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Prologue



The Caribbean—late 1700s

The water was flat as a looking glass, capturing the moonlight and stars that twinkled down from above and reflecting just enough light that the ship gliding ahead of them appeared black and ghostlike in the darkness.

From her position at the front of the small dugout canoe in which she rode, Valoree motioned, and the men at the oars immediately slowed their rowing. At another signal, the sailors raised their oars out of the water, and the craft slid silently up beside the larger craft.

Immediately those on the left side of the canoe withdrew hooks on long ropes and sent them whistling through the air to catch on the rail above. For a moment they waited, staring breathlessly up the side of the large galleon and holding the lines, allowing their craft to be dragged along by the larger ship’s momentum. At last, when a hue and cry failed to arise, all eyes slowly returned to Valoree.

She stared back, knowing these men all saw her as a slender young man—little more than a boy, really. All of them but Henry. He alone knew that their deceased captain’s younger brother Valerian, who had served as a cabin boy these last eight years, was really a girl. Of course he knew; he’d been the one who had suggested the charade so many years before, when he’d realized that Jeremy—his captain and her brother—intended to keep her aboard a ship full of pirates.

Aye, these men all thought her a lad, young and untried. And yet, they had vowed to follow her. Only a desire for vengeance could make these two dozen men, cutthroats and hooligans all, follow someone they had always looked upon as a green lad, a little brother or son to be coddled and spoiled. And vengeance they would have.

Glancing down into the water, Valoree took in her reflection. Her body was slim—she was lean rather than muscular—and it trembled with anticipation. For a moment she imagined that her eyes were no longer those of the youth who had moved easily among these men, laughing and chatting as she’d gone about her chores. Nay, her eyes now seemed old, hard, bitter with fresh loss. A loss these men shared as well.

Her brother had been a good man and a fair captain, and his ship, the Valor, had been the only home most of his crew had known for the last eight years. The men who now accompanied her were the last of that crew. She glanced around at them, then back at her reflection.

Though her shirt was her own, she now wore her brother’s breeches, along with his hat and jacket. Jeremy’s boarding ax and pike were hooked through the thick belt at her waist, and a brass-barreled flintlock was sticking out of those baggy, too-large pants. The captain’s cutlass rested in its sheath where it hung at her side. She had taken his clothing when she had sworn vengeance for his death—and she had not bathed since.

Every inch of her body, every item, every inch of cloth, wood, and metal was covered with its owner’s dried blood, as were Valoree’s face, hands, and feet. Even her long hair was crusty with the stuff. Though it was normally a vibrant, fiery red—as her brother’s had been—it was now streaked through with crimson, marked by the red blood of her brother’s death—a reminder of her vow.

Her brother had not died easily. He had not died quickly. He, along with the majority of his men, had died slowly and in torment. And for that, Valoree and the remainder of Jeremy’s crew had vowed, these Spaniards would pay.

She glanced toward Skully and nodded. The cadaverous man immediately reached for his tools, and Valoree turned her back as he began to bore holes in the bottom of their craft. She regarded her crew, awaiting their reaction. She did not have long to wait. Skully was still working on the second hole when the last of them turned to her in understanding. In their faces she read approval and a grudging respect. To reassure them of her intent, she half hissed, half whispered, “We take this ship or we die. There is no escape. We fight not only to avenge the deaths of good men, but for our lives.”

“For our lives and vengeance,” Henry vowed beside her in a hushed tone. His words were immediately taken up by the others.

“Life and vengeance!”

She relaxed somewhat at their acceptance, an odd calm overtaking her as she silently watched Skully finish boring the holes in the bottom of their boat. The holes were relatively small, but even so, by the time he had started on the sixth, the boat was already gathering water and beginning to sink.

As Skully hurriedly returned his tools to his satchel, Valoree drew her brother’s cutlass from its sheath. Moving to the side of their slowly sinking ship, she led the men in a stealthy climb up the side of the Spanish galleon. Her bare hands and feet moved surely up the rope until she reached the top, the others close behind. Pausing there, Valoree peered over the side and glared about.

Several men, taking advantage of the night breeze, were sleeping out in the open air of the deck. Valoree glanced toward the helm and smiled grimly upon seeing the helmsman. The man, while still at his post, had nodded off and was now dozing away his shift, senseless. There was no one to give an alarm. The Spaniards would be taken completely by surprise.

Slipping silently over the side, Valoree hunkered low, sticking to the shadows. Her men followed. As the last of them slid to the deck, she gestured silently, dividing them into two groups with one simple wave of her hand, then gesturing for one group to stay above deck, while directing the others toward the dark hole that was the entrance to the cabins. They all began to move at once, separating and moving all over the ship. The men above deck positioned themselves among the sleeping Spaniards, ready to set to work, but waiting the few moments necessary to allow those men slipping through the hole to reach their targets, lest some sound or death cry warn their enemies below.

Leaving the rest of the crew to the others, Valoree moved stealthily toward the helmsman. She had nearly reached him when something startled the man awake.

Drawing a sword, the Spaniard peered blearily at her. She froze, but his gaze found her anyway. Taking in Jeremy’s bloody clothes and her red hair flowing about her blood-streaked face, he blinked.

“Rojo…El Capitán Rojo?”

Valoree stiffened at the words, recognizing the name the Spanish used for her brother. Captain Red, because of his red hair.

“Regresa del muerto…El Rojo,” the man whispered faintly, then straightened abruptly, shrieking. “Regresa del muerto. El Rojo!”

His cry awoke others nearby, and the sleepy-eyed men turned to gape at her in horror. The helmsman’s cry was taken up again and again. “Regresa del muerto. El Rojo!”

For a moment, everyone was still. The others she’d brought with her, startled by the shouting, turned to peer at Valoree. She drew back, annoyed, then peered about at the frozen tableau. Her crewmates seemed as transfixed as the Spaniards. With a glance at the nearest of the men, she snapped irritably, “What the devil is he saying, Henry?”

Drawn out of his startled state by the question, the quartermaster relaxed and grimly smiled. Then he shrugged. “He’s thinkin’ ye’re yer own brother, Captain Red. He’s thinkin’ ye’re back from the dead. He’s screamin’ ‘Back-from-the-Dead Red,’” he explained. The cry continued around them.

“Regresa del muerto. El Rojo!”

“Back-from-the-Dead Red?” Valoree repeated, then frowned at the terrified Spaniards. “Well, at least they shall know why they die.” Raising Jeremy’s cutlass, she advanced on the helmsman, but much to her consternation, the man immediately dropped his weapon. For a moment, Valoree was nonplussed, but the sudden chorus of metal against wood drew her attention to the fact that every Spaniard aboard the ship was now giving up his weapon unasked, all dropping them to the deck floor.

“What the devil are they doing?” Valoree cried in dismay. “Are they not going to fight?”

Henry glanced around, then turned to face her. “Well,” he drawled, scratching at his ear. “I’m thinkin’ they’re thinkin’ that since ye’re a ghost and all, there ain’t no sense in afightin’ ye. Most like they think we’re the rest of the men that were kilt…and ye cain’t kill someone what’s already dead.”

“El Rojo.”

Valoree glanced up at hearing again the helmsman’s terrified murmur. The Spaniard was now tugging his pistol free and dropping it on the deck beside his sword. Throughout, he continued mumbling, “Regresa del muerto. El Rojo.”

Before she could decide on a course of action, a scuffle at the entrance to the cabins drew her attention. Valoree glanced over as the men who had gone below returned, pushing several captives ahead of them. The first was obviously the captain, and he looked angry. He also looked willing to fight, Valoree saw with relief. At least someone would. It was hard to take revenge when the enemy refused to fight. She wouldn’t simply kill unarmed men; that was not fair. She was just about to move to confront the Spanish captain when the helmsman spotted his commander. He immediately shrieked, “El Rojo! Regresa del muerto!”

The captain started to glance toward the man, but his gaze caught and stayed on Valoree. The whipping wind filled the cloth of Jeremy’s jacket, making her appear larger than she was, and she had to fight to keep her bloody red hair from covering her eyes. She pulled Jeremy’s hat down further onto her head and glared at the Spaniard with hatred. The man gaped, then murmured, “El Rojo?”

“Sí,” the helmsman cried. “El Rojo, regresa del muerto.”

“Shut up!” Valoree said in a growl to the mouthy sailor. She was sick of hearing those words. Stark terror entered the captain’s face as well. “Tell him to shut up, Henry,” she said hurriedly.

Henry translated the order into Spanish, but the panicked helmsman could not have obeyed had he wished to. He seemed able only to repeat himself over and over. Irritated, Valoree drew Jeremy’s flintlock pistol and shot him.

The man dropped to the deck with a shriek, grabbing for the wound in his leg.


As if that were the signal for some preplanned form of action, the Spaniards all made a sudden exodus toward the sides of the ship. Taken by surprise, Valoree and the others could only watch in amazement as the crew of the galleon, as one, cast themselves screaming into shark-infested water.

Cursing under her breath, Valoree stalked to the side of the ship and peered down at the men in the sea below. They were thrashing about in the water, moving in the general direction of the nearest island. “The gunny cowards,” she muttered.

“Aye,” Henry agreed. He and the rest of the men had moved closer to peer down at their fleeing adversaries.

Slamming a palm down on the rail in frustration, Valoree cursed. “Jumping rather than fighting, can you imagine?”

Henry shook his head. “Spineless Spanish bastards.”

Sighing, she frowned at the water below. A moment later, One-Eye let out a dismayed oath. Glancing up, Valoree peered over at where he was pointing. The helmsman was on his feet, and had hopped to the side of the ship. He was now balancing himself precariously on the railing. As she watched in amazement, the man hefted himself over the side of the boat to land with a splash in the water behind his comrades. It seemed that swimming with sharks was more attractive than keeping company with ghosts, even for the wounded man.

“Ye want we should shoot them?” One-Eye asked with little enthusiasm.

Valoree shook her head in disgust. “Leave go. They are not likely to make it to shore. ’Sides, none of them bore the scar.” She desired revenge, but there was no pleasure in killing cowards.

The others nodded in agreement. Besides, this was apparently not the ship of their true enemy. One of the few things they had learned from Jeremy, ere he took his last breath, was that the Spaniard who had ordered the torturous deaths of her brother and so many of his men bore a scar in the shape of a question mark on his neck. And the captain of this vessel had borne no such scar.

Sighing, Valoree straightened and turned to survey the Spanish galleon. “Well,” she said softly, “it would seem we have a ship.”

“Aye,” Henry murmured. “That it would.”

“Have we enough men to sail it?”

Henry surveyed the small number of their remaining crew. “Aye,” he said. “Enough to get to port and pick up more men…Captain.”

Valoree glanced at him sharply. “Captain?”

He nodded solemnly. “Aye. Of this, the Valor II. I’m thinkin’ we’ve got us a fine captain. Ye’ve the spirit, the courage, the determination…and, better yet, ye’ve already got yerself a reputation and title.” When she looked bewildered, he shrugged. “Ye’ve already taken yer first ship. If any of those men out there survive their swim, all will hear about their terrifying encounter with Back-from-the-Dead Red.”

Valoree rolled her eyes and glanced at the others. All of them were standing about, nodding in agreement. It seemed she had not only stepped into her brother’s clothes, but she had also stepped into his command. Back-from-the-Dead Red, indeed. Thanks to a load of superstitious Spaniards, she was now the captain of some of the most bloodthirsty cutthroats it had ever been her misfortune to meet—if she wanted them. She was only nineteen. That was young to be a captain. But then, Jeremy had been only eighteen when she had helped him purchase and outfit the Valor. And as for her gender, they already thought her a boy.

Seeing her hesitation, Henry moved closer. “Now, think on it for a minute before ye go making up your mind. Cap’n Red—yer brother Jeremy—he did this only to make some money; then he planned to go claim your family estate, set it to rights, settle down, and start a family.”

“Aye, but—”

“But nothing. Now that dream is yours.”

Valoree blinked at that. “What mean you, now that dream is mine?” she asked suspiciously.

“I mean, with him gone, ye have to make his dream come true for him. Claim the inheritance, settle down, start a family.”

Valoree was silent for a moment, then frowned. “But I do not have the money to—”

“Well, that there is true enough. That was what Jeremy was doin’, earnin’ the money to claim the estate. It’s not been lived in since ye was a wee babe. He said he needed a fair sum to put the place to rights.”

“And he had earned it,” One-Eye put in bitterly. “More than enough to claim the land and set it to rights. We were all to have homes there,” he reminded her. “He promised all of us a cottage and a little plot of land. He—”

“The boy knows all about that, One-Eye,” Henry interrupted, silencing the first-mate.

“Aye, I know.” Valoree sighed. “But the Spaniards took the riches when they killed Jeremy.”

Henry nodded. “Aye. And that means we would have to start over.”

“Start over!” Valoree glared at him. “Eight years it took my brother to acquire that money. Do not tell me you now want to waste another eight years.”

The man hesitated at that, then cleared his throat. “Well, now, I been thinkin’ on that, too. It occurs to me that out there somewhere is a Spanish galleon with yer brother’s treasure on it—or someone who knows where it is. If we could just manage to find that—”


“The Spaniard with the scar!” Valoree exclaimed. Henry nodded solemnly.

“We could kill two birds with one stone. We could have revenge and settle down in England all nice and proper, too.”

“For life and vengeance,” she murmured thoughtfully.

“Aye,” the quartermaster agreed. “For our life, and Jeremy’s vengeance.”







Chapter One



Five years later

“I’m thinkin’ pink’d be nice.”

“Pink?” Valoree glared at One-Eye as he walked beside her, then glanced toward Skully as he added his thoughts on the subject.

“Redheads don’t wear pink. It don’t look good.”

“Aye, but the captain’s in need of some real feminine-type colors to make her look less…” Another glare from Valoree made the man hesitate, then murmur diplomatically, “To make her look less captainlike. ’Sides, her hair’s kind of a brown-red. It might work.”

“Forget it,” Valoree snapped. “I am not wearing pink. It’s bad enough I have to put on a damn dress. It will not be a pink one.”

The two men traversing the dark London streets with her fell silent for a moment; then One-Eye murmured, “Well, what about yellow then? Yellow’s real feminine. Maybe—”


“One-Eye,” Skully interrupted, then paused in his walking.

“What?” One-Eye asked irritably. He and Valoree paused, too.

“Ain’t this the place?”

One-Eye and Valoree both turned to peer up at the building they now stood before. It was small, two levels, squeezed in between two other storefronts. The building’s lower windows were dark, but the upper ones were filled with the soft glow of candlelight.

“Aye, this is it. Them lights upstairs is where they live,” One-Eye announced unnecessarily.

Nodding, Valoree gestured toward the door and waited. Her two crewmen glanced at each other, shrugged, then charged like two bulls spotting a red cape. Her angry cry of realization was lost in the sound of splintering wood. The door caved in under their combined weight, fragments flying in every direction.

Grimacing, Valoree glanced quickly up and down the street to be sure no one had witnessed the deed then followed the men into the dark interior. Inside, she found the two lying in a tangled heap on the floor.

“You were supposed to knock, you blathering idiots.”

“Well, how was we to know?” One-Eye sputtered, jumping to his feet and reaching up to be sure the patch that covered his missing eye was still in place.

“Aye,” Skully added, regaining his feet nearly as quickly as his friend, despite his peg leg. “And if that was all ye were wantin’, why didn’t ye do it yerself?”

“Why, indeed?” Valoree sighed as the sound of feet pounding down the stairs somewhere at the back of the building echoed through the quiet shop. The bright light of a lantern appeared a moment later, and Valoree stepped forward to stop her men from drawing their swords as the man carrying it paused in the entrance to the room. He was dressed in a long nightshirt.


For a moment it looked as if the man might swallow his own tongue as he took in the scene before him, and Valoree couldn’t blame him. His shop was a shambles. Not only was there a great gaping hole where the door had once stood, but when that door had given way, Valoree’s men had fallen inward, crashing into a table holding piles of fabric. All of these were now strewn across the floor. Added to that, the intimidating presence of three disreputable-looking characters now filled up the little space there was left in his small shop. The fellow took all this in, and swayed slightly as if he might swoon.

The man’s reaction was understandable, Valoree supposed with a wry grimace, her gaze moving over her men. She herself was small and not very intimidating. She wore a billowing white shirt, black breeches and waistcoat, boots, and a wide belt. But One-Eye and Skully more than made up for her, what with their own dirty, less respectable clothes, Skully’s oft-broken nose and peg leg, and One-Eye’s patch.

“There was a bit of a mishap with your knocker,” she said pleasantly in an effort to calm the man. He was shaking so hard that the light from his lantern was wavering, making shadows dance on the wall. One-Eye gave a guffaw at that, and she turned to glare at him briefly, then glanced back to the shopkeeper. Rather than appearing reassured, the man had merely stepped warily back the way he had come, looking fit to burst into a run at any moment. And most likely he’d be screaming for the authorities at the top of his lungs.

Shifting impatiently, Valoree held out a hand toward One-Eye, who immediately unhooked the bag that hung from his belt and dropped it into her hand. She promptly sent it sailing across the room. The coins in the bag jangled merrily as they sailed through the air, and the man’s backward motions stopped abruptly. Nearly dropping his lantern, the shopkeeper reached instinctively to catch the purse.

“I am in need of some dresses,” Valoree announced dryly.

The little tailor looked startled at that announcement, then weighed the bag in his hand, eyeing his guests a little less warily. “Ye broke me door.”

“My men will fix it.”

The man shifted on his feet, a calculating look coming into his eyes. “Decent folk come to me shop during the day; they don’t drag a body out of his bed in the middle of the night.”

There was a tense silence during which One-Eye reached for his cutlass, but Valoree stopped him with a gesture. Instead, she held a hand out toward Skully. The cadaverous man muttered something about people disrespecting their betters, but he unhooked the bag at his own waist and handed it over. She sent that hurtling toward the greedy shopkeeper as well.

Amazingly enough, the man managed to catch the second bag without losing either the first or the lantern. Holding more gold in his hands than he had probably seen at one time in his life, he nodded accommodatingly. “Ye’ll have to be bringing the wench here ye want gowned. Iffen ye don’t, I cain’t guarantee the dresses’ll fit.”

“The dresses are for me,” Valoree announced grimly.

The shopkeeper froze at that announcement, amazement covering his face. The expression was followed by a sneer, and he began to shake his head.

“Now, that there is another situation altogether. I’ll not be dressing a man in—” His words died as One-Eye drew his sword.

Sighing, Valoree caught her crewman’s arm as he started forward. “Leave off,” she muttered. “You men thought me a man for years, too.”


“Aye, but we knew you as a boy. I mean, we thought we did. We just thought you was kind of a fey and delicate type.”

Valoree rolled her eyes. She supposed she should be flattered that they had at least thought her fey and delicate.

“’Sides, we wouldn’t have thought that if Henry had told us the truth instead of keeping it all to himself fer so long.”

“Henry did what he had to do,” Valoree snapped, then drew off the hat she had been wearing low on her brow. Stepping forward so that the light could reach her face, she calmly addressed the shopkeeper. “I am not a man.”

Her face had been cast in shadow by the brim of her hat, but was now revealed. As she felt her hair spill down from where it had been piled, Valoree caught the dressmaker leering slightly before he saw the expressions of the men accompanying her. Swallowing any comment, he forced a blank expression to his face and nodded before turning his eyes upward. “Wife! Wife, there’s work to be done!”

Valoree turned then to take in Skully and One-Eye with a glance. “Fix that door and—” Her words were cut off in surprise when the gaping hole in question was suddenly filled by a behemoth of a man. He was taller even than Skully, and much wider. There was a kerchief on his bald head, an earring in his ear, and he wore tight tan pants and a billowing white shirt that contrasted with his dark skin. “Bull,” Valoree said.

The man’s dark eyes swept over the people in the room; then he stepped aside, revealing an old hag he had in tow.

“Yer aunt,” the giant rumbled, pushing the reluctant woman forward.

Valoree, One-Eye, and Skully were all silent as they stared at the woman. She looked to be in her fifties. Her dress was torn and filthy, and her hair was the color of a dirty London street. The woman looked like an aging prostitute. Come to that, she most likely was one. Valoree shook her head grimly, turning on the man holding the creature still with one arm.

“I said someone decent, Bull,” she chided.

“This is as decent as it gets at the docks at night,” came his answer. “She’ll clean up good.”

Sighing, Valoree took a step toward the woman, then paused, stepping back as she got a whiff of her. The action didn’t go unnoticed by Bull’s captive, who immediately drew her shoulders up defiantly. The action touched something in Valoree.

Turning to One-Eye, she held out her hand. A third bag of coins hit her palm. Valoree tossed it across the room to the already weighed-down tailor. None of them were terribly surprised when he managed to catch it without difficulty, though it required some deft readjustments. They had been told the man loved gold better than anything in the world, and it appeared the rumors were true. Good. Honestly, those rumors were why Valoree had chosen to use this tailor’s services. That and the fact that the man was as crooked as Skully’s nose. A man who would take customers who visited in the wee hours of the night, and were accompanied by such a rough lot, would be unlikely to gossip—or at least to be believed.

“The old woman will need dresses as well,” Valoree announced. “And a bath.”

The shop owner stiffened indignantly. “This ain’t no inn.”

Skully had more gold out before Valoree could signal. This time she tossed the bag at the man’s feet. Cursing, he jumped quickly back, then bent to retrieve it. Straightening then, he raised his head, and bellowed again. “Wife! Get yer arse out of bed! Now!”

 


Three hours later the shopkeeper’s bellows had mellowed to tired sighs as he and his wife finished measuring Valoree for the three gowns upon which she had decided. It had taken some time to deal with the old woman, so they had done that first; dumping her in a tub, scrubbing her to a shining glow, then taking the measurements they needed before dressing her in one of the shopkeeper’s wife’s old gowns. Valoree was pleased to see she didn’t look nearly as cheap cleaned up and in a borrowed gown. In fact, if it weren’t for her surly manner, Valoree was sure the woman would be perfect for the role of her aunt. Perhaps she was not a poor choice after all.

“Arms up, please,” the shopkeeper’s wife instructed, smiling with gentle sympathy at Valoree’s impatient frown. “This is the last measurement,” the woman added quietly as she drew the tape around her chest.

Valoree sighed in relief. She was exhausted, so tired she felt sure she could sleep for a week, and it wasn’t the hour. She was more than used to late nights—it was impossible to run a boat full of pirates without half your nights being late ones. It was this task she’d been busy with that had worn her out. There was nothing so boring to her mind as fussing over gowns and cloaks and just which material went with what. It was all a lot of bother, and a task she would have been more than happy to hand over to One-Eye or Skully…if she hadn’t feared being stuck in something pink and frilly.

“Very good,” the tailor announced with relief as he wrote down the number his wife spoke. He looked tired himself, and was likely eager to have Valoree and her burly companions depart. But before she went, she needed to clear things up.

“I’ll need one day gown for each of us by tomorrow. I want the other gowns the day after. The men will return for them. Make sure they are ready by noon.”


“Noon tomorrow?” the man squawked at once in horror. “But that is mere hours away! I cannot possibly—”

“You can and you will,” Valoree interrupted mildly as she began to walk toward the front of the building.

“You don’t understand—” the shopkeeper began, following closely behind her.

“Aye, I do.” Valoree paused and turned to glower at him. “I understand that I have paid you well, and that I wish for two of the gowns to be done by noon tomorrow.”

“Aye, my lady, but I cannot—”

“Did I not give you enough coins for at least ten times that many garments?”

“Well, aye,” he admitted reluctantly.

“Exactly. Now, if you cannot have the gowns done when I wish, I can take my business, and my coins, elsewhere.”

The threat got the reaction she’d expected. The shopkeeper took a step back, abject horror on his face. He began to stutter. “N-nay. I-I w-will have them done. I-I w-will hire extra women to sew.”

“Good.” Turning back, Valoree glanced around the front room of the man’s shop. Her sailors were playing cards on the table they’d crashed into when they’d busted the door down. Apparently they had fixed that, too, though she hadn’t thought to order it. In addition, all the fabric that had originally rested on it and been strewn on the floor had been gathered and restacked on the table adjacent. The old hag, her soon-to-be aunt, was sound asleep on an old mat in a corner of the room.

Though Valoree briefly wondered how the woman could bear to sleep on the hard wooden floor with only a thin rug for cushioning, she quickly pushed the question aside. The woman had likely slept in worse places—places and situations Valoree did not even care to think about.

Her glance slid from the old woman to Bull, who immediately straightened. Without a word from her, the immense pirate bent to lift Valoree’s “aunt” in his arms, then headed for the door.

Skully scooped the cards they’d been playing with into his pocket, then hurried to open the door for his comrade. One-Eye stood too, but moved to Valoree’s side. Taking a small but painfully sharp knife from his boot, he slammed it into the counter beside the tailor.

Valoree glanced at the shopkeeper and his wife meaningfully. “One-Eye’s leaving that as a gift. And a reminder.”

“A reminder?” The shopkeeper was beginning to get the nervous look he’d had when he’d first come downstairs.

“Aye. A reminder not to mention this night. To anyone.”

One-Eye smiled widely then, an expression that did not quite reach his one good eye. “Keep it nice and sharp,” he said in a menacing growl. “Or keep your tongue from wagging.”

The shopkeeper seemed to understand at once; he was nodding vigorously when his wife suddenly piped up with a nervous, “Why?”

“Because I’ll be cuttin’ your tongues out with it if I hear ye done gone and mentioned us to anyone. Anyone at all.”

Valoree almost sighed aloud at his words. One-Eye truly did enjoy his work. And he did it well, too. Too well. With a small gurgle, the shopkeeper’s wife went into a full swoon, hitting the floor with a resounding crash.

Shaking her head at One-Eye in reproof, Valoree turned and led the way out. It took them very little time in the empty London streets to find their way back to the ship.

 

The moment Valoree awoke and stepped out of her cabin into the sunlight, a barrel-chested older man hurried toward her. At his approach, she sighed. Henry. Her quartermaster. He had held the position for her brother when Jeremy was captain, and continued to hold it for her. The rank put him right below her, second in command. In some ways, it gave him more power. He was her right hand, and though she was loath to admit it, she doubted she could control the men without him. She had left him in charge of them last night while she had gone in search of a dressmaker, and he’d surely had his hands full trying to prevent anyone from slipping over the side to follow the lure of rum and women that going ashore promised. They had been at sea a long time, and most of the crew were eager for leave. But if anyone knew how to help control these cutthroats, it was Henry.

“Some of the men are wanting to go ashore,” the man announced at once, barring her way onto the deck. “No.”

“Ah, now, Cap’n, girl,” he wheedled, tucking his thumbs into the front of his belt and rolling back on his heels. “Ye know as well as I that the boys have worked right hard the last few weeks, and they been real patient ’bout goin’ ashore, waitin’ till you was ready to let them. But I’m thinkin’ if ye’re awantin’ them to stay patient, ye best be lettin’ em have a little leave.”

Drumming her fingers against her leg, Valoree glanced at the crew gathered on deck. They were all looking pathetically hopeful. She supposed she had kept them aboard long enough. But she’d wanted to avoid trouble, and once the men got some drink into them, they could be a whole passel of that. Still, they were going to be in port only one more day. If her appointment with the lawyer hadn’t been set for so late in the afternoon, they would have left already. However, she had not been able to secure an earlier meeting, and none but a handful had been allowed leave since they had left the Caribbean more than a month ago. It was no wonder the boys were looking so hopeful.

Pushing Henry back toward the men, she looked them over slowly. “No stealing, no brawling, and no killing. If you break anything, you fix it or pay for it. And leave all but tavern wenches alone. If I hear of any of you bothering shopkeepers’ daughters, you’re off the ship. Understand?”

She suspected by their eager nods that they would have agreed to nearly anything to go ashore. Her gaze moved to the largest of the men, a Scot nearly as large as Bull, with hair the color of a carrot. “You’re in charge, Jasper. Anyone gets out of line and I’ll be after your hide.”

She waited until he nodded, then continued. “Leave enough men behind to guard the ship; let the rest go. Then switch. Richard.” Her second mate stepped quickly forward. “You decide who goes first.”

Henry moved forward to join the group as Richard began to pick and choose, but Valoree shook her head. “Not you, Henry.”

“Ah, now, Cap’n, girl—”

“I need you.” It was all she said, then turned and headed back belowdecks. It was all she had to say, and she knew it. Henry’s wheedling died at once, and she heard him follow her to her cabin. He would do whatever she requested without complaint. He always had. He, Bull, Skully, Pete the Greek, One-Eye, and Richard were the most loyal of her crew. She wouldn’t have been able to manage the men without them, and she was just as grateful as they were trustworthy.


Stepping into the captain’s cabin, Valoree glanced at the dress lying on the small cot built into the wall, then turned to glance at her quartermaster. “Can you drive a carriage, Henry?”

The man’s face scrunched up at the question, his doubt obvious. “Well, now, I ain’t never had no reason to drive a carriage—but I reckon if Skully can drive one of them things, so can I.”

A rare smile briefly touched her lips at that. Skully and Henry were the best of friends, but it was a competitive relationship. They were constantly trying to outdo each other. Shaking her head, Valoree pulled her pistol out of her belt and laid it on the table, then began to shrug out of her vest. “There’s no need for you to try if Skully knows how. Take him with you and go rent a carriage and horses. The best you can find. It must be a quality carriage,” she emphasized. “Then I want you to get clothes for yourself, Bull, Skully, and One-Eye. Make sure they fit.”

“What kind of clothes?” Henry asked suspiciously.

“Servant’s clothes. Livery.”

Henry opened his mouth to refuse, but Valoree forestalled him with one sentence. “I need men I can trust with me, and I can trust you four.”

Closing his mouth, Henry nodded and turned toward the door.

“Have the men bring me a bath before you go,” Valoree called as the door closed behind him. She wasn’t sure he’d heard her until the men brought in an old wooden tub, followed by pail after pail of hot water. Once the tub was full, Valoree slipped quickly out of the rest of her clothes and slipped inside. She bathed herself quickly and a bit impatiently, then started to dress.

Half an hour later she was grateful that she had left herself plenty of time for the task. It wasn’t as if Valoree had never worn a gown before, but that had been some thirteen years ago. And good Lord! She didn’t recall donning a gown to be such a complicated task. There were stockings, and the fussy little garters that held them up; the chemise; the petticoat; the farthingale; the corset—a nasty piece of work, that; the partlet; the kirtle; the overskirt; and finally the bodice and sleeves. Good Lord! And with all those clothes on, she was still catching a draft up her skirt! It was indecent to be walking around with nothing covering her nether regions under those damned voluminous skirts. At least, it certainly felt indecent to a girl who had been well trussed up in breeches for thirteen years.

Muttering under her breath, she grabbed her trousers and attempted to pull them back on under her skirt, finding it quite a chore with all the binding upper clothes, and the layer upon layer of lower clothing. Dragging skirt after skirt laboriously upward, she tried to hold them with her chin so that she could don her breeches, but that simply did not work. Giving that up, she dropped to the floor, dragged her skirts up, and tried again. A moment later, panting with the effort, she stuck one foot in one leg of her breeches, then her other foot in the other.

“Next time I’ll put these damn things on first,” she muttered to herself, dropping flat on her back. Arching her butt off the floor, she proceeded to wiggle, squirm, tug, and pull in an effort to don the damn pants.

“Captain?” One-Eye’s voice drifted through the door, followed by a brief tap.

“Hold yer arse!” Valoree roared, rolling onto her side but still struggling with her clothes.

There was a brief silence; then One-Eye spoke again. “Ah, Captain? Are ye all right in there? There’s an awful lot of bumping and huffing going on.”

“Thank God!” Valoree gasped as her breeches finally pulled into place. Letting her skirts slide back down over her legs, she dropped flat on the floor and tried to catch her breath. A moment later the door opened and One-Eye popped his head in. Valoree gave him a surly look. “I told ye to—”

“Hold me arse. Aye, I heard ye,” One-Eye said, peering at her flushed face with concern, then around the empty room. “And I am, see?”

Letting the door slide farther open, he showed her that he had one hand planted firmly on his left arse cheek. Valoree released a weary laugh. That was the beauty of One-Eye. He would follow an order literally, if it would gain him his purpose. She could hardly flog him for entering when she had not said ‘don’t enter.’ He had done as she had ordered, after all.

Seeing her smile, he eased into the room, giving it a more thorough examination. “It sounded like there was a bit of excitement goin’ on in here.”

“Aye. If you call trying to get into me breeches excitement,” Valoree admitted dryly.

One-Eye’s hand went to his cutlass, his charming smile replaced with deadly intent in a heartbeat. “Who was it? I’ll kill the bastard for ye.”

Valoree blinked in confusion at him before understanding struck; then she grabbed one of the boots on the floor nearby and whipped it at him. “It was me, ye silly souse!” she roared. The boot slammed into the door. Then she jerked her skirts up, revealing her breeches. “I was trying to get my breeches on!”

One-Eye blinked at that, then relaxed with a grin. “Well, now, it’s a sad day when a captain can’t even manage to don her—” His voice died as her eyes narrowed grimly on him. He changed the subject. “Ah, well, Henry sent me to—”

“What the hell are you wearing?” Valoree snapped, sitting up on the floor suddenly as she took note that his usual attire—tight breeches, flowing white shirt, and leather vest—was gone. It had been replaced with pink hose, pink knee breeches, and the most God-awful pink waistcoat it had ever been her misfortune to see.

Sighing heavily, One-Eye immediately began to nod in misery. “Livery,” he said with disgust. “That’s what Henry called it. Said it was all he could find.”

“Dear God,” she said softly, shaking her head in horrified wonder at the ugliness of the outfit. One would think the pink clothes would make One-Eye look effeminate and dandified, but that was hardly the case. If anything, the fancy dress simply seemed to make him look more disreputable—like a pirate dressed up in the fancy clothes of a servant. Which he was, of course.

“See! I knew you’d see that this was wrong. Shall I just go change back into me own clothes?”

Valoree actually almost nodded at the suggestion, then shook her head with a sigh.

“Nay. You cannot run around London looking like a pirate on the prowl.”

“Oh, but—”

“Nay,” Valoree repeated firmly. “You’ll wear these clothes.”

At her tone, One-Eye nodded, though still appearing a bit disgruntled. “Well, I’d best go tell Henry and Skully that ye’ll be along directly.”

“Wait!” Valoree called as he started to back out. He paused, and she gestured to the object lying by the door. “My boot.”

Eyebrows rising, he bent to retrieve the footwear, then moved to hand it to her.

“Nay. Put it on for me,” she ordered instead of taking it. She’d had enough trouble putting on the breeches. She could use help lacing up the boots.

One-Eye’s eyebrows rose so high, Valoree thought they were going to fly off his forehead. “Do you not think some slippers might be more appropriate?”

“Well, aye, they would. And if I had some, surely I’d wear them, wouldn’t I? But I don’t recall stopping by a cobbler’s shop, do you?”

The corner of his mouth twisting at her testiness, One-Eye bent to grab the second boot as well, then moved to her feet and knelt there.

Valoree watched him set to work with disinterest, her eyes wandering over Henry’s choice of livery. It really was atrocious, and she would guess it was just about killing One-Eye to wear it. The man had always fancied himself a bit of a heartbreaker. He was tall, with dark hair and a swarthy complexion, and was as lean and strong as a captain could want for a first mate. He had all his limbs and, really, other than a small scar or two from injuries gained working the ropes in storms, was still in one piece—other than his missing eye, of course. And the eye patch didn’t seem to detract from his attractiveness to the ladies. In truth, whatever port they’d come to, One-Eye had always managed to find many women who found his rugged good looks and maimed face the object of desire.

Valoree didn’t share that attraction, herself. From the ages of ten to nineteen, she had been treated like a younger brother by the pirate, with all the harassment and teasing that included. And while she had always known in an objective way that he was a handsome fellow, she had looked on him as another older brother as well. So seeing him now, dressed in Henry’s awful choice of pink finery, Valoree could hardly stifle her chuckle. It might do him good to be dressed in such.

“There ye are, Cap’n,” One-Eye announced, straightening from his task and getting to his feet. He eyed her with amusement. “I suppose ye’ll be needing help up now, too, huh?”

She raised her hand in answer. Reaching down, he grasped her at the wrist instead, waiting until her fingers closed around his own wrist before pulling her to her feet. With that, she left the cabin.


“Ye look real pretty in that gown,” One-Eye commented as he followed her across the deck a moment later. “But I never thought I’d see the day that Back-from-the-Dead Red needed help putting his own boots on.”

His taunt did not go unnoticed. “One-Eye,” she said.

“Aye?”

“Unless ye’re wanting to don one of the other two gowns I bought and spend the day in it here with the men, ye’d be best to close yer trap now.”

“Aye, Cap’n.”

 

“Ye look real fine in that there getup,” Henry said as he helped her out of the dinghy and up onto the dock. Valoree was amused to note that the crusty old salt was blushing, and his voice was gruff.

“Like a real lady. Pretty, too. Never noticed ye lookin’ so pretty in breeches.”

Valoree found herself embarrassed by the compliment to her looks, whereas a compliment on her skill at swordplay or such had never given her anything but pleasure. Flustered, she waved a hand vaguely in the air as if swatting the words away, then turned to stomp toward the carriage where Skully waited. One-Eye leaped to the dock behind her.

“Well,” Henry grunted after her. “Ye’re not so much like a lady when ye stomp about like that.”

Pausing, Valoree turned to glare at him, then sighed and started to walk again, remembering to keep her steps shorter and less determined. She’d have to remember to keep her bearing more feminine, she thought as she paused by the carriage and peered in through the window. Inside sat Meg, the old prostitute Bull had found to play her aunt and chaperon.

Valoree grimaced at the societal foolishness of forbidding women to travel alone, and threw the door of the carriage open. Ah, well. She would make do. With a quick heave, she clambered into the coach. This woman would serve her purpose. It was only once she was inside that Valoree noticed the other woman’s pallor. Left over from her drunken state the night before, no doubt, Valoree thought dryly. She looked sober enough to play her part, though. In fact, today the woman looked so sober that Valoree almost pitied her. Her “aunt” would probably welcome a little hair of the dog that had bitten her.

However, other than obviously suffering the ill effects of overindulgence—her face had a slightly gray cast to it, and the lines around her eyes and the way she was squinting spoke of head pain—“Aunt Meg” looked fine, much better even than Valoree had hoped. Her new gown, black and demure, and her carefully upswept hair gave her a regal air. In fact, if she hadn’t known better, Valoree might have sworn the woman was a true lady, rather than the prostitute she knew her to be.

“Ye’re ready,” Valoree said as she arranged herself in the coach.

One eyebrow arched majestically, and the woman subjected Valoree to the same inspection she herself had just been through. “You’re not,” came her response.

Valoree blinked, then felt anger wash through her. “What the hell do you mean, I’m not?” she snapped.

“Your hair. A lady would never walk about with her hair all wild about her head like that.”

Valoree raised a hand to her head, a frown on her lips. “I—”

“Sit,” the woman ordered, gesturing to the carriage seat beside her, and apparently fully expecting to be obeyed. She turned and began to sift through the contents of a small bag on the seat beside her. “I expected as much, which is why I asked your man Henry to collect a couple of things—Aha!” Pulling a brush free of the bag, she turned and smiled triumphantly at Valoree, then frowned at her lack of response. She smacked the empty portion of the bench seat again. “Well, come on!”

Valoree hesitated, then glanced at Henry, who had followed her to the carriage and now stood studying her hair with a frown. “She’s right, I guess. Ladies usually have their hair up like hers.”

Though annoyed by the fact, Valoree had to admit she herself was completely ignorant of what ladies did or did not do. She had not left the ship more than a handful of times over the past thirteen years. When she was younger, the ports they had usually put in to were not the sort Jeremy and Henry felt she needed to visit. And when she had become Back-from-the-Dead Red, she had remained primarily on the ship to avoid discovery of her identity. All her memories of society were from her very early childhood. She had no idea what ladies were sporting nowadays.

Cursing volubly, she switched to the other seat with a flounce of her skirts. She ignored “Aunt Meg’s” reproving look as the woman set to work on her hair.
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