      On that humbling note, he reached around Charley to open the cabin door, hesitated, then said, “I am being posted to the Jamaica station. If you encounter difficulties with Dr. Wilson, come see me. I may be able to be of assistance.”

      “Thank you, Doctor, that is a most generous offer.”

      He simply made that noncommittal noise again and ushered her out of his cabin and up to the deck.

      The seamen from the Caeneus were ready to take her back to the Lady Jane, and she received the thanks of the officer on the watch for her assistance. The crew pulled the oars in the moonlight, hauling her away from the frigate. Charley looked over her shoulder from where she sat in the stern and saw Dr. Murray watching from the rail. She almost raised her hand to wave at him, but instead turned forward again, toward the ship looming in front of her.
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      When Charley and Captain Denham struck their bargain in Plymouth, Charley acting as ship’s surgeon in exchange for passage, it could have been a disaster but it was too good an opportunity for her to pass up. Long accustomed to dressing as a boy while assisting her father, she felt more comfortable as “Charley Alcott” than as “Charlotte Alcott” anyway. She knew her square face, blunt features and long frame might not get her dance partners, but they could fool people who expected to see a young man.

      Except, it seemed, for an astute ship’s surgeon.

      But back aboard the merchant vessel, all was as it should be, and the days at sea passed with the convoy wending its way to the West Indies. Charley fell into the rhythm of the Lady Jane with a minimum of laughter from the crew at her landlubber ways. She was sure she would never learn the foreign language spoken by the crew, a language of “futtocks” and “shrouds,” but at least by the end of her first day at sea she knew larboard from starboard (even if she had to remind herself “left for larboard” under her breath), and bow from stern.

      Sick call was held in the morning and her cramped cabin that also served as sick bay was a popular destination. She learned how to distinguish the malingerers from those needing treatment, and her store of emetics helped convince the ones who weren’t truly ill that it was in their best interest to return to duty. The ones she bled and plastered were soon bragging of her skills to their mates, each one outdoing himself in describing the pain, oozing or itching of his particular condition.

      The sailors took Charley’s youth in stride, and she realized after only a short time that being competent counted for far more aboard ship than one’s age or appearance. But appearance did make a difference, as Charley knew all too well from every day of her life masquerading as a man. Aboard the Lady Jane she dressed in loosely tailored brown or dark blue coats, her bound breasts invisible beneath heavy linen shirts and unadorned waistcoats. The total effect was one of sobriety and competence. She learned from watching her physician father and was serious in her demeanor, which contributed to an air of masculine assurance.

      She checked every day on Mrs. Denham, the captain’s young and pregnant wife, and was pleased to see the lady progressing well. There was an initial bout of seasickness that sent Captain Denham into a panic, but some ginger tea and dry ship’s biscuit helped both doctor and patient get their sea-legs.

      Charley and Mrs. Denham fell into the habit of a daily walk around the ship. There was not far to go on the brig, but Charley was sure taking the sea air as opposed to the miasmic atmosphere belowdecks would do them both good.

      “’Mornin’ Doctor! ’Mornin’ Mrs. Denham!” a sailor called from aloft. Charley shielded her eyes and waved up at Ryan. He’d been to sick bay earlier in the week for the rheumatism that plagued so many of the sailors, working as they did in a wet and cold environment. One of her tasks while waiting for the Lady Jane to sail was to mix up plenty of the liniment she’d used with such efficacious results in Little Abbot. Some of the sailors swore by a cayenne pepper rub for their aches and pains, but Ryan said her preparation had given him relief and Charley heard the crew arguing at length over the best medical treatments they’d ever used.

      She wasn’t an experienced traveler, but to her eye the crew appeared content, not sullen or subdued, and she overheard one say he liked being on a “hen-ship,” because having the captain’s wife aboard meant that in general there was better food and treatment for them than in an all-male company. And if Mrs. Denham—and Charley—had their vocabularies vastly expanded by contact with the sailors, they were polite enough not to remark upon it.

      The brig was like a little village of its own, she mused to herself as she paced the deck. There was the steward and the carpenter, the cook and the boatswain, the sailors and the family who were the officers and owners of the ship. Everyone had a task and everyone knew his place in this village.

      And Dr. Murray was a man of his word, for no communications came from the Caeneus to the Lady Jane exposing their fraudulent doctor.

      The weeks passed on the Atlantic crossing and Mrs. Denham grew large, her ungainly shape causing her to laugh at herself as she waddled through the daily walk around the ship.

      “This may be the last walk we take, Mrs. Denham,” Charley said. “Your baby has dropped and I believe your child will make his arrival aboard ship rather than wait for Jamaica.”

      She said this cheerfully, knowing from past experience that one of the most important tasks in dealing with a primagravida was calming her fear of the unknown.

      “Cook told me that if I was aboard the warships escorting us and the babe was born there, then he would be a ‘son of the guns.’” Mrs. Denham chuckled and gestured at the mound preceding her on their walk. “I would rather be here, away from guns and fighting. Do not tell my husband though, Doctor, that the babe might come earlier than expected. He has enough on his mind, and he’ll realize soon enough that his plans for the child to be born on land may not come to fruition.”

      Today Mrs. Denham was wearing an emerald green wool dress that strained at the seams in front, but she dutifully wrapped herself in a heavy plaid shawl after her husband gently scolded her for risking herself in the sea breezes. Charley watched the way the aging Captain Denham treated his young wife, as if someone had handed him a rare treasure to guard. This was why he’d been so open to allowing Charley to barter passage on his ship in exchange for doctoring the crew and Elizabeth Denham. He cosseted her and pampered her as best he could in the middle of the ocean, and Mrs. Denham seemed genuinely fond of him.

      “Y’see, Doctor,” she’d confided to Charley on one of their walks, “my sisters always told me I wasn’t pretty enough to get a husband of my own. When Ronald came courting they were sure he wanted one of them, but he said he’d have no one but me, if you can fathom that!”

      She was not at all surprised, for despite eyes that were small and set close together, and a chin that had an unfortunate slope inward, Mrs. Denham had a way about her that made people feel warm in her presence.

      “I would say that the captain was looking for a handsome lady of a sweet disposition who would make him a comfortable home after his years at sea. He is a fortunate man to have found you.”

      “Why, Dr. Alcott, are you flirting with me?”

      “A doctor never flirts, Mrs. Denham. That was my professional observation.”

      Mrs. Denham smiled at this, and kept walking with a rolling gait that incorporated the ship’s movement as much as her own bulk.

      She peeked up from beneath her bonnet and saw Charley watching her progress. “Do not fear that I will overbalance myself, Dr. Alcott. I am comfortable with the motions of the Lady Jane. This is now my home. If I am to be a good wife to the captain, then I must make him feel I fit into his world. What of you, do you fancy a life at sea now that you have had a taste of it?”

      “Absolutely not,” Charley said with conviction, offering Mrs. Denham her hand to help her step around some lines. “This has been a wonderful adventure and opportunity, but I will be satisfied and relieved to stand again on a floor that does not shift beneath my feet!”

      Mrs. Denham laughed at this, but pronounced herself well satisfied with life at sea, as long as she had Captain Denham beside her. Later that evening when Charley came above to take the air, she came upon the captain and his lady, but they did not see her. Captain Denham had his arms around his wife, his hefty bulk acting as a windbreak to shield her from the fog rolling across the water. She watched from the shadows, and swallowed down the lump in her throat. They seemed so content together, just standing at the rail and holding each other. Charley hugged herself to get a bit of extra warmth, then turned back to her solitary bunk.

      She was awakened from a sound sleep that night by a frantic Captain Denham pounding on her cabin door. She wasn’t surprised, but got dressed in a few moments since she slept in shirt and trousers to maintain her disguise.

      In the captain’s cabin a lantern was lit, and Mrs. Denham was sitting on a chair in her nightdress, clutching her belly. A patch of wetness on the deck told the tale as much as her next words.

      “I arose to use the chamber pot, and when I stood there was a rush of water from between my legs!”

      “Is she well? Is something wrong?”

      Charley turned to Captain Denham, who was wringing his hands and nervously shifting from foot to foot.

      “Mrs. Denham’s waters have broken and your son is going to make an earlier arrival than anticipated, Captain. Do not be concerned. Mrs. Denham and I have it all well in hand. You should go above now, and we will call you when it is time.”

      “But Elizabeth—”

      “Listen to Dr. Alcott, please, Ronald,” his wife said as she clutched her belly.

      Charley took the captain by the arm and turned him toward the door.

      “Your part is done, Captain,” she said with a wink to convey masculine solidarity. “You don’t want to be here now. It will not happen quickly and your presence is a distraction.”

      “Aye,” the captain said in a daze as he allowed her to evict him from his own cabin. “This fog—I need to talk with the helmsman…”

      He was still mumbling to himself as Charley closed the door behind him.

      “Well!” she said, pushing up her sleeves. “Let us see what we can do to help the newest Denham into this world.”

      The fog closed ’round the ship like a heavy blanket during the night, cutting them off from contact with the convoy. Sounds were muffled in the damp gloom and the lookout strained to keep the running lights of the other ships in sight.

      Charley spent the pre-dawn hours helping Mrs. Denham pace the confines of the cabin, holding her when the contractions hit, bathing her forehead and soothing her fears.

      “No, this is not unusual. A first child is a new experience for your body, so it is no wonder that it takes time to adjust.”

      “I have been laboring forever!” Elizabeth Denham moaned.

      “Your contractions will start to come closer together, as we discussed they would. Now, you lie back and try to rest. Conserve your strength for you have a hard task ahead. I will return shortly.”

      Charley stepped out of the cabin and stretched with her hands at the base of her spine, easing the kinks in her back. She knew the babe wasn’t going to emerge in the next fifteen minutes, so this was an opportune time for her to use the head and maybe get a cup of tea from the galley.

      When she came above, the only sign that dawn had broken was a shift in the light filtering through the fog, but the gray shroud still covered the Lady Jane. Captain Denham was pacing the deck anxiously, and rushed over when he saw Charley.

      “Elizabeth! What— How—?”

      “Your wife is well, Captain, and all is progressing as it should.”

      “That’s good,” Denham said in relief, then looked out over water that appeared as bleak and washed out as the mist engulfing them. Droplets of moisture clung to his salt-and-pepper beard and beaded on his shoulders. He lowered his voice. “This damned fog has cut us off from contact with the other vessels. Do not tell Elizabeth.”

      “Of course not. She has enough on her mind.”

      “I can take a moment to visit with her,” Denham said heartily. “That will cheer her.”

      Before Charley could stop him he was headed down to his cabin, and she followed behind.

      “I am not sure this is a good idea. Ladies in Elizabeth’s state are not always themselves—”

      But it was too late. Captain Denham threw open the door of the cabin and started to say, “My darling Eliz—”

      “You!”

      His darling Elizabeth was sitting up in the bunk, clutching her belly, glaring at her husband. Lank strands of sweat-dampened hair fell across her face and she looked like a serpent-haired Fury come to deliver retribution.

      And she knew just who to deliver it to.

      “You!” She snarled again, pointing a shaking finger at her husband. “You did this to me, you—”

      And then Captain Denham’s demure and shy wife demonstrated exactly how well her vocabulary had been broadened by contact with the Lady Jane’s sailors. She ended with a description of what she was going to do to her husband’s private parts so that he would never be able to put her in this position again.

      Charley escorted a white-faced Captain Denham from the cabin.

      “Pay it no mind, Captain. Women in the midst of labor will say all sorts of things they do not mean.”

      “You don’t think she really means it?”

      “Wellll, she does mean it now, but once she’s holding her babe she will forget she ever said these things to you.”

      Mr. Stuart was calling for the captain, so Charley clapped him on the back, said, “Buck up, sir, this will soon be over,” and returned to her patient.

      The contractions were gaining in intensity and she monitored Mrs. Denham, even as she heard the noise and commotion increase abovedecks.

      One of the ship’s boys threw the door open to reveal the news.

      “Pirates! There are pirates, Doctor! The captain says to stay below while he talks to them!”

      “What else am I going to do?” Charley said in asperity. “We are busy here, Lawton. Your job is to keep pirates—and anyone else—out of this cabin.”

      Mrs. Denham moaned, but she gave her a brief smile.

      “Do not fear, Mrs. Denham. I know your husband will not do anything to put your life at risk.”

      The contractions were close now. Mrs. Denham was propped up against the bulkhead, and Charley was between her legs letting nature take its course. There was no more gunfire, but she could hear yelling and feet thundering through the lower decks.

      “Won’t be long now,” she said cheerfully.

      “That’s what you said earlier, you pox-ridden bastard!” Mrs. Denham gritted from between her teeth, arching her back as the next contraction came.

      “No, do not push! Not until I tell you to!”

      The cabin door burst open.

      “Are you the surgeon?”

      Charley glanced over her shoulder and caught a glimpse of a tall, masked stranger.

      “Get out,” she said, turning back to her patient.

      Mrs. Denham screamed, and the man raised his voice to be heard.

      “If you are the surgeon, you’re coming with me.”

      “Not before this baby’s born.”

      She heard him walk across the cabin, and felt something cold placed against her neck. She angled her head to look at the cutlass resting just below her ear. Charley knew she should be terrified, but all she felt was aggravation that this pirate was upsetting her patient.

      “I need a surgeon aboard my ship. You are coming with me.”

      Mrs. Denham panted in short gasps, her eyes darting between the man over Charley’s shoulder and the doctor. Charley turned around and looked up at him. The pirate’s mask covered his upper face, but she caught a glint of amber through the eyeholes, and saw a firm mouth set in a grim line.

      “A dead surgeon is no good to you either, pirate. You are upsetting my patient. Get out. And take your sword with you.”

      “That’s ‘Captain Pirate’ to you, leech,” but the sword was taken away.

      Elizabeth Denham took that moment to lean over and vomit, missing the bowl next to the bunk. A rush of blood-tinged fluid came out from between her legs.

      Charley glanced back again and saw the pirate’s jaw pale before he turned and fumbled for the latch.

      “I’ll be back, Doctor!”

      She ignored him and turned to Elizabeth.

      “Good work, Mrs. Denham. The baby’s crowning!”

      After that, things happened quickly. The baby’s head emerged into Charley’s hands and the body rotated for the shoulders to slip through on the next contraction, and in moments she had hold of a slippery, squirming son for Captain and Mrs. Denham.

      The baby’s lusty cries brought a sound of joy from his crying mother.

      “My baby!” she cried, and laughed through cracked lips, and cried some more. “Give me my baby!”

      “In a moment, Mama. We are not quite finished here yet.”

      She cut the cord and cradled the child, holding him up in the lamplight to give him a quick examination. All the necessary parts seemed to be there, so she offered up a silent prayer of relief and thanks, wiped him with a soft cloth and wrapped him in an even softer blanket, then laid him on his mother’s belly to stay warm.

      “Now for the afterbirth, and then you can rest.”

      Charley was washing her hands and smiling at Mrs. Denham as she held her new son to her breast, cooing down at him, when the cabin door slammed open and Captain Denham was shoved into the cabin, followed by the pirate.

      “Elizabeth!”

      “We have a son, Ronald,” his sweet wife beamed at him, “Oh look, is he not beautiful?”

      Like most newborns he was red and wrinkled and squished looking, but to Charley’s eyes he also appeared beautiful, for she had helped bring him safely into the world.

      “This is all very touching,” the pirate said, “but I have waited long enough. Captain, your strongbox, quickly now, before harm comes to these innocents.”

      He motioned a pair of his crewmen into the cabin. They took Captain Denham’s money and papers while the captain and Charley stood guard in front of the bunk, keeping Mrs. Denham and the baby safe. It was a gallant gesture, even though they each knew they could not stand against armed pirates.

      “And now for our final business. Come with me, Doctor!”

      She took a step back from the pirate, who was standing holding a pistol loosely at his side, but he stood between her and the door.

      “You cannot take Dr. Alcott prisoner, I will not stand for it!” Captain Denham said.

      “Really?” the pirate drawled, and cocking his head to the side, looked down at the baby Mrs. Denham clutched to her chest.

      “You would not harm a baby!” Charley said in outrage.

      “You are correct, I would not harm a baby.” The pirate looked at her, his eyes intent behind his mask. He was tall and loomed over her as he smiled coldly and said, “That child can, however, grow up without a father. You choose, Doctor. Now. Either you come with me, or I will shoot the good captain here.”

      “Ronald!” Elizabeth Denham cried out.

      Denham did not plead for his life, but Charley knew she had no choice, not really.

      “That baby needs its father more than you need a doctor, Captain Denham. Mrs. Denham, remember what I said—plenty of beef broth, have the cook kill one of those chickens and make a rich soup for you, stay in your bunk and rest. Your milk will be in in a day or two. In the meantime, let the baby nurse as he will and it will help you recover.”

      She turned back to her captor, who was standing silent during this speech, radiating tension.

      “Very well, pirate, I will come with you.”

      “How accommodating you are.”

      Charley said nothing to this but buttoned her coat and brushed her short hair off her forehead.

      “Take care of yourself, Mrs. Denham, Captain Denham. Thank you for all you have done for me.”

      “We will name him Charles!” Charley heard Mrs. Denham call out as the pirate took her by the upper arm to haul her from the cabin.

      The cabin doors were smashed in, but she saw no injured crew, and when she was pushed up the ladder ahead of the pirate captain, she blinked in the bright sunlight. The Lady Jane was alone in the vast and empty sea, save for the vessel nearby, the one distinguished by the black flag flying over it.

      The pirate took her arm again, Charley tried to shake him off, but she might as well have tried to shake the mainmast.

      “I said I will come with you, you do not need to manhandle me.”

      He did not reply, and did not let go as he looked at a sailor standing at the rail.

      “Did you find it?”

      “Aye, Cap’n. We cleaned out the sick bay to the bulkheads.”

      “My belongings!”

      “Are all aboard my ship now, which is where you are going.”

      He pulled her forward and Charley stumbled along with him to the rail. She did not know what her fate would be aboard the pirate’s vessel, but she knew one other thing after listening to the men talk. Her captors were Americans.
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      The mask obscured his vision, but Captain David Fletcher of the privateer Fancy knew better than to rip it off. He was already in danger of losing his bond to the United States if word of this escapade leaked out. Posing as pirates instead of legitimate privateers, taking a civilian prisoner—it was not how he wanted to deal with this situation, but he needed medicine and a doctor. He had anticipated the former would be on a merchant ship, but the latter was a stroke of pure luck and an opportunity he could not pass up.

      He was having second thoughts about this surgeon, however.

      Dr. Alcott was a weedy stripling who did not look old enough to run a razor over his face. He seemed competent with that screaming harpy—and that was a scene David would be reliving in his nightmares!—but was he competent to deal with life aboard the Fancy?

      More importantly, and more urgently, could he heal Henry?

      He looked over at his prisoner, who was making his way in a lubberly fashion down to the waiting boat. Likely this was the man’s first sea voyage, and he felt his doubts blossom anew. An experienced sea surgeon was one thing, but some youngster more used to delivering babies and aiding old ladies in stimulating their digestion—

      It was too late now, he thought as they rowed over in silence and boarded his vessel. He was stuck with what he had, and he had to believe that whatever assistance Dr. Alcott could offer would be better for Henry than David’s own lack of skills.

      “It was a good haul, Captain. Plucking this one like a fat goose right out of the convoy, slipping by those frigates as neat as you please…”

      He turned to Mr. Bryant, who was acting as mate while Henry was laid up.

      “We need to get under weigh before the convoy discovers one of its geese has wandered away. This doctor will tend to Henry, and I want everyone aboard to give him whatever assistance he requires.”

      Bryant’s weather-beaten face told him that everyone on the Fancy knew healing Henry was a long shot, but David refused to give in to his fears. As long as he believed his brother could be cured—the alternative was not to be contemplated.

      In the meantime, the doctor was watching the Lady Jane as it raised sail.

      “Goodbye, Ryan! Don’t forget the liniment!” Alcott yelled through cupped hands. The Fancy’s crew was watching their unexpected prisoner, waiting to take direction from the captain on how to deal with the man.

      David sighed, scratched his hot forehead through the mask, and went over to get the doctor. There was nothing to be served by putting this off.

      “I brought you here for a purpose, Doctor…”

      “Well, of course you did!” Alcott snapped at him. “I cannot imagine you randomly kidnap surgeons off of ships. What is it you need? And who are you, anyway?”

      He ignored the last and said, “Come with me.”

      Alcott followed docilely enough, stepping carefully around the pilfered goods waiting to be placed in the hold by the crew. When they got to the lower deck, and out of sight of the retreating Lady Jane, David removed his mask. In the lantern light Dr. Alcott glanced at him, then stopped and took a longer look, his gray eyes widening.

      “If you are thinking you will memorize my features to testify against me, think again,” David said harshly.

      Alcott started, as if in a daze, and said, “No…that was not what I was thinking at all. Who are you?”

      “I am Captain David Fletcher. Follow me.”

      “I demand to know what your intentions are, Captain Fletcher! Where are my instruments and the medicine chest? Why have you taken me off my ship? Where are my belongings?”

      David’s temper was already on its last nerve, and this arrogant, high-voiced sawbones had just stomped on that nerve. He grabbed him by his neckcloth and slammed him up against a bulkhead, gripping him so tightly the doctor’s feet weren’t touching the deck.

      “You listen to me, you little runt!” he said through his teeth. “I give the orders and make the demands! You’re going into that cabin and you’re going to fix Henry! Because if you don’t, I will dangle you over the side and feed you to the sharks from the feet up. Understand?”

      The man’s face was turning an alarming shade of purple, but he jerked his head in a nod, and David lowered him until he stood on the deck again.

      “All you need to know for now is that your life depends on your medical skills.”

      He knocked at Henry’s door, and it was opened a moment later by Lewis, David’s steward, who’d been tending to Henry since his injury.

      “Is he awake?” David asked softly.

      “Come in, brother,” said a weak voice from the cabin. “I am awake.”

      He crowded into the narrow cabin, Alcott behind him. Henry Fletcher lay in bed with his injured left arm propped up on a cushion beside him. The hand was loosely wrapped with bloody bandages, and Alcott pushed past David into the small space.

      “Get me more light in here, a basin of hot water, and my satchel,” Alcott snapped out, leaning over Henry and looking at the bloody limb.

      Lewis looked at David, who nodded and said, “Whatever Dr. Alcott needs, you give him.”

      Alcott looked back over his narrow shoulder.

      “What Dr. Alcott needs is more light, more room, and less rocking of the ship!”

      “I can give you more light, this is all the room in this cabin, and a ship at sea rocks,” David said, his temper rising again at being ordered about by this green Englishman, but he reined himself in. The man was a doctor, or so he said, and knew what he needed. Lewis returned at that moment with his satchel and another sailor brought in a pair of lanterns. Alcott directed the placement of the light, and, straightening, turned to David.

      “Go now. I need to examine my patient.”

      He was reluctant to leave Henry, and started to argue.

      “Captain, you brought me here for a purpose,” Alcott interrupted him. “Leave me to do my task.”

      His demeanor softened slightly as he looked over his shoulder at Henry, then turned back to him.

      “He is your brother? I can see the resemblance. I will do whatever I can for him, and I will give you news when I know more. But I will not know more until you are gone and I can examine him.”

      David stared the man down, but Alcott didn’t flinch. For all his youth and lack of bulk, he wasn’t easily intimidated, and he could not help but appreciate that in any man.

      “I will be back, Doctor. Be very careful.”

      Alcott said nothing to this, and David turned to Henry and forced a smile.

      “See? I told you I would find a doctor, even if I had to raid every ship in the Caribbean.”

      “So you did,” Henry said with a strained smile of his own. “Thank you.”

      “Now leave, Captain Fletcher,” Dr. Alcott said, and with a last glance at Henry, David turned on his heel and exited the cabin.

      He wanted to stay below, but there was too much happening
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