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“You make the clouds your chariot;

You ride on the wings of the wind.”

Psalm 104:3
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Chapter One
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Galveston, Texas, 1850 

“Jamie,” Mercedes Lawless called to her younger brother, "someone's sent us a letter.”

She waved it in the air as she sailed along an aisle of the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium, passing shelves of silk cloth and cotton prints on her way to her workroom in the back of the shop. She straightened a black mantilla here, a spool of creamy lace there, stopped in front of the soaps and scented water, took a quick visual inventory, and made a mental note to bring out more of the lavender water and soaps. They were good sellers. She inhaled deeply and smiled. The scent of lavender filled the air.

Jamie’s dark, curly head popped up from behind a cabinet of tools where he was sorting a new shipment. "What?” he croaked from across the room in his uneven adolescent voice.

“I've just come from the post office. Someone's written to us and in a fine hand, too."   

“What’s it say?” he asked, following her to the back of the store mumbling to himself. He stuck his hand into a faceted glass jar sitting on Mercedes’s work desk that always held fresh baked ginger cakes.  He extracted one and took a bite.  

Mercedes sat her shopping basket down on her neatly organized desk and smiled at him. “I haven’t opened it yet. What were you mumbling about?”

“Thought maybe some long lost relative died, and we came into an inheritance. Then I wouldn't have to work.” 

Her laughter sparkled in the quiet of the room. “Don’t you like the dry goods business?” She couldn’t help teasing him because she knew what his answer would be. While she dreamed of a future for him in the store, he had different ideas.

He gave her an exasperated look. “You know what I want to do. I’d be a famous buccaneer like Captain Jean Lafitte. I’d be sailing the high seas, robbing Spanish galleons, stowing away treasure on Caribbean islands." He made grand sweeping gestures. “I’d be fighting other buccaneers.  I’d . . ."

He grabbed an umbrella lying nearby and jumped up on a crate packed with washtubs. He battled an unseen enemy with the weapon, parrying back and forth. “I'd run them through with my sword. Take that,” he shouted. “And that." He slashed and jabbed his phantom opponent.

“Oh, is it Jean Lafitte today? No matter that slaves were his treasure from the African trade?”

“That’s not true!” He stopped parrying and jumped down to confront his sister. “Those are vicious lies that his enemies spread to discredit a noble buccaneer."

“Pirate, I’d call him and so have a lot of other people." Mercedes reached out to tousle his hair.

“Cut it out!" He jerked away. Displays of affection did not fit with his idea of how one treated a buccaneer.

"Let’s see what’s in this letter,” she said. “Maybe it's an invitation to join a company of pirates. We could both go."

"Yeah," said Jamie with glee and then sobered. "But I'm not so sure about you. Women aren't cut out to be pirates."

“Mercedes,” he said, drawing closer to her, "please see what you could do to get me a place on a ship. You know all the ship owners and captains. Talk to them. Please help me so I can go to sea." His deep blue eyes mirrored the eagerness in his words.  

Mercedes reached out and pulled him to her in an enormous hug that said she never wanted to let him go. He was the rare jewel in her life since their parents had passed on. But she was running low on arguments to keep him. She knew that someday soon if she didn’t help him get on a ship, he would disappear of his own accord.  

He struggled to be free of her. “Please,” he said. “I’m thirteen years old now."

“I’ll . . ." she began as the bell over the front door of the shop jingled. She patted his shoulder reaching up to do so. He was already taller than she was. "I'll see to the customer. Then we’ll talk." 

She left the unopened letter lying on the desk and went to see who had come in. Jamie followed her, jabbing dispiritedly at the air with his umbrella rapier.

“Hello." Mercedes smiled at the short, round man who stood by the entrance. "Welcome to the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium.  Are you looking for something special today?”

“Why, yes I am,” said the man, tipping his top hat and mopping his forehead. “A wee bit warm out there,” he said. He gazed about the shop, as if assessing the value of the neatly arranged displays and large variety of goods. “Not accustomed to such heat."

“Yes, it's warm but that's normal for Galveston," Mercedes said. “They say we have some of the finest resort weather anywhere. People come here to enjoy our sun and sea breezes."

"Is that so, lassie?" He gestured to the outside. "Aye, it is a lovely town."

"I don’t believe you are from around here, are you?”  

He chuckled. “That I’m not, lass. I hail from Scotland. I guess my accent gives me away. You've quite a shop. That's such a fancy sign with the name of the store in big purple letters over the door outside."

Mercedes beamed. "I'm glad you like the sign. I had it put up this last week."  Several new customers had remarked on the sign so far. It had been expensive but it seemed to be doing its job of attracting more customers to the store.

"Someone has a real eye for business here,” said the rotund gentleman. He looked around. “May I ask who the owner is?"

"Why, I am," said Mercedes, surprised, since it seemed logical to her who the owner was. 

The visitor raised an eyebrow and glanced at a piece of paper in his hand. “I’m here looking for a Miss Mercedes Lawless. Would that be you then?”

“It would. I am Mercedes Lawless," she replied, wondering if he were a traveling salesman. He would be one of many that passed through trying to sell the latest in household goods and ladies fashions. She was always on the lookout for anything that might excite purchases from her large contingency of female customers. 

Jamie came up behind her.  

“This is my brother Jamie," Mercedes said, pleased when he responded with a polite bow to the stranger.

The man tipped his hat and returned the bow. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Duncan Carmichael. I represent the business interests of Captain Andre Lafitte."

“Lafitte?” Jamie said. He looked as though someone had set off a firecracker under him. “Is he related to Jean Lafitte, the great buccaneer?” 

Mr. Carmichael cleared his throat like he had just swallowed something unpleasant. He found his voice and said, “That you would have to discuss with Captain Lafitte. He does not discuss his family with me."

“Jamie, please.” Mercedes put a hand on his shoulder. “Try to remember your manners."

To Mr. Carmichael she said, "When Jamie's not helping at the store, he's over at the wharves pestering the seamen. They fill him with tales of the sea and the age of pirates. He's got quite an imagination. Please excuse him."  

Mr. Carmichael's lips curved in an understanding smile as he looked at Jamie. “Probably, lad, you don't see many pirates around here any longer."

“Well, sir, no, we don’t. We never see any," Jamie said. That did not deter him. He looked at Mr. Carmichael and said with a note of excitement in his voice, "Did you know that Jean Lafitte lived right here on Galveston Island? Soldiers made him leave but first he threw a pirate party and burned his big, red mansion to the ground. They say he buried treasure on the island, but it's never been found. Sometimes I go digging for it. Alls I found so far have been some broken whiskey bottles.” Then hope brightened Jamie’s face. “That was thirty years ago but he could still be alive. No one knows what happened to him."

“He could still be alive,” Mr. Carmichael said, “or most assuredly his descendants would be. If the tales about him and his women are true, he would have a lot of them, but he'd be a mighty old man by now."

“Descendants, that’s right." Jamie's face broke into a wide grin. “I bet they’re living on a hidden Caribbean Island surrounded by treasure. By night they still sail the seas looking for loot, I betcha." His eyes glazed over at the thought. 

“Enough of this, Jamie dear." Mercedes's voice intruded and pulled them back from their wanderings. She knew from past experience that Jamie’s imagination could take them far away from the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium. 

“You were saying, Mr. Carmichael, that you were looking for me? This is on some matter of business, I presume?" She wanted to get to the reason for his call. She had much to do each and everyday at the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium.

Mercedes smoothed out nonexistent wrinkles in the starched white ruffled apron she used in the store. She liked to look smart and well turned out for her customers. She wore her dark hair parted in the middle, pulled it into a chignon at the nape of her neck, and secured it with a lavender ribbon. A few recalcitrant curls escaped that she was forever trying to tame, but they wouldn’t listen to her hairbrush. She wore a dress of a rich lavender print that she was vain enough to know brought out the lavender in her eyes. She liked to match and would have worn lavender shoes had she been able to find them.

“It's business of a sort, Miss Lawless," he said. "Captain Lafitte sent me to look for you on the matter of a relative of yours.”  

Mercedes shifted her attention back to the visitor, her interest engaged. “Relative?”

“Yes, an uncle to be exact."

“That would be my uncle, Everett Lawless. I can send for him if you’d like. He is in our garden tending to his flowers."

“His name is not Everett Lawless."  

Mercedes peered intently at the man. Until now she had had only mild business interest in this stranger. He must be mistaken. She had no other uncle. Not here, not anywhere. 

He was mopping his brow again and sweat trickled down his reddening face. Alarmed at the sight of his face, Mercedes said, “Mr. Carmichael, please won’t you have a seat and something cool to drink? I am forgetting my manners."

“Thank you. You are kind to offer."  He cast a glance around him for something to sit on, and Jamie quickly pulled a straight back chair from behind the counter.

“Here, have a seat," Jamie said. "I’ll get some fresh lemonade.”

The man sank into the chair as the young man hurried off.  He removed his top hat and used it to fan himself. She handed him a paper fan on a stick from the display behind him, took one herself and waved it vigorously over him, trying to cool him down.

Jamie raced back with three tall glasses of lemonade, balancing them expertly on a tray. One he handed to Mr. Carmichael, who took several gulps before coming up for air.

“That is quite refreshing," he said. "I’m afraid I am not used to this heat and humidity. There's usually a nice breeze on the ship, you know."  He loosened his collar and burped. “Beg pardon," he said and finished the lemonade. 

Mercedes stopped fanning but remained standing in front of him, wondering just what this gentleman was about. An uneasy feeling inched its way into her mid-section. 

“Mr. Carmichael,” she said, as he continued to fan himself, “I’m sorry, but I confess I'm confused. I have no other uncle.  My mother and father have passed on. The only living relatives I have besides my brother is my Uncle Everett and Cousin Julia."

Carefully Mr. Carmichael placed the glass on the counter. He cleared his throat. "Let me explain. As I said, I work for Andre Lafitte. He is the captain of the clipper ship, Wings of the Wind,” he said, fanning himself slower now. 

"What a beautiful name," said Mercedes. A soft smile spread across her face. "I saw her tall masts this morning on my way back from the post office. I wondered who the captain was. Your clipper is new to Galveston and a rare sight. Clippers these days are bound for San Francisco loaded with goods for the gold rush."

"Quite right," Mr. Carmichael said. "We're bound for San Francisco. However, we made a slight detour to New Orleans to pick up a special shipment of cotton and sugar to complement our cargo."

"And Galveston is another slight detour?" asked Mercedes.

Mr. Carmichael hesitated. "Yes. We have a consignment, some goods to pick up, and  . . . " He tapped his chin. "Well, let me put it this way. Not long ago Captain Lafitte met this uncle of yours and had the opportunity to spend some leisure time with him. They passed the time playing cards."

Mercedes eyebrows arched as they had a way of doing when she was caught off guard. “Here in Galveston?”

“No, this man was a passenger on the Wings of the Wind and sailed with us from Boston to New Orleans."  

Mercedes slowly shook her head. “Mr. Carmichael, I have no relatives in Boston or New Orleans. Any relatives that I’d have that are not in the immediate vicinity of Galveston would be distant indeed. I am certainly not aware of them."

“This man indicated that he had not met you yet. But to lend credence to what I tell you, let me say that he knew your name, your whereabouts, that you had this store, and he knew your parents had passed away. He said he was on his way to meet you."

“What is this man’s name, may I ask?”  

“Jeffrey Norton."

It was Mercedes's turn to sit down. She eased onto a trunk across the aisle from her uninvited guest.  

Norton was a name she had not heard in a years. Her hand covered her bosom, and she felt the blood drain from her face. She was going to faint. 

Somewhere inside a door opened on childhood memories. Could it be possible that her mother had had a brother she didn’t know anything about? Had her dear, sweet, kind mother have kept such a secret and why? This did not fit into Mercedes’s neat, well-ordered life, and it rattled the walls she had constructed around her heart when her parents had died.

“Are you all right, Miss? You don't look well.” Mr. Carmichael’s voice deepened with concern. “Drink some of this lemonade. It’s quite good.” He offered her a glass from the tray Jamie had set on the trunk by Mercedes.

She waved the glass away, struggling for composure.

"Are you all right, lass?" Mr. Carmichael asked again.

Jamie grasped her shoulder in support. “Do you need the smelling salts?” he said.

She shook her head. She had never needed smelling salts in her life. She just needed a little time to absorb such a jolt. This man had to be wrong. She attempted to focus on Mr. Carmichael. Her mouth worked trying to form the words.

"It's just that . . . " Her voice trailed off. In a very small voice she said, "Norton was my mother's maiden name."  

"I see," said Mr. Carmichael.

An awkward silence descended upon the three of them.

Mercedes took a deep breath to bolster her courage and looked Mr. Carmichael in the eye. Concern was evident on his face. Best to hear what he had to say. "Go on,” she said.

“Well, lass, this man told Captain Lafitte that your mother had married a seaman against the wishes of her parents and ran off with him never to be seen again. The parents disowned their daughter and when they died they left a considerable estate that went in its entirety to this man, your mother’s brother."

Jamie, standing quietly all the while, looked wide-eyed at his sister. “They’d be our grandparents, Mercedes, if what this caller says is true. But I thought they died before our parents settled in Galveston."

Mercedes nodded as she addressed Mr. Carmichael. "My mother said her parents had died back East before we were born, and she had come out here with our father to make a new beginning." This man had his story wrong.

Mr. Carmichael rubbed his chin. "Mr. Norton let on like they had died recently. He said he’s been looking for you.” He hesitated like he knew what he was about to say, Mercedes would not want to hear. “Your uncle said he owned the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium." 

Mercedes saw red, then brighter red, then stars. How could some non-existent relative own her store? This store was her lifeblood, her life, what she had worked hard to make a success. 

"Impossible,” she said. “I own this store." She thumped her breastbone for emphasis.

Mr. Carmichael shifted uncomfortably on his chair. "He said he was your legal guardian because you were a female, and he owned this store. He was concerned about your ability to handle finances and such."

Mercedes stood abruptly. Jamie stepped back, out of her way. "This is ludicrous," she said, hands fisted at her sides. 

Mr. Carmichael eased his chair back, looking undecided about the menace before him. "Had he met you I'm sure he would have seen you had things well in hand." He gestured around the store. "But, lass, everyone knows women don't get involved in matters of finance and business."

"Well, obviously, I have. This is preposterous.”

Mercedes seethed over the injustice of living in a world where men controlled the affairs of women. She had fought and struggled to keep her store out of the hands of men who thought she wasn’t capable, didn’t have a brain in her head, should be home making pies and babies. She would find this man and kill him. That’s what she would like to do. But on second thought then they’d hang her, and she’d lose the store for sure.

“Where is this man who says he is my uncle?" she said, struggling to keep the anger from her voice.

Mr. Carmichael looked sheepish. "He disappeared when we docked in New Orleans."

Land sakes. He was a phantom uncle to boot. This man must think she was an imbecile. "Why would he have done that?” she said, sweetly. “I thought he was on his way here to meet us?"

"He talked about some business in New Orleans to tend to first, and that he'd be coming over on a steamer later." 

"Would that be later today or later next year? Am I supposed to wait docilely here for him to claim ownership of my store?" She narrowed her eyes at Carmichael. There was something suspicious about this. She leaned closer and saw little beads of sweat across his forehead. "Why are you here telling me all this?"

He blanched.  

There was more to this awful, inconceivable story.

“Go on tell me. Out with it all.” She tried to keep the hysteria out of her voice. Losing control was not like her. She was normally a calm, polite, gracious person.  

Carmichael’s words spilled out in a rush. "Because Jeffrey Norton put up your store on a bet in the last card game he and the Captain played before we reached New Orleans, and he lost. Captain Lafitte has a deed signed over to him that says he owns the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium."

“What?” Her stomach clenched into a knot. "What?" she said again. She could not possibly have heard the man right.  

Carmichael scooted around back of his chair, as if it would protect him against the volcano about to explode. “I said Captain Lafitte is now owner of this store.” 

"That is outrageous." Her face took on a decidedly redder hue. Her hands jammed into her hips. She was trying hard not to spit and sputter. "Just who do you think you are coming in here and presenting me with such an outlandish scenario? A phantom uncle loses my store in a card game? Are you mad? It isn’t even legal."

He stood hands wide open with an apologetic smile. “Lass, this is Texas. Men make their own laws out here. If they don’t like the laws, they ignore them or side step them. Anything is possible.”

“Not in my world,” she said.  

"Please, lass, calm yourself."

"Calm myself? You just told me someone else claims he owns my lifeblood, what I spent years building into a success. You think I'm going to be calm about that?"

She advanced with deliberate steps toward Carmichael who shrank away from her.  

"You, sir, are a bold faced liar. I have the deed to this store, I can prove it, and you better tell your employer that I will fight this, and he will be sorry he ever heard the name Mercedes Lawless."

She flung out her hand toward the door. "Now get out, or I'll call the sheriff."

Normally she was a calm person. Gracious, polite. 

He opened his mouth and put up a finger to protest.

"Out, out, out." Mercedes stabbed her finger toward the exit.

Mr. Carmichael popped his hat back onto his head, made a quick bow, and hurried from the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium.

"Gee, Mercedes, now what are you going to do?" asked Jamie his voice filled with awe, as they both stood looking at Carmichael's retreating figure.

What was she going to do? She was going to calm down. She was normally a calm, gracious, polite person. She was going to let her head clear. She was going to see her lawyer. She looked at Jamie.  

"I am going to pay a call on Captain Andre Lafitte."
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Chapter Two
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“What the devil?” said Andre Lafitte. "What is that infernal noise?

Tito’s huge bulk crashed through the door accompanied by Spike, a brilliant chartreuse green parrot, flapping to hold onto his shoulder. Tito wore a tight, sleeveless black jersey, wide leather belt and loose fitting brown pants. His bulging arms, feathered with scars, were deeply tanned.

“Mi Capitán, mi Capitán!” He gasped for breath. “Come, quick. A woman. In a boat. Come, quick!” He pointed then gestured toward the door as if the motion itself would propel Andre through it. 

“Tito, how many times have I asked you to knock before you enter?” Fortunately, what the crew lacked in manners they made up for in sailing skills. Tito was a superb second-in-command but highly excitable. Usually the excitement blew over fast.

“Carry on and lower the shore boat, will you? We need to row into town. Carmichael tells me there's some difficulty with the shopkeeper of the store I won. I want to resolve the matter and be on our way to San Francisco.” 

“Capitán, I am sorry for not knocking," Tito said and saluted to help his apology carry more weight. “But did you not hear what I say? There is a woman coming alongside in a boat."  

Andre's brows knit together. “What’s a woman doing out here?” As far as he remembered, he hadn't arranged for a woman this evening. There must be some mistake. Besides, he wouldn't have ordered her out to his ship. He liked to entertain his women in a private fashion. Ships never lent themselves to privacy.

Tito threw up his hands. "Who knows what makes women to do these things?"  

“Maybe one of the local madams saw my ship and sent along a little-pastime-for-the-evening." It had been over two weeks since he had been with one of his favorite girls at the Silver Slipper, the high-priced bordello in New Orleans that he owned. His mother had left it to him. Enjoying a female's company this evening appealed to him.  

He recanted. “Ask her to stay till I return." He'd find a suitable place to entertain her when he went on shore.  

“Oh, no, mi Capitán." Tito rushed over to confront his Capitán, stopping within a foot of him. “This is not a woman like that. She dresses pretty. She has a young man with her. An old man is rowing. She asks permission to come aboard. You must come quick. She is waiting in the boat for your permission. I said the Capitán would have to give the permission."  

Spike squawked his agreement, stretched his left leg and wing, and settled into a parrot squat on Tito's shoulder.  

Andre frowned. He didn’t know any respectable woman in Galveston. Certainly none that would row out in a boat to board his ship without prior invitation. Wait, that wasn't true. He did know of a certain shopkeeper. He shook his head. It couldn't possibly be. 

“Very well." Too bad it wasn't a little-pastime-for-the-evening. "I'll have a look. Lead the way." 

Andre emerged on deck and strode toward Tito, whose upper body was already hanging over the rail, Spike atop his back peering over with him. A small group of men leaned forward, intent on the water below. He ordered his men back and joined Tito at the rail.  

He saw three figures in the boat, bobbing below in the green gray water of the harbor.  

“Who goes there?” His voice boomed. “State your business."  

The female rose and from where he stood he could see she wore dress of a lavender hue. A warning bell went off in his head. He remembered from his conversation with Carmichael that the disagreeable shopkeeper favored the color.  

“Captain Lafitte,” a clear, light voice rang out from below.  “I request permission for my brother and me to board your ship to discuss with you a matter of some urgency. You can see we are not armed and are not dangerous."

“Dangerous? That hardly concerns me," Andre said. "You have not stated your business." He stood arms braced on the rail, assessing the trio below. That a woman and a boy could pose a threat to his crew was laughable, although a knife in the hands of the right woman in close quarters could do some damage.

“Would you keep me standing in a bouncing boat?” she said in a volume several decibels higher.  

“I would. State your business."

“Very well. It concerns a man, an acquaintance of yours, who says he is a relative of mine. It has to do with the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium."

So it was the infamous niece and shopkeeper. Well, this would save him a trip to town. This female had nerve coming out to his ship on her own.  

“Lower the rope ladder and help them aboard, Tito. It looks like we won’t be going into town."  

To the small company in the boat below he called, “All right you may come aboard. My men will help you up. Take care not to slip. The ropes are wet. We don’t want to have to fish you out of the Gulf. None of my men can swim."

* * * * *
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MERCEDES ARCHED HER neck to better see the man behind the booming voice at the top of the ladder. He loomed over the men around him. His hair was dark. He wasn't the gray-whiskered, weathered seaman she'd expected. 

That wasn't going to stop her. She would see this captain whoever he was. No one was going to threaten her livelihood. He had no right to claim her store. Anger rose in her again at the thought. She had her deed with her to prove it. She had stopped by to see Mr. Potts, her lawyer, and she knew her rights.  

But fear wormed its way into her consciousness, the result of reading the letter that had arrived that day. After Mr. Carmichael departed, Jamie badgered her until she read the letter aloud. Jeffrey Norton signed it.     

Mercedes looked back toward the shore, her resolve wavering. No, she had to go through with this. She had to get this mess straightened out. She had to find out who Jeffery Norton was and who better to ask than this Captain Lafitte?

She hoped her face was the picture of composure as she peered upward. The impressive bulge of the clipper ship filled her gaze, its lines long and lean. The sun glinted off its black shiny paint and gold trim. The scent of wet oak and cordage filled the air.  

She would give anything to be owner of a ship like this beauty. Oh, to have wings like these. She would fly to famous cities, to exotic lands. Someday, if the shop did well enough maybe, just maybe she would be able to buy a share in a ship like this. If she still had the shop . . . 

The boarding ladder dangled down the side of the ship. She sized it up for reliability. She had never boarded a ship by rope ladder before, let alone while wearing a dress. Jamie, the monkey, was already several rungs up. 

She tried to prevent him from coming, not sure of who or what she would encounter. But attempting to keep Jamie away from a ship was like trying to keep the heat from a Galveston summer day. He was protection of sorts, though he had forgotten his umbrella rapier.

“Would it help ye, if we lowered the chair?” a creaky voice called from above.

Eyeing the ladder, she put her pride aside for the practicality of getting up on deck without drowning. “Yes, that would be very thoughtful of you. I don’t seem to have brought my sea legs along."

A rusty chuckle answered from above as a rope chair-like contraption slowly lowered down the side of the ship.

“Sit on it and give a tug when you're settled,” said the creaky voice.

Her Uncle Everett sat at the oars in the rowboat and struggled to steady it while Mercedes danced with the chair, trying to get a seat without success. Her dear Uncle was a superb gardener but a terrible seaman, and he was making a hash of it.

“Wait. I’ll come down to help you, Miss."

“Thank you," Mercedes called up, relief at the offer obvious in her voice. 

An apparition scrambled down the ladder and appeared beside her. He looked like someone Mercedes had only ever heard described as a pirate. He exuded a distinctive odor somewhere between stale tobacco and unwashed body.  

“Here ye are, miss. Let me steady that for ye," said the creaky-voiced man.  

Mercedes stared, her surprise blending with apprehension. Here was the gray, weathered seaman but he wasn't the captain of the ship. Her gaze glued to his face, she allowed him to lift, seat, and deftly rope her in while the boat continued its dance with the sea.

“Why you're nothing but a feather,” he said. “There now.  All in. Let’s tug the line. Heave ho.”  He shouted to the men standing above.  

The line tightened. Then Mercedes was dangling over the rowboat, inching upward on her journey to meet the captain of the Wings of the Wind. She clenched the chair ropes to still her trembling hands.

Sea gulls cried overhead and off the bow, the gleaming backs of a pair of porpoises cut the water. The bright sun brought out the aquamarine quality of the sea. It was heaven itself to Mercedes. She threw her head back and gazed up into the clipper's towering masts, pointing toward the heavens.  

But the feeling of exhilaration at such a wondrous sight was replaced with a feeling of dread when she regarded the men standing above. What awaited her?

At the top a giant of a man with a squawking parrot atop his head helped her over the side and to her feet, but the captain was nowhere to be seen. The giant was most unusual in appearance and looked a trifle too much like a pirate for her taste. Was this really a den of pirates? Impossible. There hadn’t been any in Galveston for thirty years. 

Her stomach tightened another notch, but she followed with determined steps the giant with bobbing parrot headpiece who led the way to the Captain's cabin. He paused at a polished oak door and banged upon it.

“Enter,” came the command from within.

Now or never, Mercedes thought. She smoothed her dress, squared her shoulders, took several discreet deep breaths to rid her belly of the fluttering creatures that seemed to have settled there, and tried to look properly stern and forbidding. The giant opened the door for her.

Captain Andre Lafitte loomed just inside. He stood arms folded across his chest. He was taller than she expected, towering a good head above her. Her first impression was mountain lion, lithe like a wild animal. 

Their eyes met. His were whiskey brown fringed with dark lashes, like a lion’s. For one brief instant he looked as startled as she. Maybe he was expecting someone much different also. Perhaps he was expecting an old crone with chin hairs.

Her mouth wanted to turn up into a smile, but she pressed her lips into a thin line. She did not want to be nice to this beast. Not someone who threatened her store.

“Come in,” he said and stepped aside to allow her to pass. She swept by him her head held high. But the beast gave her little leeway, and she brushed his arm as she passed. She was not prepared for the jolt from that touch. It was only a dusting, the lightest of touch against his arm but it sent a shiver through her. Shiver of fear or . . . no, it was not fear.   

He waved his hand toward a straight back chair in front of a large mahogany desk. "Have a seat. I take it you are Miss Lawless of the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium." 

Good, he was getting right to the point.  

“That I am.” Mercedes took command of the chair, unnerved by her reaction to his touch, hoping he did not notice her flushed cheeks.  

"I am Mercedes Lawless, proprietress," she emphasized the word, "of the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium." 

She watched as he took a seat behind the desk on a magnificent dark leather chair buffed glossy with many sittings. Definite mountain lion. Smooth. Calculated. Deliberate.

She noticed the knife, the long, wide knife sheathed in the belt slung on his hips. Did pirates prefer knives?  

He wore dark brown britches that hugged his muscular legs and a simple cream color cotton shirt open at the neck. Black boots encased his lower legs. Even dressed so simply he would stand out in a crowd. 

She interlocked her fingers on her lap determined to maintain her composure.  

“Please excuse my brother," she said. Annoyed to hear a quiver in her voice, she cleared her throat and tried to speak with a firmer note. "His passion is ships, and it was impossible to keep him at home when he learned that I was coming here."

“Not at all,” he said. “My men will enjoy showing him around. Passion for ships I understand. I have the same passion myself."  

Opening a richly tooled leather box, he extracted a cheroot, sat back and studied her. She found his gaze disconcerting.  

"May I offer you tea?  Or something stronger to drink?  Sherry perhaps?"  

"Thank you, no. Nothing."  

She couldn’t hold such a direct gaze. It seemed to strip her of all pretensions. What was he about?  She glanced around the room, curious for some revelation about the man before her.  

Brass trimmed the wood paneling and furnishings of the room. Bookshelves lined a section of the wall. Her eyebrows arched when she spotted Shakespeare among the nautical titles. The neat, trim quality of the space spoke of a well-ordered mind. She saw a bunk built into the wall to one side.  

Her courage seeped away. She had hoped for someone she could intimidate into backing down from a claim on the Emporium. This was not a man to be intimidated.  

His broad shoulders filled the chair. His big hands loosely gripped the arms. She noticed a long white scar across the back of one tanned hand. They were sculptured hands, worthy of Michelangelo, and spoke of someone different than what registered in his stern demeanor. She turned her gaze to his face and found him still studying her. The depths of those whiskey eyes were unreadable. He seemed to be waiting to see what she would do, like a lion with its prey in sight.

She took several discreet, calming breaths to try to quiet the fluttering in her stomach. Not only was he far from what she expected, he was more forbidding. Even worse, he hadn't smiled once and didn't look like a person who liked to smile.  

“I must admit, Miss Lawless," he said at last, and the tension softened in the room, "that I was on my way to see you myself, when you. . . " he hesitated. . . "came calling."  He struck a match, lit the cheroot, shook out the match and exhaled slowly, narrowing his eyes. "Wasn’t this a bit risky for you, coming to call on me? After all, you don’t know who I am, or what was waiting for you."

“I’m not known for my caution." She straightened her back to help with her courage. “I grew up on the wharves of Galveston, and ships, seaman and their owners do not frighten me. I know most all of the ships that call. I saw the masts of your clipper ship this morning and knew that this ship had never been to Galveston before. By the way," she added with a small smile to help warm the frigid atmosphere in the room, "she is a magnificent ship."  

"Thank you. You have a good eye."

This man wasn't one for returning smiles. She tried another sally into polite conversation. Maybe if she asked a few questions, he would be less severe. "Where is your home port?"

He took a long drag on the cheroot and exhaled, his face unchanged. 

"Boston." 

"I understand you are bound for San Francisco."

He nodded. "We called at New Orleans to pick up sugar then here to pick up cotton, rope, some supplies.  We brought a consignment."

"My pianoforte." 

"Yes."

"I haven't seen it, but I'm excited about its arrival."  She had saved for years to purchase a pianoforte. Little did she know that it would arrive on this ship carrying such disastrous news. 

"I hear you are an accomplished musician."

Mercedes smiled to cover her discomfort at how fast Mr. Carmichael had collected information about her. She wondered how detailed a report Mr. Carmichael gave him of their meeting. That he knew about her musical ability could only mean he had been talking to people in the community. She wondered if they had mentioned her scandalous reputation.

"I do enjoy playing. I’m not sure I am that accomplished." She played the pianoforte for church. Her repertory included hymns and a few classical pieces when she was able to acquire the sheet music.  

"Chopin?"

That caught her by surprise. Mr. Carmichael had dug deeply to find who her favorite composer was. She maintained a stiff smile. "Do you enjoy him?"  

"I heard that you particularly like Chopin."

"I do. His music is thrilling to hear, even more thrilling to perform." The melody of the Waltz in C# Minor drifted into her awareness. She shut her eyes and folded her hands up to her breast, momentarily transported from the difficult position in which she found herself.

* * * * *
[image: image]


ANDRE WATCHED MERCEDES, not interested in Chopin as much as he was in the ecstatic expression on her face. He had not expected an enticing young woman. Her lines were classic, like a well-built clipper, like the Wings of the Wind. He wondered what it would be like to have this tempting morsel under him with the same facial expression.  

She opened her eyes, and he stared into lavender blue, deep lavender blue. Their eyes held a moment, then a breath longer before she lowered hers to study hands that she had dropped to her lap.  

Andre sensed his body responding and adjusted his position. He definitely would have to look into a little-pastime-for-the- evening. He doubted this lovely creature would be able to fill the bill tonight. 

He cleared his throat. "Miss Lawless, I understand you do not recognize my claim to your store." Since she hadn't brought up the subject, he would.

Mercedes frowned. It was the frown of a woman not pleased with the purpose of her visit. "That is correct. That is the reason I am here. I felt it was urgent that I speak to you."  

He nodded once in an effort to encourage her to continue. He wanted her to reveal more of her hand.

"Well," she began, then paused. "First, I really must apologize for my behavior toward Mr. Carmichael. I was quite shocked and upset by what he told me. I'm afraid I lost my temper. But that is no excuse for behaving so uncivilly toward him, and I mean to apologize."

Andre considered her intent as he studied his cheroot. "I realize that the whole situation caused you distress. For that I am sorry." His gaze moved to engage hers again, adding weight to his words.  

"It is good of you to say so, but we must address the underlying reasons for my bad behavior."

"And they are?"  

She opened the slim leather pouch she had brought with her.

"The first and foremost reason is that I own the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium. I worked very hard to build the business, and no one will take it from me.”  

She gave him a pointed, narrow-eyed look. He read determination in every gesture. 

“Here is my deed to the store. It’s all in order." She passed the document to him.

Andre studied it. He opened the side drawer of his desk, extracted another document, and handed it to Mercedes.  

She scowled as she perused it. "This is exactly like mine except for the owner's name."

Andre nodded. "And the owner's name you see there is?"

"Jeffrey Norton."  

"Turn it over and read what it says."

Mercedes did as requested and read aloud. "I, Jeffrey Norton, deed the Lavender Dry Goods Emporium to Andre Lafitte." She looked closer. Norton had signed and dated it.  

She shook her head in bewilderment. "How very strange. How is it possible to have two renditions of the same deed?”

He shrugged in answer. It puzzled him but he had heard of more outlandish things in his life. In his world one had to be ever vigilant. Crooked deals and dishonest people abounded.

He waited. She seemed hesitant to launch her next barrage. The duplicate deed had given her pause.   

At last she spoke. “This brings us to the second point of my visit. I've never heard of a man named Jeffrey Norton, let alone that he was my uncle. He is no relation of mine, and he had no right to gamble the Emporium away. He has no legal claim to me or to my store. My mother never spoke of any siblings. Her parents died young and left her adrift."

He pulled on the cheroot and exhaled a long plume of blue-gray smoke, giving him time to think. "Have you considered the possibility that your mother never told you about her family for good reason?"

Her head inclined in a nod. “I have, but it is not in character with my mother. She was a sweet, honest, open person."

“Are you convinced that Jeffrey Norton is an imposter?” 

She hesitated, chewed her lower lip. “Almost convinced."

He considered this, wearing his best poker face, something at which he excelled. He waited for the explanation of "almost convinced". 

An awkward silence filled the room.  

She looked as if she were trying to make a decision.  Finally, she opened the leather pouch and brought out a letter.  

“This is what gives me pause in the accusation of this man as an impostor. I cannot tell you how shocked I was when I read it. This is a letter from Jeffrey Norton addressed to










































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Marjorie Thelen






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





