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Captain Sinister’s Lady

 


 


“Madam, can you understand me?”

Amanda turned her head, squinted against the
light, then closed her eyes again.

“Madam? Are you awake?”

That deep, rumbling voice refused to go away.
Its pitch and timbre gave her a clue as to her location. It was as
her mother always warned her. When she died and arrived in heaven’s
anteroom, she’d be totally unprepared to account for herself. Here
her Maker was addressing her and she was tongue-tied.

Amanda frowned. Tongue-tied didn’t begin to
describe it. It felt like her tongue was cemented inside her
mouth.

She opened her eyes again and focused on the
massive figure in the chair across from her. His hair and beard
were black, not white like in Mr. Blake’s drawings. Mostly black,
anyway. But he wasn’t wearing white robes. She licked cracked
lips.

“Are you God?”

The figure jerked slightly, then thought
about it for a moment.

“I am the ship’s captain, so I might as well
be.”

“Blasphemy,” she murmured, and closed her
eyes again against the pounding in her head and the nausea roiling
through her. The man didn’t disagree with her and sat, silently
waiting. Whoever he was, God or the Devil, he was a restful fellow.
She steeled herself to open her eyes and try to get some
answers…
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CHAPTER 1



Every business has its good
days and its bad days, even the business of robbing people. For the
crew of the privateer Zephyr, this day was looking very
good indeed.

“Feast your eyes on that, Mr. Lopez.” Morgan
Roberts passed the spyglass to his first mate.

Gabriel Lopez took the glass and put it up to
his own eye, then whistled low.

“Is it your birthday, Captain?”

“How the hell should I know? They didn’t keep
records of such things at the foundling home.”

“Then you must have been a good boy this
year, because Father Christmas brought you an early gift.”

“Maybe so,” Roberts said
cheerfully. “It is not every day you come across an American
merchantman on a reef. And not just any merchantman, but our old
friend Jeremiah McGuire’s Penelope. Bad joss for
him!”

Roberts was still grinning as he took the
glass back for another look.

“Mr. Lopez, do you know the difference
between a wrecker and a pirate?”

“Why certainly, Captain.”
Lopez looked up at him and said in mock schoolroom tones, “A pirate
fights his way aboard ship and takes everything that is not nailed
down. A wrecker saves the crew and passengers, and
then takes everything
that is not nailed down.”

“Just so, Mr. Lopez. It is
fortunate for the Penelope
we are wreckers today and not pirates. Perhaps if
we help McGuire lighten that load, he’ll be able to float the ship
off. It would only be proper of us to head over there and give him
an assist.”

“My thinking exactly, my captain.”

“Prepare for action, and remember! Wreckers,
not pirates! Make sure this scurvy lot knows the difference before
they go over there and start stabbing people.”

* * *

“Be careful what you wish
for, you just might get it,” Amanda Stephenson said to herself in
an undertone while clinging to the rail, watching the frantic
activity around her on the Penelope. She wished she could take
back every thought she’d ever had over the last twenty-one years
about wanting more excitement in her life. “Dull and boring”
translated to “comfortable and safe,” and at the moment the
Penelope was neither,
with its rudder shattered and the ship firmly stuck in the Straits
of Florida.

To get so close to America and have disaster
strike! Just last night she’d sat at dinner with Captain McGuire
while he praised his homeland.

“America is a great land, Mrs. Stephenson, a
great land and a growing one! Louisiana, Florida, there’s no
stopping us now! You won’t regret settling in the States!”

Amanda smiled at the earnest sea captain.
Jeremiah McGuire was a warm advocate for the young nation, but the
Englishwoman didn’t need convincing there were opportunities at the
end of their journey. She’d set out from Yorkshire eager to see the
land she’d read so much about, a land founded on principles of
freedom and equality. And best of all for her, there was no soap
tax.

“I wouldn’t say that around President Monroe
and the politicians in Washington,” McGuire chuckled when she
mentioned the last. “They will surely tax soap, water and even the
air itself if they can. After all,” he said with a wink, “we have
some sharp Yankee traders in the Congress, Mrs. Stephenson. They
convinced Spain to trade us Florida for that wasteland Texas.
That’s how to do business!”

“I admit I am glad to be settling farther up
the coast,” Amanda said. “The British press carries tales of
bloodthirsty pirates in the West Indies and Florida. Knowing how
the press can exaggerate, I hope these tales, too, are just
puffery.”

McGuire exchanged a quick glance with the
mate, Mr. Dawkins, a glance Amanda knew she wasn’t supposed to
see.

“The coastline is long and pirates are always
a concern in Florida’s waters, ma’am. When England’s war with
Napoleon ended, many of the privateers on all sides were left
without employment and some of them have taken to outright
piracy.”

“Captain McGuire here was one of our more
able commanders during the war, Mrs. Stephenson. The United States
owes him a great debt,” added Dawkins.

“Oh, I’m sure Mrs. Stephenson doesn’t want to
hear old war stories,” McGuire huffed. “You mustn’t worry your
pretty head about such things, ma’am. I expect smooth sailing from
now until Charleston.”

The ship shuddered again as waves pounded it,
mocking McGuire’s words and bringing her thoughts back to the
current crisis. Black clouds gathered to the west, and she heard
McGuire pause in his consultation with the ship’s carpenter and
order the boats made ready in case they abandoned ship to row for
the mainland.

“It looks like we might be spending more time
together after all, Mrs. Stephenson.”

Amanda stiffened, refusing to look at the man
at her side. But she didn’t have to look to identify him, since
Joshua Wright’s odious pomade announced his presence. More than
once while passing in the narrow ship’s corridors he’d managed to
put his moist hands somewhere on her person. She recalled in
satisfaction their last encounter belowdecks, when she drove the
heel of her boot into his instep and the man limped for a week.
After that incident she’d reluctantly turned to the captain, and
the solicitor was ordered to stay away from the young widow or find
himself confined to his cabin.

“McGuire will have a lot of explaining to do
to his master,” Wright said. “When we’re safe ashore I intend to
write my own version of these events to the shipping company. They
should know what kind of incompetent fools they’ve put in charge of
their vessels!”

“Captain McGuire is a veteran of this
journey, Mr. Wright. I overheard the sailors remark that these are
indeed treacherous waters, and it is just bad luck we’ve come
aground. I’m sure the captain will be able to make repairs so we
can continue on to Charleston, or at least to the nearest
port.”

“We shall see,” Wright said. “There’s the
chance we might be rowing for it, and have to camp on shore until
help arrives.” He sidled closer to the widow, his leg almost
brushing against hers. “If you need anything at all during this
ordeal, Amanda, you’ll be able to turn to me.”

She clenched her hands on the rail and turned
to glare up at him.

“You presume, Mr. Wright! You do not have
permission to address me by my given name.”

“Oh, give over! Your missish airs don’t
become a widow of your experience and your…endowments.”

Whatever setdown Amanda would have given was
interrupted by the cry from aloft. She ignored Wright and moved
along with the others to the stern where a sail was now
visible.

Captain McGuire had his own glass out and was
watching the newcomer. This could be savior, scavenger or worse.
Florida’s waters were infested with two-legged sharks as well as
the ones swimming beneath the surface.

“Can you make out a flag, Stokes?”

“Aye, Captain. Looks like Colombian
colors.”

McGuire watched the schooner gaining on them
and Amanda saw the color fade from a hardened salt’s face as the
approaching vessel came into clearer view.

“Holy Christ! It’s
the Zephyr!”

Amanda’s brow furrowed, but before she could
ask, Dawkins said, “Captain Sinister? Lord save us!”

Amanda could stay silent no longer.

“Captain Sinister? That sounds like a name to
frighten children!”

“Aye, children, sailors, merchants, and the
navy!” Dawkins said. “Captain Sinister is a pirate who’s roamed
these waters for years, taking what he wants and then disappearing
into the mists! He’s a demon who shows no mercy to anyone, man,
woman or child!”

“Belay that talk, mister!” McGuire snapped,
but to Amanda he said, “For your own safety, I suggest you go below
and stay in your cabin.” He lowered his voice. “You mentioned you
have your husband’s pistol. Be prepared, Mrs. Stephenson. We will
get through this, but it would be better if the pirates don’t know
you are aboard.”

“My pistol would not hold off a band of
pirates, Captain!”

He looked at her, and she saw the bleak
concern in his eyes.

“As I say, I expect us to weather this well.
But if something should happen and it looks like you will fall into
the pirate’s hands—”

He looked away from her and gave Dawkins a
nod. The mate took her by the arm, leading her below to her
cabin.

* * *

The crew of the
Penelope watched as the
schooner came alongside, its shallower draft gliding over the
treacherous waters, gun ports open in a show of force that was
hardly necessary. McGuire knew he was a sitting target, unable to
maneuver or escape. The Zephyr
carried seven guns, including a pivot mount, and
the pirate crew whistled and jeered, keeping their weapons trained
on the brigantine as the Zephyr’s
sails were backed.

A massive man with a horn hailed the injured
ship.

“Ahoy the
Penelope! We’ve come to
offer assistance. Prepare to be boarded!”

“Assistance? From the likes of you,
Sinister?” McGuire called back, “What game are you playing, you
swine!”

“You are still upset about the last time we
met, Captain McGuire? I did not know the war was over when I took
your ship.”

“The war had been over for a year!”

Roberts shrugged.

“Come now, Captain. You’re not the first ship
to meet with harm in the Straits of Florida. We are wreckers, here
to help you. For salvage, of course.”

“I know you, and your ship! You have no
contract for salvage. You are pirates, not wreckers!”

Roberts leaned forward across the rail and
McGuire could see the slash of white in his beard as he grinned
like a shark spotting dinner.

“If I were a pirate I’d be unloading my port
guns into your vessel and my men would be swinging over to finish
what the guns didn’t.” He stopped smiling. “Don’t be daft, man. The
war is long over and I’ve no desire to fight you again. You are as
maneuverable as a beached whale and within biscuit shot, McGuire.
Cooperate and you only lose the goods. They are not worth dying
for.”

McGuire cursed viciously,
but had no choice but to tell his men to stand down. The winds were
picking up and the brig shuddered, well and truly foundered on the
rocks that had dragged down sailing ships since the days of the
Spanish dons. Under better circumstances the pumps would get them
to Fernandina with a jury-rigged patch, but the rising storm and
the more immediate problem of Zephyr’s guns made that impossible.
The passengers and crew gathered on deck under the watchful eye of
armed sailors in Zephyr’s
rigging as the sleek schooner was brought hull to
hull with the Penelope.
The cry of “wreckers away!” sent a dozen men,
including the captain and his mate, swinging over to the disabled
merchantman.

Morgan Roberts waved the cutlass clutched in
his fist and directed his crew to begin unloading and securing the
cargo. He turned back to McGuire and the others, frowning at them
from beneath shaggy brows.

“Prepare to abandon this vessel, Captain. You
and your men are rowing the rest of the voyage to Florida.”

McGuire stood his ground.

“I will wait until you are done robbing us
before I make that determination.

“You don’t have time. When that squall hits,
this hulk is going to go down and you don’t want to be on it.”
Roberts looked around. “Are these all aboard your vessel,
Captain?”

“Yes,” McGuire spat out.

“He’s lying! There’s a woman below! Take her
for yourself and spare the rest of us!” Wright said.

Roberts turned his head and looked at the
Englishman for a long moment. He walked over to him, and Wright
kept stepping back until he was up against the rail, sweat rolling
down his thin neck.

“You would turn a woman over to me and my
crew? To save yourself?” Roberts asked mildly.

“She’s a widow, and by the looks of her no
better than she ought to be. You wouldn’t be making her do anything
she hasn’t done before,” Wright said, his voice cracking on the
last.

“You shut your mouth, Wright!” McGuire said.
“You’ve no call to talk about the lady that way.”

“McGuire, what’s this person to you?”

“He is a passenger on
the Penelope, and
a troublesome one at that.”

“In that case I’m able to do you a good
turn.”

Roberts prodded the man under the chin with
the tip of the cutlass. Wright winced and tried to flatten himself
farther against the rail.

“Jump.”

Wright stared up into the storm gray eyes
calmly watching him.

“You can’t. I’ll drown!” he shrilled.

Roberts said nothing, but increased the
pressure, until a line of red began trickling into the man’s grimy
neck cloth.

Wright gasped and jerked away. He glanced
around wildly, but no one protested or made a move to help him.
Throwing his leg over the railing he hovered there a moment, then
fell into the waters with a resounding splash.

By that time Roberts had turned away.

“Mr. Lopez, go bring the lady out so we can
see for ourselves what we have here.”

Lopez went below, only to return alone. As he
stepped to his friend’s side he kept his voice low.

“She’s barricaded herself in her cabin,
Captain. She says she’s armed with a pistol and will shoot the
first pirate through the door. Maybe if you talk with her, you can
convince her to come up.”

“Keep this lot under guard then.”

Roberts sighed and went below. He knew this
setup was just a little too easy.

Jim Swanson off the
Zephyr was leaning
against the wall. With a jerk of his head Roberts sent the sailor
above, then banged on the door.

“Who is it?” came a ragged question.

She sounded young. Too bad. This would be
easier with an older woman who might not see herself as pirate’s
prey.

“Captain Morgan Roberts,
ma’am, commanding the Zephyr. You need to come up above
with the other passengers.”

There was a thoughtful silence for a
heartbeat or two.

“No.”

Roberts cursed silently. He never knew what
to say to women. He didn’t have to say anything to the ones he
paid, but this wasn’t one of those situations.

“Ma’am-”

To his surprise, she interrupted him.

“I said no, and I mean no. You are a pirate,
sir, that, that Captain Sinister they were talking about. I am not
fooled and I will not come out!”

“Madam, I’m a wrecker, not a pirate. I don’t
care what you’ve heard, but you must leave your cabin now!”

“Problems?” Lopez hung on the ladder and
peered down.

“She won’t come out, Gabe,” he gestured at
the locked cabin.

“You have to kick it in and drag her out of
there. This tub isn’t going to last much longer.”

“Easy for you to say, you are not the one
that harpy’s going to shoot!”

Lopez jumped down to the deck.

“Tell her if she shoots you, I will come in
after and kill her. I wager she only has one shot in that pistol of
hers. Trust me on this, I’m sure it will work.”

Not having a better idea, Roberts relayed
Lopez’s threat. This was met by silence for another moment.

“Then we will both be dead, Captain Sinister.
I have a better idea. You go and leave me to take my chances with
the sinking ship.”

Roberts looked in exasperation at Lopez, who
was gazing at the deck as if it were the most fascinating object
he’d seen that day. Roberts thought the mate’s lips twitched, but
he couldn’t be sure.

“Goddammit, Lopez, make yourself useful!” he
whispered harshly. “I’m going to break the door in, you come after
me, and you’d better pray that woman’s a bad shot. On the count of
three—ready? One, two…” Roberts drew back his leg and smashed his
foot against the lock. He took it all in in a heartbeat. The
splintering wood, the surprised look on the woman’s face, the
pistol clutched in both hands.

He dove low and tackled her around the waist.
The pistol discharged, but Morgan wasn’t able to check himself.
Hurled back in the tiny cabin, the woman cried out as her head
slammed against the bunk and she slid to the deck, unconscious.

Lopez ran in a step behind him.

“El Dio,” he swore in Ladino,
“Morgan, she almost killed you!”

“Aye, and here I’ve gone and killed her! If
you’ve any more brilliant ideas, keep them to your own bloody
self.” Roberts crouched over the fallen woman. It was hard to tell
the extent of her injury with the blood seeping over the back of
her head, but she wasn’t rousing to his light taps across her face.
He picked her up in his arms, one part of his mind registering the
softness of her body, the other thinking ahead to the new
problems.

“Gather up her belongings, and meet me on
deck.”

Gabe scrambled to comply, shoving the
discharged pistol in his own belt before grabbing the closed
valises stacked on the floor.

Roberts carried the woman’s body above.

“Murderer!” McGuire spat.

“She’s not dead, only injured. Does she have
someone here to care for her?”

“Give Mrs. Stephenson to me, you bastard!
We’ll get her to help when we get ashore.”

“Do not do it, Captain.” Lopez was back
beside him, feeling around the unconscious woman’s scalp. “She
might need stitching for this and I have doubts of her making it
ashore in one piece, especially through a storm.”

“I can’t leave her here, Mr. Lopez!”

“You’ll have to bring her
aboard the Zephyr. I can tend to her there.”

“There is no other way, is there?” Roberts
looked resigned. “Very well. Get the rest of this lot off
then.”

The crew of the
Zephyr continued to
chivvy the Penelope’s passengers and crew over the side and into the boats.
The Penelope’s men pulled the waterlogged Wright aboard as well. McGuire was
the last to leave, and the grizzled sea captain turned and shook
his fist at the pirate.

“You will pay for this, Sinister! You can’t
cut down a woman in cold blood without ’rousing people against
you!”

“She is not dead yet, dammit, but you will be
if you don’t get your arse into that boat!”

With a final oath, McGuire climbed down into
the boat. Lopez sent a sailor scurrying back below for a quilt,
which Roberts carefully wrapped around the woman. Her blonde hair
was matted to her skull and plastered in blood to her face, and he
couldn’t tell much about her except that she was young, and
injured.

When the last of the boats
shoved off and headed west, the Zephyr’s crew cut themselves loose
from the foundered merchantman. Morgan Roberts was the last to
leave, easily swinging over one-handed, the other hand cradling the
woman against his chest.

Aboard the
Zephyr, Roberts left his
men to get underway and ordered Lopez to follow him below. Lopez
stopped to pick up the medical supplies he kept on hand, and
arrived at the captain’s cabin to find Roberts bathing the woman’s
face and head with rapidly darkening water. They ignored the
thunder outside and the mate gave a low whistle when he saw the
gash in her scalp.

“Normally I would say it is not a good thing
she’s still dead to the world, but it will be better when I tend
her. Hold her, though, in case she begins to come around.”

He sat beside the woman on his bunk, holding
her shoulders as Lopez adjusted the lamp and then snipped at her
hair with a small scissors. Strands of antique gold fell to the
pillow, curling like fragile doubloons.

Lopez’s long fingers were equally adept at
inking forged bank notes or stitching up the crew, and his
movements were sure and precise as he worked. Morgan had seen him
handle countless wounds, some of them Morgan’s own, but he watched
now with an uneasy concern as he worked on the unconscious
woman.

Lopez tied a bandage around his handiwork and
sighed.

“When she wakes we’ll know how she goes on,
Captain. For now, let us make her more comfortable.”

“You undo her shoes, I’ll start with the
rigging up top.”

Lopez raised his brows but didn’t contradict
his commander. As he moved toward his task, Morgan stopped him with
a hand on his arm.

“Do you smell cakes, Gabe?”

“All I smell is blood and
medicine. Maybe you’re smelling supplies from the
Penelope?”

He muttered agreement and removed the
remaining pins from the blonde hair, tucking them absentmindedly
into his coat. Next came the row of buttons marching down the front
of the woman’s garment. His fingers looked as large as eels next to
the dainty lace edging the collar of the black frock, and he cursed
his clumsiness, and hers, for landing them in this position.

“There,” he said when he’d loosened the neck
of her garment. “That ought to do it.”

“No,” said Lopez at the foot of the bunk,
holding one shapely ankle in his hand. “She’s wearing a corset and
will rest better without it.” He put his other hand on Morgan’s
arm, black eyes wide and innocent.

“My friend, I am practically a married man.
Let me relieve you of this task and allow you to resume your duties
above.”

“It is because you’re ‘practically married’
that I will finish. All I need is to have word of this scene get
back to your mother and Miss Kahn.”

“Your problem is, you don’t know how to turn
women up sweet.” Lopez shook his finger at his friend for emphasis.
“A repentant expression, a few protests of innocence, in Judith’s
case a few kisses, and all turns out well.”

Morgan frowned and turned back to his task,
unmindful of the sweat beading his forehead. He finished with the
buttons on the bodice and pushed the fabric down to her waist,
revealing the rounded form beneath, trussed in a corset. He tugged
at the corset and then with a muttered oath, reached down for the
knife in his boot and ruthlessly sliced through the strings. Easing
his hand under the woman’s back, he pulled out the corset, careful
not to jar his guest. After that it was short work to tug the dress
down over her legs and throw it in a corner of the cabin. Lopez
went silent beside him, and Morgan blew out a breath as he looked
down at the chemise clad form on the bunk.

“Bloody hell.”

The only word to describe her was “luscious.”
Unhampered by her corset, her breasts rose full and soft, barely
covered by the plain cotton chemise. Her shape curved in to a neat
waist before flaring out again to voluptuous hips, tapering down to
legs an opera dancer might envy. Morgan could see the outline of
dark nipples through the worn fabric, while her shoulders and upper
arms were delicately rounded and dimpled. Her heart-shaped face was
like Devonshire’s finest cream, with parted lips ripe as
cherries.

“By my life, Morgan, that is a toothsome
woman!”

Morgan could only stare. He’d never seen a
person who looked so much like dessert. She reminded him of every
cream cake he’d ever craved as a ragged urchin on the wrong side of
the bakery glass. He leaned close and sniffed. Almonds. She even
smelled like cakes. He reached down for the quilt and pulled it up,
covering her. When he turned his head, his friend was staring at
him, completely serious for a change.

“This is trouble, Captain.”

He ran his fingers through his beard and
looked down at the lady. Idly, he wondered what color her eyes
were. He picked up one of the golden curls fallen to the pillow and
without thinking about his actions, slipped it into his pocket.

“There is trouble, Mr. Lopez, and there is
trouble. We shall see how much trouble our guest is when she
awakens.”

 


 



CHAPTER 2



“Madam, can you understand me?”

Amanda turned her head, squinted against the
light, then closed her eyes again.

“Madam? Are you awake?”

That deep, rumbling voice refused to go away.
Its pitch and timbre gave her a clue as to her location. It was as
her mother always warned her. When she died and went to heaven’s
anteroom, she’d be totally unprepared to account for herself. Here
her Maker was addressing her and she was tongue-tied.

Amanda frowned. Tongue-tied didn’t begin to
describe it. It felt like her tongue was cemented inside her
mouth.

She opened her eyes again and focused on the
massive figure in the chair across from her. His hair and beard
were black, not white like in Mr. Blake’s drawings. Mostly black,
anyway. But he wasn’t wearing white robes. She licked cracked
lips.

“Are you God?”

The figure jerked slightly, then thought
about it for a moment.

“I am the ship’s captain, so I might as well
be.”

“Blasphemy,” she murmured, and closed her
eyes again against the pounding in her head and the nausea roiling
through her. The man didn’t disagree with her and sat, silently
waiting. Whoever he was, God or the Devil, he was a restful fellow.
She steeled herself to open her eyes and try to get some
answers.

“Where am I?” She winced. “And why does my
head feel like it’s been whacked with a large mallet?”

He shifted in his seat.

“You are aboard my ship. You struck your head
when we entered your cabin. Do you remember?”

Amanda stared at him, her eyes widening with
horror.

“The pirates! You’re the pirate!” she rasped
out, struggling to rise from the bunk and escape. In a moment he
was beside her, holding her shoulders.

“Don’t thrash about, madam, or you will do
yourself further injury! And for the love of God, don’t scream!” he
added as she opened her mouth wide. She shut it with a decided
click. The hands holding her shoulders were huge and hard. She
glanced down to where the coverlet slipped down to her waist,
revealing her state of undress.

She screamed.

The pirate winced, but didn’t let go.

“Listen to me! You have an injury. You were
undressed to make you more comfortable, but no one touched you. Do
you understand?”

Amanda was shaking, but didn’t scream again.
The pirate looked like he could snap her spine in two without
raising a sweat. He was a hairy, uncouth-looking lout and he seemed
to be taking up all the air in the cabin.

“I won’t scream. Please don’t hurt me,” she
choked out.

He released her shoulders as if they burned
and jumped off the bunk to pace the cabin. She yanked the covers up
under her chin and stared at him. He could barely move across the
cabin and finally settled for rocking back and forth on his heels,
hands clasped behind his back as he studied her.

She studied him in return. She had never seen
such a large man aboard ship. Most of the sailors she met were
small and wiry, but this fellow looked as if he could be his own
ship’s mainmast should the need arise. His thatch of black hair
nearly brushed the top of the cabin, flowing down into a
gray-streaked beard spread across his broad chest, while a ragged
area of his cheek showed a scar blocking the hair from covering
that patch of face. His shoulders filled a coat that had to have
been cut to his size, and legs like tree trunks were encased in
buckskins molded to his form. His feet were bare. Large feet,
dusted with black hair. She glanced up to see him watching her, a
twinkle in the slate-colored eyes.

“I suppose it’s only fair you have a chance
to study my form, since I had a chance to study yours. Don’t
scream!” he added, throwing a hand out toward her in appeal.

“I wasn’t going to scream,” she said tartly,
“I told you I would not scream and I fear there is no one here who
would rush in to save me if I did!”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” he muttered
at a rap on the door.

“Captain? Do you need assistance with our
guest?”

“Send Cesar to fetch water, Mr. Lopez, then
return to duty.”

There was a silence on the other side of the
door and then with an “Aye, sir,” the sailor moved off.

“Let us try this again,
madam,” he said, bowing formally. “I am Morgan Roberts, owner and
captain of the Zephyr, a merchant ship out of East Florida. And you
are…?”

“I am Mrs. Geoffrey Stephenson of Yorkshire,
England, now bound for Charleston where my family is expecting me,”
she added for emphasis. “If you are Captain Roberts, where is that
‘Captain Sinister’ pirate everyone was so scared of?”

“Captain Sinister?” he
chuckled. “Sounds like a name to frighten small children. No, no,
ma’am, I’m just a seafaring soul out trying to make a living. Um,
where did you hear of Captain Sinister? And what do you remember
about the events aboard the Penelope?”

She studied him for a moment while her mind
raced. If she did not accuse him of being Captain Sinister, perhaps
he would drop her somewhere and let her live. She opened her eyes
wide, looking, she hoped, as brainless as men often suspected she
was.

“I heard the sailors on
the Penelope mention a Captain Sinister who was a pirate,” she said. “Then
Captain McGuire told me to go below, and of course I did as he
asked.” She lowered her eyes and peered up at him through her
lashes. “I do not remember what happened after that, sir. Perhaps
you can tell me?”

She frowned, for she
didn’t remember
everything. McGuire did order her below and she remembered the
discussion about pirates and fetching Geoffrey’s pistol, but events
from that point were a blank. Her head pounded as she tried to
recall what happened after she packed her bags.

“Ah,” he said, stroking his
beard and studying her. “I have a confession to make, Mrs.
Stephenson. This ‘Captain Sinister’ nonsense is a ridiculous name
that has followed me around with a great deal of untruth and
exaggeration. I assure you, it is not based on any actions on my
part! When we came upon the Penelope, foundered as it was and
taking on water, well, we were only trying to offer aid and
assistance. Sadly, wrecks are an all too common occurrence in these
waters and the custom is to take salvage in exchange for aid. You
struck your head when Mr. Lopez and I tried to convince you to come
above.

“As the Penelope’s crew abandoned ship,
there was no recourse but to take you aboard my vessel because of
your injuries. You will be our guest until we can find you a safe
harbor, and then you can continue your journey. I am sorry we cut
your hair but it was necessary and…” he faltered and looked
uncomfortable as her hand rose from under the quilt toward her
wound, feeling the bandage wrapped around the top of her
head.

He cleared his throat.

“Perhaps you can comb it differently. Or
something. It will grow back.”

Amanda touched her sore head in dismay. As
soon as the pirate left, she’d undo it and look in a mirror to see
how bad it was.

“Don’t undo the bandage,” he added, and she
jumped, wondering if he’d read her mind. But he just smiled. “You
do not want to expose the wound to the harmful air. Infection can
come on quickly here in the tropics.”

Amanda sighed and rubbed at her forehead to
ease the ache building behind her eyes.

He looked at her sympathetically. “I don’t
have any powders and I know your head will be sore for a few days.
I’ve taken a blow or two on the noggin myself over the years. It
was fortunate you bled so much, otherwise Lopez would have bled you
himself to relieve the pressure.”

There was a knock and Roberts opened the
door, ushering in a brown-skinned youngster carrying a metal
carafe.

“Thank you, Cesar.”

The boy glanced shyly at the woman on the
bunk and then turned to leave.

“No, don’t go yet, lad. Mrs. Stephenson, this
is Cesar, the ship’s boy. I will put him at your disposal to fetch
for you whatever you might need.”

“Good afternoon, Cesar,” Amanda said,
smiling.

The boy ducked his head and
softly said, “Señora.” He appeared to be about eight or nine years old, a bit
young to be a bloodthirsty pirate. She was glad Roberts, or
Sinister, or whoever he was, left someone harmless to assist
her.

The boy tugged at the captain’s coat and the
huge man hunkered down on his heels to listen as Cesar whispered in
his ear. Amanda was startled at this view of the pirate whose name
was supposedly used to frighten children in their beds.

“Aye, you may ask. But I remind you, it is
rude to whisper in front of people. And remember to speak
English.”

Cesar ducked his head again and watched the
deck, staying silent.

Roberts chuckled. “Believe it or not, Mrs.
Stephenson, when Cesar gets to know you he will chatter your ear
off. He is not used to spending much time in the company of
ladies.”

He turned to go, but she stopped him.

“Captain, whose bed am I using?”

He turned back, hand on the latch. His
cheekbones darkened and he cleared his throat.

“It is my bunk, ma’am.”

Then he hurried out the cabin, leaving her
alone with Cesar.

“Well, that was an abrupt leave-taking! I did
not even have a chance to ask him where we are bound!”

Cesar slipped across the cabin and poured
Amanda some water, then obediently turned his back at her request,
and she wrapped the quilt around her shoulders before sitting up.
She took the cup gratefully and gulped the water down. He poured
her a second serving and she drank it down as well, relishing the
taste. Weeks at sea gave her a new appreciation for the simple
pleasures of a cup of water.

After passing her the water, the boy
continued to study the planks until she spoke again.

“Cesar, do you know where we are headed? And
what Captain Roberts plans to do with me?”

Cesar shook his head and then looked up, eyes
large in his dark, serious face.

“Captain Roberts, he is a good man. He will
not hurt you. The whores say he is generous, and does not hit
them.” He eyed her with alarm. “Do you have the fever, ma’am? I can
fetch Mr. Lopez!”

“No,” she gasped, “that won’t be necessary.
My goodness.” She struggled to regain her bearings. “What was it
you wanted to ask me?”

The boy scuffed his bare foot against the
deck and then glanced up at her from under his lashes.

“It’s all right, young man. I promise no
matter what you ask me, I won’t be upset.”

“Do you…do you have any books?”

“If my trunk was brought aboard, there should
be books in it. I have a Bible and a few other books, including a
collection of tales from Germany I was taking to my young cousins
in America. Do you know how to read?”

“Yes, ma’am, a little. Mr. Lopez is teaching
me to read in Spanish and in English. But he says some of his books
are not for boys.”

“While I am here perhaps I can share some of
my books with you, Cesar. I think you will find the stories from
the German book entertaining. A friend of my father’s translated
them to English and gifted me with a copy before I left
England.”

A wide smile lit his face and he looked her
in the eye.

“I would very much like that, ma’am. I will
go see about your trunks.”

“Thank you. Have you been ship’s boy for
Captain Sin— Roberts long?”

“Since he bought me, ma’am, ’bout a year
ago.”

The Englishwoman’s eyes widened. “Bought you?
You mean you are Captain Roberts’s slave?”

“Yes, ma’am. Captain Roberts bought me when
my mama died.” Sadness shadowed his eyes and he left the cabin.

When the door shut behind the boy Amanda
dropped the quilt and shakily stood, grasping the chair until the
nausea passed and she felt more confident her legs would support
her. She shuddered. Clad as she was in only her worn cotton
chemise, petticoat and stockings, Sinister, and heaven only knew
who else, had seen her next to naked while she was unconscious and
vulnerable.

Her black dress was draped over the end of
the bunk and she picked it up, wrinkling her nose at the
bloodstains marring the neck of the gown. She also found the
ravaged corset and was dismayed at the violence done to her
undergarment. She didn’t have extra corset strings to repair it but
didn’t want to be undressed when the pirates returned, so she
climbed back into her gown and fastened it as best she could.

Amanda walked around the
cabin, holding on to the furniture for support. One door revealed a
privy or “head” as they’d called it aboard the Penelope. She hurriedly made use of
it and returned to the chair.

While she waited to see
what of her trunks were salvaged from the Penelope, Amanda took stock of her
situation.

If the pirate was holding her for ransom,
he’d be vastly disappointed, as she doubted her late husband’s
American cousins could scrape the money together. She wondered
whether it was better to tell him there was no one who would pay
for her safe return, or let him think ransom was a possibility. If
he thought there was no profit in keeping her, he might set her
down near civilization. On the other hand, if he found out she was
penniless, he might be so angry he would use her for his own evil
purposes, knowing she had no friends or family to protect her.

She winced. Her head was throbbing again and
she couldn’t concentrate on the future at the moment. She tottered
back to the bunk and climbed in, pulling the covers up under her
chin. The bunk smelled of the man who’d slept in it, and as she
drifted off she found it oddly comforting that the bedding was not
changed. It had been a long time since she’d gone to sleep smelling
anyone but herself.

* * *

The afternoon shower blew through leaving
behind clear skies with a few puffy patches of white showing.
Roberts watched the sky with a weather eye and toyed with the idea
of putting in at the Florida Keys. The village at the western end
could provide shelter. But he rejected that idea because Mrs.
Stephenson would have access to transport quickly and away from
Florida, and it didn’t fit well with the scheme brewing in his
mind.

“How is our reluctant guest, Captain?” Lopez
came alongside him.

“Resting below, Gabe. Call the men together,
I want to tell them of our plans.”

“Are you still planning on calling quits to
privateering?” Lopez pulled a coin from his pocket and began
rolling it between his fingers, over the knuckles and back, a trick
to keep his skillful hands limber.

“More than ever.” Morgan turned from the rail
to look at his friend. “Now that the United States has grabbed
Florida, they can turn their navy’s attention to patrolling the sea
lanes. There’s too much at stake with American and British shipping
for them not to take a hand, Gabe. Their navy’s going to win in the
end, and I don’t want to be caught in the broadside. I want to get
out while I can and enjoy some of what we’ve earned.”

He didn’t mention to the younger man how in
the past couple of years it took longer to get his limbs moving on
winter mornings, the joints and old wounds aching in the damp and
the cold. He could still climb the rigging as quickly as the next
man, but he felt the strain more the next day. He used to do Gabe’s
rolling coin trick. It had been a while since he attempted it, and
never in public anymore.

“Wrecking pays well.”

Morgan drew his thoughts back to the present
and agreed with a chuckle. “Indeed it does, but the ease of today’s
haul was a fluke. And you watch. The United States is going to get
involved with wrecking. There are too many riches washing up in the
Keys for the government hounds not to sniff them out and take their
share. No, it’s the planter’s life for me, Mr. Lopez. A nice little
anchorage with somebody beside me at night.

“I’m tired of life with this lot,” he said,
warming to his theme. “I go to bed at night listening to Silvestre
farting and snoring up on deck, and wake in the morning to a chorus
of hacking and pissing. I have been fortunate to survive in one
piece, but it means nothing if I have no wife and sons to carry on
after me. I want a little softness in my life.” His mouth curled up
at the corners at the remembered scent of almonds. “A little
sweetness.”

Lopez eyed his friend skeptically.

“Are you thinking of the woman in your cabin?
The one who would blow your brains out as soon as look at you?
That’s the one you think to court?”

“It is worth a try,” Morgan shrugged. “Mrs.
Stephenson is a widow. She obviously doesn’t have much money. Her
clothes were worn and plain and she’s not traveling with a maid or
companion. You have to admit”—he pointed his finger at the mate for
emphasis—“she’s about as sweet an armful as I’ve run across in a
turtle’s age. She has good speech and looks like she has sound
teeth. Why shouldn’t I court her?

“And,” he added briskly, “being a widow, she
won’t have a maiden’s crochets and fears. Damn, she probably misses
having a man in her bunk!”

“You haven’t courted many women, have
you?”

“I’ve never had to, Gabe. You put into port,
you pay the ones selling what you want, and then you’re back at
sea. No fuss and no bother.”

Lopez snorted and put the coin back in his
pocket.

“I think you are going to have a lot of
bother with this one, and probably some fussing, too, before you
are done, my friend.”

“I’m hoping if she spends some time in my
company she will see me in a new light. I can’t let her get to
Charleston.”

“You’re thinking of kidnapping her? Not a
good start to a courtship, Morgan.”

“It is not a kidnapping, it
is an…opportunity.” He rubbed his bearded chin meditatively and
gazed out at a hurricane bird soaring over the coastal waters in
search of dinner. “After all, she was practically dropped in my lap
today. Perhaps it’s Divine Providence Mrs. Stephenson is here on
the Zephyr.”

“You may get rich merchant vessels sent to
you by Father Christmas, but I don’t think you have been a good
enough soul that the Lord rewards you by dropping luscious widows
in your lap,” Lopez said drily.

“The question is, where can I take her
instead of Charleston? There’s too much traffic around
Cowford.”

“Jacksonville.”

“What?”

“They call it Jacksonville now. After
Jackson.”

Morgan waved his hand, dismissing this
inconsequential piece of information.

“We need to sell this cargo
and get the Zephyr back to St. Augustine.” He caressed the rail of the ship that
had been his home for more years than he cared to contemplate. A
slow smile crept up over his face.

“A trip to Havana, now that could take a long
time, Gabe. There’s the weather, delays. Lots of delays. Might take
days, maybe weeks.”

“Havana’s not more than a few days unless we
run into foul weather, Morgan!”

“Ah, Mrs. Stephenson does not know that, does
she? We need fresh water and supplies. But we need solitude also.
I’ll have to think on this.”

Small, bare feet pattered up behind the two
men.

“Captain Roberts? Mrs. Stephenson asked me to
fetch her trunks.”

“I’ll come with you in a moment, Cesar.
Lopez, assemble the crew.”

Lopez glanced around the deck.

“This is everyone except Tom Cook, Captain.
He’s below preparing supper.” He raised his voice. “Gather ’round,
men, the captain has some words for you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Lopez.” Morgan passed his
gaze over his crew. Most of them had been with him for years,
veterans of forays of questionable legality.

“Men, I want to
congratulate you on another successful haul.” He paused while the
crew cheered lustily. Seldom were the pickings as easy as they’d
been this afternoon. “As you know, we’ve taken a passenger aboard.
A lady.” He emphasized the last with a stern look. “Mrs. Stephenson
will be with us for a while and I expect the crew of the
Zephyr to show her every
courtesy.

“We’re bound for Havana,” he paused for
another cheer, if anything lustier than the last, “where we will
unload this cargo and ship back to Florida. With our extra goods
you will all be well compensated for your time and effort.”

The men gave a rousing
cheer for Captain Sinister, and Morgan left Lopez to deal with
remaining issues while he accompanied Cesar below to search for the
widow’s belongings. The hold was filled with the
Penelope’s booty, crates
of dinnerware, fabric, cases of wine and spirits. The widow’s
scuffed trunk was beneath some bolts of cotton tossed carelessly
about by the wreckers. Roberts made a mental note to post a guard
on the spirits, then hauled out the trunk.

“Is there anything else of the lady’s,
Cesar?”

“No, Captain. This is all. Perhaps that it is
the trunk with her books?”

“So you gathered up your nerve to ask her,
eh?”

“Yes, sir. Mrs. Stephenson says she has a
book full of wonderful things, like those stories Mr. Lopez told me
about the genies and demons in Arabia.”

“Very nice, Cesar. Perhaps she’ll tell me
some stories as well.”

“I told her you were a good man, Captain. I
am sure she’d like to hear some of your stories, too!”

* * *

When Amanda next awoke, an angel sat beside
her. He was holding her wrist, his face intent.

She stared at him and blurted out, “You are
beautiful!”

“I know,” the angel said soberly. “Women
flock to me. It is a curse, truly. I cannot walk down the street
without causing staid matrons and shy maidens to drop their parcels
and swoon.”

“You’re no angel,” she said, snatching back
her hand. “You are the pirate who tried to get me to come out of my
cabin.”

“Gabriel Lopez, at your service, madam.” He
gave her a dazzling smile as she continued to stare at his even,
olive-toned features, the large, thickly lashed black eyes, and
ebon curls springing out from a head that would have made the
painter Raphael grab for his brushes and weep for the
opportunity.

Lopez gently took her face between his hands
and studied her eyes while moving her head from side to side.

“Keep your eyes on my face, please. Does your
head still hurt, Mrs. Stephenson? Cesar told me you were resting
again.”

“It throbs off and on, but at the moment I
seem to be well. Are you a physician then?”

“No, only the humble mate
of the Zephyr. I
lend a hand patching people up and I’m the closest there is to a
doctor on this vessel. Your pulse seems steady and those enchanting
blue eyes are even and clear.” He leaned forward and placed his
hand against the buttons at the top of her dress. “And now, I will
listen to your chest.”

“No, you will not.”

They both looked toward the door. Roberts
stood there with a trunk balanced easily on his shoulder, frowning
at the mate. Lopez only shrugged and offered, “Real physicians do
that sort of thing, so it seemed like a good idea.”

He stood, stretching his lean frame.

“Mrs. Stephenson seems to be recovering well
from her mishap. I suggest rest, light supper, and an early
bedtime. By tomorrow, you should be more the thing.”

“‘Mishap,’ indeed!” Amanda said as the door
closed behind the handsome mate. She turned her attention to the
pirate captain, who entered the cabin, set down the trunk, and
stood silently watching her, hands clasped behind his back. His
looming presence made her uneasy, especially when she was flat on
her back, so she pushed herself up to a seated position leaning
against the bulkhead.

“Please sit down, Captain Si— Captain
Roberts.” Once he was seated she continued to study him. His face,
what could be seen of it, was darkened to mahogany by the tropical
sun and deep lines fanned out from the corners of his eyes. The
gray eyes were resolute, and they weren’t young eyes. Given his
position as captain of a crew of scoundrels, she knew he’d seen
much and probably done things she couldn’t imagine, and nothing
would be served by beating around the bush with this man. She
clasped her hands together in her lap.

“Were you able to locate my other
trunks?”

He shifted in the seat. “We only found the
one trunk, ma’am. I’m sorry to say the rest of them are at the
bottom of the sea.”

“Oh no,” she gasped. “My die presses were in
those trunks!”

“Die presses?” He cocked his head
quizzically.

She rubbed her throbbing forehead, ignoring
his question.

“What is to become of me, Captain
Roberts?”

He leaned forward in the chair and clasped
his own hands together.

“I understand you are anxious to be reunited
with your family, ma’am,” he said in his rumbling voice, “but I
have business that cannot wait. It will be a while before I can
take you to Charleston.”

Amanda’s brows drew together in a frown.

“Then drop me somewhere where I can arrange
my own transportation.”

“No, ma’am, I cannot do that either. Where we
are going is not on the regular trade routes. You’ll need to
consider yourself my guest for a bit.”

“‘A bit’? Exactly how long is ‘a bit’?”

“That remains to be seen, Mrs.
Stephenson.”

She took her hand off her forehead and pinned
him with a stern look.

“Captain Roberts,” she said, clipping each
syllable off like bullets. “Your behavior grows more outrageous
with each passing hour! First you rob the ship I’m on and threaten
my person. Then you keep me aboard your piratical vessel instead of
being a gentleman and taking me to civilization! Now you tell me my
imprisonment will continue in some no doubt isolated area, where
you will reveal your true colors at last!”

He was silent for a moment, thinking.

“When you put it like that
it does sound horrible,” he admitted. “Though you can’t really
blame me for McGuire running the Penelope onto a reef.”

“It is horrible, you wicked man! You cannot
continue to keep me prisoner here! I insist you take me ashore
immediately!”

Roberts looked at her with interest. “You
insist? How do you intend to back up that demand?”

She glared at him and he studied her in
return, then smiled at his pugnacious guest, a full blown grin that
caught her off guard.

“Mrs. Stephenson. I will do
my best, as I said, to get you to your destination in a timely
fashion. Until then I insist you consider yourself my guest, because you are not my
prisoner. I’m going to have to relocate you to Mr. Lopez’s cabin
though, as we use my cabin for dining and discussion of ship’s
business. If there is anything you need, ask Cesar. I will leave
him at your disposal and, as we speak, he is readying Mr. Lopez’s
cabin for you. You might wish to use the, um, facilities in my
cabin rather than the crew’s facilities.” He gestured vaguely in
the direction of the head, dark patches staining his cheekbones.
“Feel free to do so.

“Please consider joining Mr. Lopez and me for
the evening meal, ma’am. I know you are wishing me to Hades, but
Gabriel will be hurt if he thinks he has offended you, and I know
Cesar is anxious to improve his manners and skills. Having a lady
aboard can only assist in his efforts.”

“Do I have any choice?”

“Of course you have a
choice,” he said mildly, rising to leave. “Cesar could bring you a
tray in your cabin. Consider this, Mrs. Stephenson. A tray in your
cabin would be a lonely affair. If you join Mr. Lopez and me, you
might garner fascinating anecdotes you will be able to share with
your family in Charleston. Years from now when you are an old lady,
you can dine out on sea tales of life aboard the
Zephyr.”
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