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A heroine for Susie


A True Lady

Edith Layton


CHAPTER 1

Autumn 1721

Her hair blew around her face like silken streamers, but that was the only thing about her that moved. She stood braced against the wind as she looked out over the sea. Her face was as still as the carved figurehead on the great ship she watched, but the girl was far more beautiful than that wooden symbol of female perfection, and real tears, not just salt spray, coursed down her cheeks as she saw the pirate ship approach. She didn’t flinch.

She had watched the battle and never doubted the outcome. And now, as she expected, two ships came sailing into the harbor with black flags flying. The merchantman was too fine a ship to send to the bottom of the sea with its crew, so those who had refused to throw in with the pirates had been overtaken and overwhelmed. The crowd on the dock cheered and jeered, and threw their ragged caps in the air to see the prize being brought to them. The hellish sound rose high in the sweltering air: a chorus of rough voices, a screeching of parrots and donkeys and monkeys and all the denizens of the pirate community in raucous celebration. She only dashed away her tears with the back of one hand and breathed a broken sigh at her show of weakness. Then she squared her slender shoulders, took a deep breath, and waited patiently for her destiny.

The pirates carried the gold off first. Many eager hands made light work of it, though the chests were filled to brimming. Many sharp eyes watched the grubby hands, and the noise fell to a murmur as they did. Nothing was so important to a pirate as gold, so the rejoicing stopped until the chests were safely stowed in the pirate king’s own coffers. Then the chests of jewels, the boxes of silks and satins, and the kegs of wine and spices were carted off the conquered ship, along with the cattle, the ducks and chickens. And then last, and certainly least, the wretched humans were unloaded. Some were in chains, some in bloody bandaging, and some were dead. The last man was off, with the captain, and he was definitely the prize. You could see the glee in the pirate king’s glittering eyes.

He ignored the weary captain and the officers of the beaten crew and turned his back on the passengers of the ship he’d taken. Prodding this captive in the back with his long, glittering knife, he strolled off the ship. The crowd at the cove grew silent and made a path for the two men as they marched forward to the pirate king’s house.

It was a small, ramshackle settlement for a king to rule over, but just as the king was named captain of his ship, so he was considered king of the village where his crew lived when they weren’t at their terrible business at sea. There were many fierce-looking men in the little village, a few fierce or sullen-looking women, many children. These people lived in lean-tos and tumbledown shacks and tents, yet in truth, these pirate quarters could hardly be called houses. They were merely places to sleep and to keep out of the rain. None were clean, and all were littered, except for the pirate king’s own house.

His home wasn’t very grand, but it was finer than any other house in the village. It was small, to be sure, and made of wood, but it was neat, and the flower-filled courtyard was fenced in to keep out the wandering chickens, dogs, and goats. It was there that the crowd congregated.

The king of the pirates was a burly middle-aged man with dark eyes and a great beard, black as his sins. His long, greasy hair hung limp in the humid air. He wore tar black breeches and big black boots, but his coat was as scarlet as the blotches of his victims’ blood drying on it, and the ragged lace at his wrists and throat was smeared with the same terrible pigment. When he reached his dooryard he threw open the gate and stopped. His smile was white and crooked and he puffed out his great chest in triumph as he looked down at the beautiful young woman who stood before him.

“Aye. I’ve gone and done it. So here he be—your future husband,” he bellowed, and shoved his captive forward with one callused hand.

The young man staggered, but held his head high and didn’t fall at the girl’s feet as the pirate had planned. He was a fair-haired, slender young man, dressed in what had once been fine clothes. His face was ashen and his light eyes were wild with anger, but his rage was nothing compared to the woman’s. She took in a deep breath and looked the pirate square in the eye.

“Stow it!” she shouted, her fine amber eyes glinting with a fierce light. “Ye be off yer nut if ye be thinking I be mating wi’ this…this…fop! So take him back, or sell him for a fine price, but I’ll not be wedded to the likes of him. Never!”

The pirate made a low, threatening sound deep in his throat. Despite his shock, the young man turned to him in surprise; he’d never heard a human being actually growl before. The young woman’s face was white, but she stuck out her small, dimpled chin and stood firm.

“Oh, but ye will—because I say ye will!” the pirate bellowed. “And this very day!”

“Never!” she shrieked back….

“Aye, well then,” the pirate purred, “too bad for the lad. Aye,” he went on, nodding as she bit her lip in the horror of sudden comprehension, “’cause if ye won’t take him as yer husband, ye’ll have his guts fer shoestrings—and his fingers and toes fer a necklace, and his various manly appurtenances on yer dinner plate fer yer tasty delectation—this very night. And I mean it, Cristabel, ye know I do. I’m all out of patience. Have him as husband, or have him in pieces. It’s up to ye!”

“Why him?” she wailed.

“Well, him—or me mate, Bold Black Jack Kelly.”

She flinched. “Never!” she cried.

“Aye. Well then, take the lad. He’s a high lord, and an English one, too, like ye always be going on about. Real refined. Aye. I be a proper concerned papa after all. I could have brought ye a Spaniard or a Moor, or even a Frenchie. But no, I goes to great pains to get ye what ye always said ye wanted, a fine English gent. Behold, Magnus Titus Snow—the great Lord Snow, of Camden Hall, a nobleman born and bred. And yer new husband, child.”

The young man, who until now had remained silent, raised his battered head. “But—no!” he said with sudden hope. “I am Snow, but you’ve got the wrong one. He was supposed to come, but I took passage in his stead. I am not he.”

“I am not he,” the pirate echoed in wonder. “Ye see? Talks so fine, you could spread it on bread.”

“But I’m not,” the young man protested, “really. Magnus is my brother.”

“Aye,” the pirate said with humor, “and that’s why yer chests all have the letters `M.T.’ all over them. Cross-eyed Sweeney, what can read, told me,” he confided to his daughter.

“My name is Martin Thomas,” the young man insisted. “Magnus is my brother, I vow it.”

“Aye, aye,” the pirate said with a grin that tilted his hedge of a beard, “to be sure. But ye be vowing something else more important soon as we gets ye cleaned up. Ah—stow it,” he said, cuffing the young man lightly. “I can see the profit of staying out of the parson’s mousetrap, none better, me lord. But yer caught, fair and square. No sense in a fish arguing when he’s beached, hooked, baked, and buttered up ready to serve, eh? No. ’Tis my daughter ye’ll be wedding, this very night.”

“I can explain…” the young man said.

“No, ye can’t,” the pirate roared, silencing him. “Mebbe ye wanted some fine lady, I can see that,” he went on reflectively. “But mark ye—ye’ll be getting none finer than our Cristabel. She’s educated. Can read and write. Sew and sing. Her mama was a fine lady herself, I promise ye. And dowry? Well, don’t be worrying none ’bout that. She’ll come to you richer than any lord’s daughter. Chests of gold and jewels, lad, emeralds and pearls enough to make an emperor slaver. I do fer my own, I do. None can say else. And as fer beauty? Look at her straightly and tell me ye seen better in yer lifetime and I’ll know ye for a rotten liar.”

Many men, with a sharp knife at their back, would agree, whatever she looked like, but for all he wanted to disagree, the young man couldn’t. This girl was a rare beauty. She was as flamboyantly vivid and lush as the tropical isle he now stood upon. Though she was slender, her garish parrot green gown showed a high, full bosom and a tiny waist. She had a fair, fine-featured face with a small nose and delightfully plump, curving mouth. Her eyes were long-lashed, sloed, and the color of raw whiskey; her complexion, smooth and blushed with a faint golden bloom; and her glorious red-gold hair, a mass of thick, windblown silken curls. But her fine eyes held murder as she glared back at him.

“She’s lovely,” he agreed. “But I swear that I’m not who you think I—”

The pirate removed the knife from the small of his back, and now held it beneath the captive’s chin.

“Enough. Whoever ye say ye be,” the pirate said quietly, “ye be marrying my daughter this night—or ye be getting her pretty slippers all filled with yer bright blood. Now, ye wouldn’t want to be ruining her shoes, would ye?”

The young man swallowed. He could feel the thin, cold kiss of steel when he did.

“No,” he said softly.

“Good!” the pirate said happily, “Now, he just proposed. What say ye, daughter?”

She swallowed too. “Rot you,” she said. Then she looked at the young man before her. She wilted. “Aye. I will,” she sighed.

“Amen,” said the pirate. “Congratulations. Now. We get us a minister and do it refined. Right?”

*

The pirates celebrated the wedding all through the night. They camped on the beach before huge fires and ate roasted meat and fresh fruits, drank rum and wine until they were sick or sleeping. They made loud noise and music and love until dawn. They danced with their wives and mothers, daughters and concubines, slaves and servants, and then with each other, jigging and hopping and whirling until they were so overheated, they had to douse themselves in the sea or with whiskey. There were chanteys and love songs and roundelays sung, and all to the music of squeeze boxes and drums, fiddles and flutes. For once, the night birds and tree toads on the isle were silent, and even the tide went out and came in without notice.

“Aye. There’s naught like a wedding to make a man sentimental,” the pirate king said with a deep sigh as the rising sun showed a rosy blush on the far horizon. He brushed some crumbs from his beard and gave the sleepy girl lying in his lap a long kiss before tumbling her to the ground. This time he didn’t join her there, but rose and stretched deeply. “Done and done,” he said with satisfaction, “Now there be practical things to settle.”

He stepped over various intertwined bodies and made his way to the edge of the beach, where a young man, his hands and feet bound, stared glumly out at the sea.

“Good morning, m’lord son-in-law,” the pirate king said heartily.

The young man looked up. “I am not who you think I am,” he said wearily.

“I think ye be me son-in-law, and so ye be. Here’s the paper what says it,” the pirate chortled, taking a ribbon-tied document from his greasy coat pocket and waving it around. “Now, ye ain’t consummated the wedding, I agree. But even I didn’t expect ye to get up the wind, what with so many dozen lads all jeering ye on.” He grinned, tucking the paper back next to his heart again. “There be a long sea journey ahead of ye, and I expect confinement with such as me Cristabel will do the trick. Yer not made of stone, lad. Nor be ye ignorant of such passions, nor slow to take them up neither, not from what I heared of ye. Yer reputation do ye proud, lad, and I don’t doubt ye’ll do fer me girl—soon as me back’s turned, no doubt. Since there’s no way out fer ye, why pass up the treat?” He chuckled again.

“What sea journey?” the young man asked with the first show of liveliness the pirate had seen from him since he’d finally been made to gasp, “I do.”

“Why, ye be going home. I didn’t wed ye to me lass so she could queen it here, ye know. She’s already by way of being royalty here. No, no, I wants her to take her rightful place at yer side in England, me lord. As Lady Snow. Lady Cristabel Eleanora Snow,” he said with awe. He paused to blow his nose. After he’d dragged his sleeve beneath his nose, he went on thickly, “Aye. A true lady, just like her mum.

“So,” he said more briskly, “I’m sending her with ye on the first fair tide. First to Port Royale, and there on a good stout ship back to England. With a word in all the right places—or better yet, the wrong ones—that it would go ill with Felix Stew, Old Captain Whiskey hisself—at yer service,” he added with a great sweeping, mocking bow, “were anyone to interfere with the safe passage of that ship—if ye gets me drift.”

“Home?” the young man said with dawning eagerness.

“Aye. But don’t be getting no fancy ideas, me lord. There’ll be some of me own men with ye on that voyage. And though they can’t oblige the hangman by staying on in England, there be men of the brotherhood there to pass the word. Try anything rude with me lass, and I’ll hear of it, I vow.” He wagged a thick finger. “She be yer lady now, and no two ways about it. Ah, but what’s the sense of threatening ye? Twist and turn as ye may, it’s done.”

He bent and slipped his long dagger through the young man’s bonds, and then helped him to his unsteady legs. Then he wrapped one arm around him and walked with him along the beach, “Now, we gets ye washed and packed, and off ye go,” he said.

The young man nodded, not wanting to open his mouth lest he have to breathe in more of his captor’s rich odor.

“Ah—but,” the pirate said thoughtfully a few minutes later, “better ye don’t see yer blushing bride again till ye board the ship. She be…shy as ye be. So best ye meet again when there’s naught but a cabin, a bed, a closed door, and the two of ye, alone. Aye,” he said thoughtfully, “best, that way, I think—I hope.”

*

The bride’s trunks were packed, and her father had three more filled with jewels and gold. They were all loaded on top of the carriage as she said farewell to her childhood friends and companions. This took quite some time, for there were so many parrots, dogs, and cats for her to cuddle, pet, and promise to never forget. She wept a little, and her eyes were pink when, holding her head high, she marched up the little stair to get into the carriage. She never shed a tear or uttered a single word to anyone—not even her father—all the rocky way to Port Royale.

Her ship was being boarded at the wharfside. The docks of Port Royale served many vessels and were so crowded with people and animals that even the constant trade winds couldn’t keep them cool. Between the brightly dressed natives selling their wares, the prostitutes in their gaudy half-dresses, and the remarkably costumed seamen from many far lands, the gaudy pirates almost passed unnoticed.

Cristabel was dressed in the height of pirate fashion. She wore a low-cut gown of bright apricot silk swagged with lace and brilliants, with a silk shawl of canary yellow draped over her shoulders in spite of the heat. She stood fanning herself, as though alone, ignoring Captain Whiskey as he stood at her side.

The groom—along with his trunks—was already loaded on the ship. Two stalwart pirates had seen him to his cabin and then bolted the door behind him. The bride’s belongings were also safely stowed. Although the girl seemed resigned to her fate, her eyes flashed with anger and yet sometimes seemed suspiciously misty. Her lips remained sealed, but just as she turned to board, her father took her hand and held it hard in his own callused one.

“Give us a smile, lass,” he said in a soft voice. “I did it all for ye. It breaks me old heart to see ye so,” he went on when she didn’t speak, “fer it’s a strange old world, and ye bound fer halfway ’cross it, and given the times and the road I travel, who knows if I shall ever see ye again? Ah, Crissie, love,” he sighed, “I did it all for ye, can ye not see it?”

“Married me at knifepoint to a stranger?” she hissed. “Aye. But listen, it were a fine English lord ye wanted, weren’t it? And where was I to find one, I ask ye?”

“But I didn’t want one kidnapped, held for ransom, paying for his life by joining with me!” she cried.

“How else were I to nab one?” he asked in exasperation. “How else did I find yer own departed mama, child? And she learned to love me proper,” he said with reverence, “afore she left us. I always got ye what ye wanted, since you was a sprat, din’t I, lass? That’s how ye got such notions in yer noggin in the first place, from all them fine English governesses I got ye, curse their cold hearts.”

“Fine English governesses ye got me from the slave block, or the decks of burning ships,” she muttered darkly.

“Howsomever, I got them for ye, and got ye an education, too, din’t I? And then got ye the notion to wed a fine Englishman, curse the day,” he said sadly. “And so when ye refused the finest fellow I knew, Black Jack Kelly, what do I do? Did I force ye to wed him, like a father should? No.”

“You tried!” she shouted.

“Aye, but I could have tried harder,” he said, holding a finger in the air, silencing her. “No, I didn’t,” he said virtuously. “Like a daft old fool, I go out and get ye the finest lord I ever heared of, and how do ye thank me? With a nose in the air and not a word of farewell.”

“Aye, but I wouldn’t have needed no husband did ye not have a hankering to wed again and wanted no shrewish daughter underfoot to spoil yer fun, would I?” she asked venomously.

He looked as sheepish as a large, dirty pirate king could.

“Yer toothsome young Carmen hates me, don’t she?” she persisted. “Can’t stand the sight of me, wishes me ten fathoms deep, though she quakes and shakes her pretty little arse and pretends to be scared of me, don’t she? Ye had to be rid of me, Papa, don’t fancy it up none, because it won’t wash.”

“Aye, there’s some truth in what yer saying. But think on, were it all true, I’d have made ye take Black Jack Kelly any which way, and ye know it,” he said. “I tried to give ye what ye wanted, give me that, love. And what ye wanted were a fine refined English lord, weren’t it?”

“Aye…but…” she began.

“And they ain’t exactly thick on the ground hereabouts, is they?”

“No, but…”

“Nor are we by way of meeting up with them anywheres but on the deck of a ship we’re keelhauling, is we?”

“Aye, that’s so…”

“And since no one I knew, nor one of the fine lads panting after you, was good enough for you—and Gawd above, girl, but you are one and twenty!” he bellowed.

She fell still.

“One and twenty and unwed,” he grieved. “’Twas unnatcheral.”

She looked down to the toes of her red satin slippers.

“But whenever I said anything, you’d be always going on about how no one was ‘refined and educated’ enough for you,” he said mockingly. “So here he be—a lad with more names to him than ye can embroider on his handkerchief, and with blood blue as a squid’s ink. You wanted an English lord, you got one. So what be ye kicking fer?”

“Because I didn’t want this one!” she insisted.

“What’s wrong with him?” her father roared. “Got all his teeth, young and sprightly, nice-looking feller too. S’truth,” he admitted, “his reputation be leagues ahead of his performance. The man’s made a stunning name for hisseif, though it be hard to credit. I heared he had wimmen swooning fer him from one end of England to t’other, and that he accommodated most of ’em too. I grant it don’t look possible. Nor be he grand and manly as they said, neither. But ye can’t hardly complain on that,” he said with more spirit. “Ye didn’t want a fine, hardy specimen of a man like Black Jack Kelly… Oh aye, don’t huff I’ll shut me mug on that.

“There be nothing wrong with this lad,” he insisted. “And remember, there ain’t that many English lords, and ye know Englishwomen—with the exception of yer departed mama, of course—they don’t want much liveliness in their beds. I reckon that accounts for it. Still, who can tell? It’s early yet. I’ll admit he don’t show much fire in his wooing, but give him time. Ye only been spliced a few days, and none of them ones to show a man to his best advantage—unless he be a right old rogue like Black Jack K— Oh, aye—I’m mum.

“So howsabout a lass giving her old father a hug, and a wish that the wind always be in his sails, and his enemies asleep in sharks’ bellies, eh?”

“Oh, Papa!” she cried wretchedly, and fell into his outstretched arms. He hadn’t been much of a father and they both knew it, but he was the only father she had, and this island was the only home she’d ever known.

“Well, what’s done’s done, and fer the best, so I do believe,” he said somewhat soupily when he finally released her. She was his only legitimate child, and he let her go with what might have been genuine reluctance. He ran his sleeve under his nose before he spoke again. “Ye be happy, lass, y’hear?” he demanded. “No use pleading,” he added when he saw her eyes. “I may only be a pirate, but I’m the captain because I be a man of me word, and so I raised ye to be. Ye be wed to that fine lord, and that be the end of it. Ye’ll be happy too, lass, see if ye ain’t. 

“Now,” he said with more spirit, “let’s see. Got yer steel? Good. And yer pocket pistol? Ah, good. Yer cutlass, I hope, been packed? Fine. And yer wee dagger, and yer bonny gutting knife, and them new cutties I got ye too? Fine, fine. Being a lady is yer concern, being safe is mine. A lass has got to be prepared, right? Now. Godspeed,” he said, giving her a little push toward the tall-masted merchant ship that awaited her.

“I be seeing ye again?” she asked in a very small voice, looking back at him tearfully.

“I hope not,” he said. “Ye be a true lady now, remember?”

She left, but not without shedding a few tears.

She would have shed many more had she not turned to catch a last glimpse of her father and seen him with a young woman whom he took into his arms as soon as he thought his daughter was out of sight.

*

They tried to ignore each other, but it wasn’t possible in a cabin on a great vessel in the middle of the ocean with the door locked behind them till dawn.

He couldn’t have ignored her even if they weren’t locked together in a tiny room. Many staggering things had happened to him in the past few days, but this girl was by far the most astonishing. He was stunned by her. She looked like a barbarian princess right out of one of the adventure books of his boyhood. She was so brightly, fiercely beautiful and nothing like any lady he’d ever seen, nor even like the boldest whores in London town. With her sunset hair and bright apricot gown and stunningly yellow wrap, she made his eyes ache—as well as other parts he didn’t want to think about. It wasn’t only her vivid coloring that made her so exciting, there was a sensationally shapely body got up in bold splendor that swayed to her constant movement, as she paced the cabin like a caged tiger.

It was a well-furnished cabin, and a comfortable one. It had a fine Indian carpet on the floor and room enough for a good-sized bed, a chest, a table, and two chairs. A fair-sized porthole gave them a glimpse of the wide sea they sailed over. In all, it could be a comfortable voyage, he thought—if he were on it with almost anyone else in the world and under any other circumstances. As it was, he felt sick to his stomach. He knew it wasn’t seasickness, because sailing never troubled him. But he felt decidedly bilious. And the reason for it was pacing back and forth in front of him.

He sat on the bed and watched her uneasily. She was doing a very good job of ignoring him, and that was unsettling. He was an even-tempered fellow who made friends easily, but he didn’t know how to talk to this girl. The fact that there were many important things that he had to say to her agitated him, and the fact that he lacked the courage to even begin speaking bothered him even more.

But he wasn’t a coward, and so he finally got to his feet and approached her.

It was like trying to start a conversation with a small whirlwind, because she walked right by him and then turned and paced back. Her pale, lovely face was cast in a mold of suppressed fury, and her hands were clenched in fists by her sides. The breeze from her silken gown swept around her and he caught a faintly pleasant scent. Cinnamon, he thought in surprise, breathing it in, and vanilla and sweet tropical blossoms. It was fascinating, like the aroma of baking flowers: seductive, exotic, delicious—edible. He swallowed hard.

“Ah…” he began, and paused. “Mistress,” as he was going to say, was inappropriate, “madam” was definitely wrong, and he realized he didn’t even remember her name.

“Pardon me,” he said, but she just ignored him.

Frustrated, he stood watching her. But then when the sea beneath the polished oaken boards of their cabin suddenly swelled, rising and falling unexpectedly, he staggered. Being a gentleman born and bred, he put out his hands to steady her, too, and found himself facing shining steel, and the glare in her narrowed eyes, which was no less menacing.

“Take yer grubby paws off me,” she snarled, holding the knife steady at his breastbone, “or be history, matey.”

“I thought you were going to fall,” he said, dropping his hands to his sides.

“Hoped is more like it,” she muttered, “but I’d no more fall from a sea swell than I would fer yer honied blandishments.”

He blinked. “Ah, but I said nothing,” he replied cautiously, wondering about this savage pirate princess who not only knew but spoke such words.

“Ye be thinking them,” she said, still glaring at him.

It was so nearly true, he felt his face flush with guilt. “I have some things I must tell you,” he said instead.

She paused, cocking her head to the side. Her face was beautiful, but her smile was not. It chilled him. “Do tell,” she purred.

“I don’t know what you’re angry about. You got what you wanted; I wasn’t the one who asked for this,” he said defensively.

Her smile disappeared. And his stomach grew even colder. He was an honest man and had to go on whether he wanted to or not. “No one would listen to me then. Listen?” he spat out bitterly. “They didn’t even let me talk. All they’d let me say is ‘I do’ and ‘I will.’ But there’s more, much more. Oh Lord,” he said.

She watched him closely, her knife still poised and aimed at his chest. He was naturally fair, but now he was almost as white as the powder on his wig. He was dressed in all his finery, but when she’d first seen him, his pale hair had been uncovered and he’d been in his torn shirtsleeves. He was a handsome young man, clean-limbed and tall, with a guileless, even-featured face and candid blue eyes. His clothes didn’t exaggerate or flatter him; elegant and obviously expensive, they simply suited him. He wore a fitted coat of corded blue silk with falls of lace showing at the neck and cuffs, tight black breeches that ended at the knee with high white silk stockings, and neat silver-buckled shoes. The only touch of opulence was his long embroidered silk waistcoat of dark green and gold design.

The men whom she was used to all swaggered about in the colorful clothes of their calling, extravagant finery from the high days of the Brotherhood: flowing shirts and wide, baggy breeches and doublets; long, bright waistcoats and high, soft-cuffed boots; and as many sashes and pendants and earrings and rings as they could muster. But this man was dressed like a modern man of fashion: subtle, subdued, but so elegant, she felt like a peacock compared to him—no, a peahen in peacock feathers, she thought unhappily.

“I have something very important to say,” he went on. “You see,” he said with a sigh. “Oh Lord,” he said, sighing again, “the fact is—the truth of the matter is—that we are not married. No, really, we’re not. We cannot be married. Every word I say is the truth. I am not Magnus Titus, Lord Snow. I’m not even a lord. He is my brother. My real name is Martin Thomas Snow, and as if that isn’t enough,” he said in a rush, “the marriage would be invalid even if they’d got the name right, because I’m already married. And happily,” he added quickly, tensing for whatever reaction this news might elicit.

She stared at him blankly. He saw exactly when the truth began to dawn in her widening amber eyes. They began to glow like warmed honey. He braced himself, wondering how far in the knife would go before he could pull away.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, thank heavens!” she cried in a clear, cultured voice, as she lowered the knife and clasped her hands together as if in prayer. “Oh, thank you! I am so relieved—oh, my dear sir, you can’t possibly know how happy you’ve made me!”


CHAPTER 2

I don’t see why you should be so shocked at my reaction,” Cristabel said, hands on hips. “I didn’t want to marry you in the first place. Of course,” she admitted, “there was no way you could know that. But it was either you or a particularly undesirable crony of my father’s. You looked as unhappy as I felt, and that decided it for me. I thought there might be some way out of this mess once we left the island. I didn’t expect this! This is beyond wonderful! Thank you, thank you, thank you. You have set me free—freer than you can possibly imagine,” she said, as she sat down and looked at him with pure pleasure.

He stood and gaped at her. It took him a while to frame his next words.

“I thought,” he said slowly, “I mean, I heard, that is to say—good Lord, what’s happening? Why are you speaking differently now?” he blurted out.

“Oh,” she said, and a delicate peach color suffused her pale cheeks, “well, you see, I speak one way for my father and the people I live with, and another with people of some    education. Well, it wouldn’t do fer me to yammer at ye like this, would it?” she asked sharply. “Naw, din’t think so. Just think,” she said, changing her voice from strident tones to a softer, calmer accent, “how it would sound to the islanders if I spoke to them like this. They’d be as startled and uncomfortable with me as you just were. Two completely different worlds,” she said sadly, “and I live in both of them. You see, my mother was a lady, a true English gentlewoman, or so my father always says. And so I grew up with governesses who taught me how to speak and act should I ever get the chance to live in her world. Now you’ve given me that chance!”

“Yes, I suppose I have. By being a coward,” Martin said dully, sinking back onto the bed again. “I should have resisted more—I ought to have sacrificed myself. Death before dishonor, and lying is a dishonor even if it was to save myself. Magnus would never, never, have done it. He would have died rather than submit. But not me. I discovered that I wanted to live and so I went through with it. Please, don’t thank me. If you’d skewered me, the way I thought you were going to just now, it would have been what I deserved. Going through that charade of a marriage was wrong. I’ve no excuse but a failure of courage. I’m ashamed of myself.”

“You’re also alive,” Cristabel said tartly, “which you wouldn’t have been if you had refused to marry me. Please don’t have any regrets. I don’t. Oh,” she sighed, as though a great weight had been lifted off her heart, “you can’t know how wonderful this is. I can hardly take it all in. I’m free. Really free. Away from the island, away from my father, away from that horrible life—free to live my own life at last.

“When we get to London,” she said, sitting up on the edge of her seat, her amber eyes sparkling, “we’ll part—never to meet again—unless you want, of course, to raise a glass in fond remembrance. Or not,” she said generously, when she saw his startled expression. “Just help me find rooms in a good part of town, and a servant or two—and then farewell to thee, Lord Snow, or Mr. Snow, or whoever you are. I’ll be free. Under a new name of my own choice,” she said triumphantly.

“Your father…” he began.

“Will never find me,” she chortled.

“But I am a Snow,” he said with some pride, “and therefore not hard to find.”

“I doubt he’ll look,” she said airily. Seeing Martin’s nervousness, she went on, “You see, I think Papa knows his glory days are almost done. That’s why he set out to find me a husband. To get me off his hands, so he could get on with his life. Off with the old, on with the new; it’s been on his mind a lot lately. I think it’s because he lost so many cronies over the last years, or seen them come to grief. It’s been hard times for his sort lately. All his old associates, let’s see, there was Captain Vane, hanged; and there was Deadeye John Jarvis, hanged too; Jolly Calico Jack, hanged; and his lady, Anne Bonny—vanished. Captain Kidd, hanged; Captain England, beggared… Oh, I could go on and on. So many gone one way or the other. Aye, even the great Blackbeard himself ended with his head hanging from the bow and his body fed to the fishes.

“So many,” she sighed, “either blown to bits or hanged by the neck—or other parts—until dead. The golden age of piracy is done, I think. Well, at least for him it is. He’s very old for a pirate captain, you know. And since pirate captains are always elected free and fairly—oh yes, ’tis so—I think a younger man will get the nod soon. And so, I believe, thinks he.

“Now that he thinks he’s got me settled, he’ll close the book and be off under some new name to some other island paradise with his booty. Off to a new life with a new woman—who may well be the first since my mother to actually become his wife. I think he’s got a hankering for some legitimate male heirs,” she mused, grinning at the shocked young man.

He stared at this girl in all her pirate splendor, sitting primly amidst the shining silks and clashing colors. She spoke like a lady—her voice was modulated, her accents pure and well bred—but what she was saying…

“I can’t just leave you when we get to London,” he said.

“I may have done the wrong thing in pretending to marry you, but I can’t compound it. I’m responsible for you.”

“In a pig’s eye,” she said. “I mean…not at all. We’re not really married, after all—unless…Could they be saying you’ve married me to yer brother by proxy?” she asked in sudden horror, her accent slipping as her fear grew.

“No, no,” he assured her, “it’s not so simple, otherwise anyone could marry anybody to his brother or father or uncle, or whatever, or claim they themselves were married to anyone they chose, and say it was by proxy. No, it’s rare and difficult. You’ve got to have sworn statements and letters of consent with everything clearly stated, witnesses of high repute, and a lot more honored clergymen present than just the drunken old wreck that performed our ceremony. It’s only the prerogative of royalty now, I believe, because I remember we had a wild young cousin whose father wanted to marry her off to a duke in Spain…but that’s neither here nor there. Trust me. You’re not married to anyone. If you are, then I’m a bigamist. And that, at least, I am not!”

His young face grew faintly flushed. “Yes,” he said, lowering his eyes, “I was doubly sure to be sly about what I did. I even signed a false name to the document, and scribbled it so badly, no one could read it, anyhow. Even if they could, my own handwriting is particularly neat and clear and so it will never be taken for mine. It may have been cowardly, but it was safely done, I promise you.

“They didn’t want me anyway,” he said bleakly, “they wanted Magnus. He’d have been a great catch…Great? Ha,” he said with no humor, “every woman in England has tried for him. He’s never been caught yet—heart or hand. I’ll bet he’d have found a way to wriggle out of what I got into, but without dishonor—unlike me,” he said wretchedly, hanging his head in his hands.

“Well, I don’t know how his feet don’t hurt from walking on all that water,” Cristabel snapped.

When he looked up at her, she continued angrily, “You did the best you could. I think you did quite well-splendidly, as a matter of fact. Really. And if my papa and the others find out, I think they’ll admire you for it—after they get through cursing and snarling, that is. But they’ll be impressed by you. Beaten at their own game. I don’t know this Magnus, but I’m very glad they didn’t catch him. I don’t think I could bear being married to such a paragon—or being really married to anyone, for that matter. And now, thanks to you, I’m not!”

She rose and began to pace about the cabin again. “I’m far past my prime and I know it,” she said, her eyes on the carpet as she walked. “Aye, twenty-one and never married. A scandal anywhere, but unheard of on Pirate Cove, where a girl can be a granny by the time she reaches thirty. But I didn’t wed because I didn’t want to. I only said I wanted an English lord because it was the most impossible thing I could think of. Now I have the best of everything. My father thinks I’ve married a lord, and I know I have not. All I need to do is to set up my own establishment and I’ll never ask for anything more. So, as far as I’m concerned, Martin, you did very well, believe me.”

“But I’m responsible for you…” he began.

“Fiddle! You are not,” she said briskly, stopping and glaring at him. In that moment Martin saw that, though she didn’t resemble her father at all physically, her voice had all the command his had when he’d held that knife beneath his captive’s throat.

“Well, we’ll discuss it later,” he said, glancing away. That was when he remembered the bed. “Er, but now we’ve sleeping arrangements to make,” he said nervously. “Perhaps I should tell the captain of this vessel—”

“You’ll tell him nothing,” she snapped, “nary a word! He and me father be thick as thieves.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she continued in more cultured tones but with the same determination. “Look you, Mr. Snow. We’ll stay locked up in here and pretend we’re making the best of it. Now,” she went on decisively, “I’ll take the bed. You’ll take covers and blankets and make a nice little bed for yourself on the floor. We’ll muddle through this voyage, and then we’ll both be free. And that’s the end of it.”

*

The sea rocked her as if in a wooden cradle, and her false bridegroom’s light snores were like a lullaby. Cristabel smiled, stretching luxuriously, too content to sleep. She was sailing over the sea to freedom, and her bridegroom lay half the room away from her and would never lie nearer.

Free! Cristabel repeated to herself, completely free! All the walks around the deck and the brisk sea air couldn’t put her to sleep these nights. In fact, she fought to stay awake in order to savor it. She lay in the dark, gloating. She was leaving that hell of heat and noise, lush flowers, gaudy colors, strong drink and hot spices, and was on her way to that dear little isle of cool breezes and mists and rich history, that bastion of manners where men ate with knives and forks, and spoke softly.

She was going to that wonderful world of proper ladies and educated children—the world all her homesick governesses had never stopped speaking about and remembering with tears. In truth, those poor women had so many things to cry about: being torn from their ships, ravished, and then sold on the block. That was enough to make anyone cry. But they wept more for the lost world of England than for all the other terrible insults they’d endured. That had impressed Cristabel even more than their tales of that vanished world—the world her own beautiful mother had come from; the world from which her father was forever barred. The place where she could live out the rest of her life quietly, coaxing shy blossoms from the soil, making polite conversation, reading good books and sipping tea. A world as far removed from the one she knew as was the moon.

And most important of all, this world was a place in which she’d never, ever, have to take a husband. Never have to tie herself to a cheating, blustering, drunken, domineering, violent, lustful man for life. Never have to brawl all night with him, or put up with his infidelity and cruelties, never have to tolerate blows or amorous advances or sudden rages when he came home shouting drunk to steal from her or give her more babies to care for—like all the married women she’d ever known. No, never. She was actually going to that other world now. And no man would ever dominate her.

Smiling, Cristabel finally fell asleep to dream of mist and cool green grass, and freedom, eternal freedom.

*

They fought about it all the way across the blue Caribbean and into the wild Atlantic. Cristabel was thrilled.

It was the way he fought. Just the way she’d always believed a gentleman from his blessed isle would fight—with reasoned argument, not shouting, with patient denials, not knives or knuckles. And when he became truly frustrated, he’d only run his hand through his hair or stalk away from her. Martin would never run his fist into her mouth, or his boot into her stomach. They were locked up together for most of the day and all of the night, and they fought like puppies in a box—not the way the men and women she knew did. He was a gentleman, and she was ecstatic. She won every encounter, every time.

She had only to shout, and he fell silent, appalled, or astonished at her fluency with curses. If all else failed, she’d weep. Then he’d redden and look shattered. Of course, they had to promenade on deck beneath watchful eyes each day. The sailors knew their situation, and though they watched her with hot eyes, and priced Martin’s clothing enviously, neither of them was ever molested by word or deed, because everyone was afraid of her father. But, all the same, the men watched the newlyweds very closely.

Martin’s gentlemanliness made the voyage bearable for her. He was quiet and well spoken, neat and clean. Although being neat and clean was a decided plus, looks didn’t matter to Cristabel. She had grown up among men, many with splendid bodies and handsome faces, and hadn’t cared for any of them. Martin’s kindness and considerateness were astonishing to her. He was nothing like the men she had known on the island. Still, she supposed women might find him attractive. She found him interesting but never thought of him as a man; he simply wasn’t a threat.

Martin treated her honorably, respecting her privacy as best he could in such close quarters, turning his back or leaving the cabin when the need arose. Cristabel knew he looked at her as a woman from time to time, though, because sometimes she saw that look creeping into his usually candid eyes as he watched her, and he’d blush as if she knew what he was thinking. He amazed her.

They got into the habit of chatting together before they slept each night. Not about her freedom, of course, because that would only lead to a fight. Instead they spoke about neutral things. He was as curious about piracy as she was about England. They seldom spoke of personal things.

“What’s your wife like?” she asked him idly one night, as they lay in their separate places, waiting for the ship to finish rocking them to sleep.

“Sophia?” he asked as drowsily as she had. “You’d like her. She’s very clever.”

“Is she beautiful?”

“Oh, yes. Fair hair, skin. Blue eyes.”

“She sounds like you.”

“I suppose she does, but she’s not. She’s tiny. Really little. Got a little nose, too, points up. Always makes me laugh. She’s got dimples when she laughs. She laughs a lot. She loves practical joking. She’s great fun to be with.”

“Such enthusiasm,” Cristabel commented with a sleepy giggle. “I ask if she’s beautiful and you tell me about her sense of humor.”

“Well, we’ve known each other forever,” he said defensively. “It’s hard to go into raptures about someone’s looks when you know them so well.”

“I see,” Cristabel said, but she didn’t.

“We met as toddlers. Everyone always knew we’d marry, and we did,” he explained.

“Oh,” she said, digesting this latest piece of information.

“So you were in the same situation I was. So why aren’t you more sympathetic to me?”

“I beg your pardon?” he asked thunderously.

“I mean,” she said, yawning, “they made you marry when you didn’t want to, didn’t they?”

“They did not!” he declared, sitting straight up in his nest on the floor. “I wanted to marry her. Very much, as a matter of fact; we’ve cared for each other forever.”

“Fine, fine,” she said, drawing her sheets up over her ears. “Good night.”

But she could still hear him sulking long after the conversation had ended.

*

Martin mentioned his brother often. Far more often than Cristabel liked. When he wasn’t fretting about what Magnus would say, he was remembering what Magnus had said. Magnus was the oldest of seven children, only four of whom survived to adulthood. They all looked up to him, and with reason. Magnus was wise, as well as tall, handsome, and elegant. In the gospel according to Martin, Cristabel thought sourly, his brother Magnus was worshiped by his family and adored by all right-thinking Englishmen. Cristabel, however, was the daughter of an aggressive man in a world of petty tyrants, and she didn’t believe in small gods. She hadn’t set foot in England yet, but so far, Magnus Titus, Viscount Snow, was the one thing about it she didn’t like.

“Give over,” she finally said one day as they stood at the rail and looked out over the wide ocean. They reckoned they were halfway between his home and hers now, and had become quite accustomed to each other. Cristabel knew what she was going to do when they landed, and he violently disapproved of her plans. Outside of this small area of discord, they got along quite well.

He was educated, and she wanted to learn more about her future home from him. She didn’t want him as a man, but she did need him as a friend. He was only a few years older than she, although she often thought of him as much younger.

Cristabel had never had male friends because the men she met were too impressed with her father, one way or the other, to take that risk. The only man her father approved of was his protégé Black Jack, who was so like him that she’d never desired his friendship. As for female companionship, her governesses had hated their situations and her father so much that few ever tried to be friends. Girls her age had little in common with her, and less when they were married off—which they always were. She had about as much in common with the prostitutes on the island as she did with the pirates’ wives. Both classes of women were ill used, and used to it.

No, she wasn’t attracted to young Martin, but she did need a friend.

“He doesn’t have to find out, you know,” she finally said in exasperation. “Yes, yes, yes, your brother Magnus is brave and bold and brilliant, but he can’t read minds, can he? Just…don’t tell him. Don’t stare at me like that. It’s the only answer, if you just think about it. Why should he think you married again—and a pirate’s daughter at that? Would anyone expect you to? No. Of course not. It’s absolutely ridiculous, isn’t it? So forget it. I shall. Look. You went abroad on family business. Your ship was overtaken. You were taken captive and then released. That’s why you’re home later than planned. Who could possibly imagine that strange wedding by moonlight? Who ever heard of such a thing?

“It’s perfect,” she said as she saw him mulling over her plan. “Why, in years to come, even you’ll wonder if it ever really happened or if it was some strange vision brought on by too much rum one night—like seeing a mermaid. You don’t have to lie to your brother. All you need to do is nothing and he won’t be able to disapprove, will he?”

Martin’s young face grew fretful, and she saw real sorrow in his eyes as he gazed out to sea.

“I’ve never lied to my brother,” he said softly. “No one does; it’s impossible to do.”

“There is a difference between not telling and lying,” she said in exasperation. “My goodness, do you tell him everything? I hope not; you’re a married man now, after all.”

She saw a slow flush start on his neck and climb to his cheeks.

“Of course I don’t tell him everything,” he muttered, growing redder.

She knew Martin loved his brother, but in her experience, no man wanted to always feel inferior to another, no matter how qualified he felt that other to be—or else there’d never be the possibility of mutiny.

“And so,” she said slowly, sweetly, twining a strand of her copper gold hair around her finger, trying to look innocent and only succeeding in making him feel guilty, “why tell him about this?”

“But you’re my responsibility,” he said.

“Never,” she said.

She nagged him for the rest of the day, and he kept walking away. But late that night, when he lay on the threshold of sleep, there was no place left for him to walk to.

“Martin?” she asked, and by his silence, knew he wasn’t sleeping. “Martin,” she said, propping herself up on one elbow and looking in his general direction in the dark, “have you ever gone fishing?”

It seemed a safe enough topic to discuss, and so he gave up pretending sleep, and said cautiously, “Of course.”

“Why, then,” she went on, “you must have one time or another caught yourself a fish you didn’t want. One too small, or one too many?”

“I suppose so,” he answered warily.

“Why, so have I,” she said with encouragement. “I knew you had too. There are some cruel men who leave the poor things out to die, or slice them through and throw them to the gulls, but I knew you weren’t that sort. So then. You know how, when you put the fish back in the shallows, they seem so helpless, almost dead? But then after a second or two, they shake themselves, and right themselves, and then with one slither, they
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