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Praise for  What a Pirate Desires

“A feisty heroine, a tortured hero, and a sassy parrot along with strong doses of betrayal, action, and plenty of cunning . . . [A] fun romance.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“This nonstop pirate romance has it all: high seas adventure, a daring quest, a courageous heroine, and best of all, a to-die-for pirate hero. Beattie has penned a fine romantic tale of two unforgettable characters. I’ll be watching for more from this author!”

—Jennifer Ashley, USA Today bestselling author of  
Immortals: The Redeeming

 

“Beattie’s latest is a treasure trove for pirate/adventure lovers as a daring female brigand and a rugged captain match wits in a sexy battle of wills. Beattie uses rapid-fire repartee, double entendres, and a daring heroine and a dashing hero to spice up a tried-and-true plotline, turning this into a nonstop read.”

—Romantic Times

 

“This terrific seventeenth-century high seas pirate romance works because Samantha comes across as an avenging . . . pirate captain. Verbal battles . . . sharper than sword play. Fans will enjoy this fine at sea cat and mouse tale.”

—Midwest Book Review
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One

Port Royal 1657

Alicia Davidson felt the contempt through the small crowd that had amassed around the freshly turned earth surrounding her father’s grave. It was like the blade of a cold dagger being slid across the back of her neck. Though the sun was blazing down upon the shifting crowd, Alicia shivered. Wiping her damp cheeks, she pulled her attention from the dirt that was being dropped by shovelfuls onto the sturdy wooden box below her feet, and examined the crowd. Who was it that was aiming such hostility toward her?

She saw the faces of many friends as well as customers of her father’s, who’d been one of two blacksmiths on the island. Some of those faces had tears pooled in their eyes; others simply watched solemnly as the clergyman recited a last prayer before slipping away. Alicia’s eyes shifted to the right, where a few people huddled in a small circle. It was when they broke apart and moved away that her gaze  connected with the stranger left standing alone at the edge of the congregation. His eyes narrowed and the full impact of his disdain hit her.

His dark brown hair was long and loose, framing a face that seemed carved from stone. There wasn’t a drop of sympathy in his eyes, nor a hint of compassion in his expression. She had no idea who he was, and given the flat line of his mouth and the waves of bitterness that continued to pour from him, she had no inclination to find out.

Forcing her attention back to the only matter of importance, Alicia knelt and bowed her head, hoping everyone would take her gesture as the sign it was. She desperately wanted to say her last good-bye alone. Women walked away, skirts swishing in the grass. A few hands squeezed her shoulder as a sign of encouragement. Their sympathy was both a comfort and a harsh reminder that her dear father, who had been loved and respected, had gone to join her mother. Tears that should have been spent by now filled her eyes. A deep sense of loss squeezed her heart.

A shadow fell on the ground next to her a moment before she heard her aunt’s voice.

“Alicia, dear, come back to the house, have something to eat.”

“I’m going to stay a little longer.”

Her aunt Margaret was nearly sixty years old and had always made very clear her disapproval of the man her sister had chosen. Even now, Alicia noticed her aunt’s gray eyes were as dry as the earth that lay at their feet.

Aunt Margaret tsked. “Child, he is gone. Best to move on.”

Because she was used to the woman’s coldness, she didn’t react to it. “I need a moment,” Alicia repeated.

“Fine. But do not be long. It is dreadfully hot and there  is no point in wilting out here. Besides, it is only proper you make an appearance; I have a houseful of people who wish to offer their condolences.” Margaret fanned herself as though to reinforce her point. “In the meantime, I will have your things sent to my home.”

Alicia pushed herself to her feet, moved slightly so the sun wasn’t beating directly in her eyes. “I thought I made it clear where I belong.”

“Really, child. You cannot stay alone in that little hovel. It is not proper.”

“It’s my home, Aunt Margaret. I’ll not be leaving it.”

The other woman took a full breath, expanding an already impressive bosom. Her tiny hands clutched the curve of her parasol. “I will not have any niece of mine living alone, without proper guidance. You will come with me, be given a maid, and I will find someone to teach you etiquette and decorum. You will not work in that filthy blacksmith shop, and if it takes us three weeks, we will scrub those hands until they are no longer stained black. When we are finished, you will no longer be the object of disdain and pity that you have been since Jacob allowed you to work that shop. And,” she added, with a pinched mouth, “you will have the finest of dresses.” She said the latter with a pointed look at the simple gown Alicia wore.

“This isn’t the place, Aunt Margaret. We can discuss this later.”

Her aunt feigned remorse well. “Of course, child. We can talk later.” As she stepped away, Alicia heard her aunt mutter, “He has some nerve, coming here.”

Alicia ignored the comment. Her aunt was always annoyed or complaining about someone. In the past it had been her father. She waited until her aunt was well past the line of headstones and then unbuttoned the collar of her  dress. The breeze coming off the ocean carried the tang of salt with it. Alicia took in a cleansing breath now that she could breathe without feeling as though she were being choked by her collar.

The respite from the cloying heat felt amazing and she sighed. She took her time saying good-bye, allowing the tears to come as well as the memories. She talked to her father as though he were there, and by the time she stood, wiping the dirt from her skirts, the pain around her heart had eased.

It wasn’t until she straightened and took a step to leave that she noticed the stranger was still there.

His expression hadn’t softened and she found herself casting a furtive glance around, but they were well and truly alone. What did he want? She wasn’t helpless the way her aunt thought she was, but she was certainly no match for him in strength.

Alicia’s mouth dried like cotton when he began to walk toward her. Despite her galloping heart, she didn’t move. He was at her father’s funeral. Surely Jacob Davidson must have known this stranger. His gaze never left hers, and when he stopped opposite the grave from her, she was able to see his eyes were dark brown and were framed by black lashes and a cut of black brows.

He said nothing, but his eyes finally shifted to the grave between them. With nothing more than a creak of his knee-high boots when he crouched down, he grabbed a handful of dirt and let it sift through his fingers over the casket. Then, with a last scathing glance at her, he stood and left as silently as he’d come.




Two

You can’t mean to run this shop by yourself, Alicia. It’s madness!”

“Thank you for the encouragement, Charles. I always know I can count on you,” Alicia responded. Judging the embers in the forge, she picked up the billows. They whooshed as she pumped air into the fire; the red of the coals brightened. Only midmorning, her shirt clung to her back and the tendrils of hair that had escaped her braid stuck to her cheeks. Breathing was becoming more difficult, and Alicia knew by the end of the day her lungs would hurt from the effort.

She wouldn’t have it any other way.

“You know I didn’t mean it the way it came out. It’s not that you’re not capable. The problem, my dear girl, is that you’re too capable.”

Alicia replaced the billows on the hook her father had fashioned onto the edge of the long worktable.

“I’ve never known efficiency to be a negative trait.”

“It wouldn’t be if you were a seamstress.”

“You know that’s never going to happen.”

“You’re eighteen. You shouldn’t have to worry about keeping a business afloat.”

“My mother taught me about numbers and ledgers. I know how to manage them.”

“You think the Navy will continue to buy swords from you now that your father is gone? It was one thing to have you work with your father—they managed to turn a blind eye to that out of respect for Jacob. It’ll be another to them when you’re the sole proprietor.”

Alicia set her teeth. “I’m trying to be patient because I like and respect you, but I’m getting tired of your constant discouragement. It’s all you’ve been telling me for a week now.”

“And I’ll keep telling you until it starts to sink into that thick head of yours. You’re choosing an impossible road. It’ll do nothing but make you miserable.”

Alicia sat on the table. Despite the messy nature of her work, the surface was clean and clutter free. Tools were always replaced after being used. Her gaze met Charles’s.

The father of three rambunctious boys and a sweet yet shy daughter, Charles had worked at the shop nearly as long as Alicia could remember, which, owing to the fall that had left her scarred and wiped her memory clean, was about six years ago. He’d been loyal, hardworking, and like her aunt, firm in the belief that a blacksmith shop was no place for her. Unlike her aunt, however, he acknowledged her skill.

“I’ve never cared what people thought of me.” There was a spark of a lie in there, but she wouldn’t give Charles more ammunition. If he knew she sometimes wished she were  included in the social activities of people her age, wished people wouldn’t look the other way when they passed her on the street, he’d jump on the fact. Then he’d team up with her aunt and she’d never hear the end of it.

“As for work, all the Navy will care about is that their swords are better than those of their enemies. This shop can give them that, I can give them that.” And she had for the past two years. She took great pains with the craftsmanship of her swords, and it always filled her with such pride when she saw an officer walk by with one of her blades at his side.

Charles rubbed his coarse whiskers. “I don’t believe your father ever told them it was you who forged those swords, which is my point. They won’t be happy about it.”

“They had better get used to it, or they can go elsewhere.”

He frowned. “Thinking like that will sink this business. The Navy is our biggest purchaser. We lose them, we may as well close the doors.”

It was Alicia’s turn to sigh. “What else would you have me do? ”

He ladled a cup of water from a cask near the door and swallowed it in a large gulp. His eyes wouldn’t quite reach hers. “Anything else. You should go with your aunt. You’d have an easier life with her.”

“I’m not interested in easy, Charles. I need to be true to myself. I’d be miserable if I went with her. Besides, putting on a fancy dress and primping with my hair doesn’t change who I am on the inside. Can you honestly see me spending my days having tea and talking of all the eligible bachelors? ”

He shook his head. “At least it’s more ladylike. And living with her, you’d have a chance at getting married.”

“Even with this?” Alicia asked, tracing the scar that slashed from her right earlobe to mid-cheek.

“Since when has that bothered you? ”

She shrugged. “It doesn’t.” Which was the truth. Most often she was too busy working to even think about it.

“Besides, it’s not the scar, Alicia, it’s the smell of ash and smoke that is more of a deterrent.”

Alicia grinned. “That isn’t normal? ”

“Blimey, you’re a handful. I give up,” he said, throwing up his hands. “I’ve said my piece, I don’t imagine you’ll listen to me any more than you do your aunt.”

“I appreciate your concern, but no. I’ve made up my mind to work my father’s shop.”

“Your mother wouldn’t have wanted this,” he said.

The jab hit its mark, bruised her heart. “Perhaps not. But she never stopped me from coming here with him. She knew how I loved to work alongside him. Charles, Jacob taught me this.”

“Because he lost his sons,” he reminded her gently.

Alicia inhaled sharply. “If you’re saying he’d never have had me in here if Daniel and Eric were here, then you’re wrong. He breathed this shop, and he was proud to have me here. There’s nothing he’d have loved more than having all his children work with him. He always had time to explain and teach. Your son Jack is proof as he’s spent many hours in here at my father’s side.”

Charles lowered his gaze, being properly reminded of the man he’d worked with for years.

“And the fact remains, Charles, that Daniel and Eric are  gone. This shop is not only my father’s legacy, it’s all I have left of him and, in a roundabout way, all I have left of the brothers I don’t remember.

“From the first time I saw my father shape steel, saw  him create something beautiful from nothing, I knew that was what I wanted to do. Did my mother like it? No. But she understood it. You won’t change my mind, Charles. No one can. It would be easier to rip out my heart while I was still breathing.”

He locked eyes with her for a long while. Long enough for the half-burned logs to roll and spark in the forge. Long enough for Alicia to feel the sweat run in a sticky trail down her temple. Then he nodded and went back to work. They said nothing more, though their words hung in the air as surely as the smell of heated steel.

For the past seven days her aunt and a few other well-meaning acquaintances of her father’s had stopped by to offer the same advice. Well, the others had offered. Her aunt had actually ordered Alicia to come live with her. She, like Charles, had discovered that they weren’t the only stubborn ones. The little house and the blacksmith shop were all Alicia had left, and she wouldn’t leave either behind to satisfy someone else’s belief of what was proper.

The town was mostly quiet as she made her way home later that evening. A few children raced by her, leaving the youthful smell of sweat and energy in their wake. The lamps hadn’t been lit yet and long shadows crossed the street. Through windows she saw the glow of light and the flutter of family life. Her feet stopped, and Alicia found herself jealously watching. What she wouldn’t give to have that again.

“Move along,” a harsh voice commanded from behind her.

Alicia spun around. “Pardon me? ”

“I told you to move along. These are well-kept houses and the people here make an honest living. Go back where you belong.”

It wasn’t until the man grimaced at her clothes and face that she remembered she was still filthy. Her hands, despite scrubbing, bore the traces of her work and no doubt her face was as grimy as her clothes.

He didn’t move, so Alicia did. Though she held her head high—she wouldn’t apologize for being who she was—she left nonetheless. She turned down one street, then another, until her little house came into view. It was dark and empty. The truth she’d been working hard to avoid suddenly pelted her. Nobody was waiting for her, or would, if that stranger, Charles, and her aunt were any indication, ever again. She was a blacksmith now. And as much as she wanted this life, she knew it would come with a price.

A swelling emptiness engulfed her and she sought refuge in the room her parents had shared. She hadn’t been in it since her father’s death when she’d come to pick his burial clothes. Now, looking about the tiny room, she felt an overwhelming need to be close to them, to the people who’d loved her as she was, without trying to turn her into what they thought she should be.

At the foot of the bed lay a simple trunk. She’d never seen it opened and had never wondered what was inside. But now, desperate to feel a connection to them, Alicia lit a candle-stick, placed it on the floor, and knelt before the trunk.

The lid opened easily and with it came the smell of both her father and mother, a hint of smoke mixed with lavender. Sniffling loudly, she began to sort through the contents. There were several trinkets, worn blankets, and a few of her mother’s dresses wrapped in paper. Alicia unwrapped one and pulled out a yellow gown, very plain in design but beautiful in its simplicity. She remembered it had been Anna Davidson’s favorite before she’d died last spring. Standing, Alicia held it upright to see if it would fit her.  Perhaps she could wear it to church, prove to people she could be pretty if she chose.

A small wrapped package fell from within it and plopped onto the wooden floor.

Curious, Alicia set the dress on the bed and picked up the bundle. Turning it over, she saw her name, in her father’s hand, across the front. Frowning, she sat on the bed and pulled open the string that held the package closed.

Inside were two letters. Her name was on the first; the second, bearing her father’s seal, had the name “Blake Merritt” neatly written in the middle. Who was Blake Merritt? she wondered. But she set it aside and carefully opened her letter.

My dearest daughter,


Hearing her father’s voice as she read the words, Alicia had to fight the tears that pricked her eyes.

If you are reading this, then it means I’ve gone to be with your mother. Before I explain anything, please know you were one of our greatest joys. We could not have loved you more.

However, you weren’t always ours. When you were twelve or so, we found you and your natural mother washed up on the beach. You were both hurt. Your mother was very distraught and you, my dear girl, weren’t conscious. Before your mother died, she begged us to keep you safe. She was afraid the pirates who had attacked your ship would learn of your escape and come for you. Your name, and the name “Samantha,” were the last words she spoke.

You were hurt and bleeding, and we took you  immediately inside our home. You had a large cut across your cheek, which we tended to as best we could, but as you know, it left a deep scar. We fretted over you for days, and when finally you awoke, you remembered nothing, not even your name.

Looking back, I can see it was selfish not to tell you the truth, but your memory never returned and we had promised your mother to keep you safe. We decided it best to let you believe you’d fallen as a child, and the scar and memory loss were a result of that accident. We wanted to spare you the pain of knowing your family had perished at the hands of pirates.

There’s a plantation on the other side of the island and the owner, Oliver Grant, had taken in three strangers about the same time we’d found you. It was when they all escaped a year later, stealing his ship in the process, that I suspected the truth. There was a young woman among them named Samantha. I can only assume it was the same Samantha your mother had spoken of.

I’m terribly sorry, Alicia, and I hope you can forgive us for our selfishness. You see, we’d already lost Eric and Daniel, and by the time word got round of the other survivors, you were as much ours as you could ever be.

Should you want to seek out Samantha, then take the other letter to Blake Merritt. He’s a good man, and you can trust him. He doesn’t come to Port Royal, but you should be able to find him, or get word of him, in Tortuga.

You’ve often asked me why there’s a white cross at the top of the rise behind the house and who it belonged  to. It was cowardly to lie, but that is where your mother rests.

I pray you can forgive us for our deceit.

 

Lovingly,

Your father.


Alicia stared at the parchment, numb and shocked. For years she’d had bits of pictures or sounds flash through her head. She’d never made sense of them, couldn’t as they were so fleeting and jumbled. Was it her memories that had been trying to resurface? She’d assumed it was dreams.

She jumped to her feet, the letter clutched in her hand. Her head spun. Samantha. The name resonated but she couldn’t say it was because she remembered her; it simply sounded familiar. Was it possible she had a cousin? Could she even have a sister?

And her mother’s grave was behind the house? Her  mother’s? Which meant she wasn’t Alicia Davidson. Her knees gave a violent shake. Who was she? She tried desperately to remember anything of what her father spoke of, but she couldn’t remember a sister, cousin, or a mother who wasn’t the one she’d buried five months ago.

She placed an icy hand to her forehead, her breath shaking. What kind of person couldn’t remember her own mother? I’m not who I’ve always thought I was. And the certainty of that cut deeply. She dropped to the bed. Why hadn’t they told her before, when they could have been there to hold her, to explain? When they could have gone with her to look. When she didn’t have quite so much responsibility.

She had a shop to run now. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, walk  away from it. She’d meant what she’d said to Charles—the shop was her world. It was where she’d played, where she’d worked, where she’d stood next to her father and listened with patience and an equal part of awe as he’d shown her about blade smithing.

She didn’t imagine it would be a simple matter to locate Samantha; there must be hundreds of women with that name scattered around the Caribbean. How did one even begin a search such as that? It wasn’t as though she had a well of money she could dip into. The shop made a living but didn’t allow for much else. Besides, she’d never—that she remembered, she thought bitterly—been to sea. She knew nothing of ships and sailing. In fact, she’d never really liked sailing. Was it because she’d hated being at sea or because, deep down, she knew what it had cost her?

Her heart began to hammer, bringing with it a fierce desire to know everything she’d lost. She’d found a piece of that now; how could she not look for the rest? Her tumbling thoughts shifted to the shop and what she’d do with it, followed closely by her aunt and what she’d have to say about all of this.

Margaret wouldn’t approve of Alicia running about the Caribbean by herself, but her aunt wasn’t her concern. Regarding the shop—her heart missed a beat—she could talk to Charles; she’d make him understand. And it would only be temporary.

Alicia sighed. She had to know. She had to find out about her history. Not knowing would be far worse. With a slight tremble in her hand, Alicia grabbed the other letter.

Blake Merritt.

“Well, Mr. Merritt, I hope you’re easy to find.”




Three

Alicia awoke the next morning, after precious little sleep, with a very clear plan in her head. It was ridiculous to go out looking for Samantha until she had as much information as possible. And the only person who could provide it was Oliver Grant. Because it was Sunday and the shop was closed, Alicia had the day to herself and she packed a small lunch into her satchel, threw in a dagger for good measure, and not wanting to alert Charles of her intentions just yet, proceeded to walk to the home of her father’s attorney.

It wasn’t far, but the road offered no relief from the blazing sun and soon her gown was sticking to her back. Her cheeks were hot and no doubt she’d have a sunburn to show for her efforts. Another thing for her aunt to criticize, Alicia thought, kicking aside a stone, which rolled across the dirt into the thick underbrush that lined the route. Although uncertainty trotted through her head about the idea of  seeking out Samantha, there was one thing she knew for certain. A reprieve from her aunt was more than in order.

Finally arriving at the tidy home of the attorney, Alicia knocked on the heavy door. He answered promptly and, despite the surprise on his face, invited her in. She gratefully stepped into the coolness of his home.

“I thought our appointment to read the will was tomorrow.”

She held up a hand. “Yes, Mr. Fritz, it is. Or it was. I was hoping we could postpone it, for a little while,” she added.

He frowned. “Whatever for? Your father’s made some provisions, and it’s best if we sort them all out as quickly as possible. There are issues about the blacksmith shop that you need to know.”

Her hand flew to her throat. “I haven’t lost it, have I? I assumed it was mine and—”

“Dear girl, it is yours. But there’s also someone else that—”

Alicia expelled her breath in a rush. Well, if it had to do with Charles, he wouldn’t mind if they waited a few more weeks.

“Thank goodness. You scared me for a moment. Well, then, I think it can wait. What I’m actually here for is to ask if you know where the plantation of Oliver Grant is.”

Mr. Fritz’s forehead creased in puzzlement. “Yes, but it’s rather far. Why do you need to go there? ”

“It’s something my father suggested. I can’t explain it any further than that at the moment.”

“You’re alone? ” he asked.

“Yes.”

He shook his head. “Dear girl, you can’t go there all by yourself. It isn’t right. Does your aunt know you’re here? ”

“No. And I’d prefer it remain that way.”

A hint of a smile pulled at his lips. “Well, can’t say that I blame you.” He paused, studied Alicia. “You say your father wanted you to go see Oliver Grant? ”

“Yes,” she lied without question. If she was to find Samantha, and in turn, her past, then she’d do what it took to get it.

He nodded. “Wait here. I’ll get someone who can take you.”

 

 

 

It was a stately home, tall and commanding with a carved front door. An assortment of baskets overflowing with vibrant blossoms spread along its porch. The grounds were impressive with their carpet of emerald-colored grass that not a single weed dared to mar. The silence was equally awe-inspiring. Other than the slight breeze ruffling the palm fronds, or the occasional cry of a bird, the stillness was a presence in itself.

Surely it was inhabited to be so well kept, and yet from where Alicia stood at the base of the porch steps, not a single soul was to be seen.

She threw a glance to the end of the road, where she’d asked the driver to wait. The horse stood patiently, swishing its tail lazily; its driver must have been waiting inside the carriage, where it was cooler. Looking once more at the door, Alicia exhaled a breath, placed her hand onto her knotted stomach, then climbed the three steps.

Alicia’s knock was answered by a large black woman with a frown that creased her wide forehead.

“Yes? ”

“Hello. I—well, that is . . .” Alicia shook her head. She’d never anticipated it would be easy to explain what she was looking for, but neither had she expected that the words  would lodge in her throat. But if Samantha had indeed been there and had stolen a ship to escape, Alicia wasn’t sure of the reception she herself would receive by asking about her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, forcing a smile and wiping her damp hands onto her skirt. The maid’s face remained stoic. “I was hoping I might speak to Oliver Grant.”

Her large brown eyes didn’t so much as blink. “Ya can’t. He’s dead.”

The bottom of Alicia’s stomach fell in disappointment. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

The woman shrugged, almost as though she didn’t care.

“Would it be possible to speak with Mrs. Grant? ” Alicia asked, hoping her trip hadn’t been for naught.

“The missus don’t take callers no more.”

Alicia sighed. This wasn’t going the way she’d hoped. But who was left that she could talk to, that could tell her about Samantha? She wrung her hands together, not sure who to ask for next. This had been her only hope of possibly finding a link to her past, to her family.

“What did ya need? ”

“I was hoping that I could speak to someone who could tell me about a woman that worked here. Her name was Samantha and I understand she escaped—”

“What do ya want with her? ” she asked.

Taken aback by the rudeness, Alicia paused. “It’s a long story. But I think she’s part of my family, or at least that she may be.” She shrugged. “I just wanted to know about her.”

In a sudden transformation that captivated Alicia’s attention, the woman’s eyes filled with warmth and her smile reached out and wrapped around Alicia as surely as her strong arms.

“Child, come with me. I’ll fix ya a cool drink, and we’ll  have ourselves a nice long talk outside in the garden.” She yanked Alicia by the hand, giving her no choice but to follow. She drew her into the marble foyer and down a corridor to the large and speckless kitchen at the back of the house.

Before she knew it, Alicia was sitting in the middle of the garden, a glass of sweet tea in her hand and the smell of flowers surrounding her. Fanny, as she’d introduced herself while she’d made the tea, sat across from her, eyes dancing with delight.

“Tell me how ya know Samantha,” she said.

Because her manner had warmed considerably, Alicia told Fanny everything that she knew, ending with her decision to come there today in hopes of learning a little more. When she was done, Fanny had tears running down her dark cheeks.

“What’s wrong?” Alicia asked quickly. Surely not any more bad news.

Fanny blew her nose into a handkerchief she drew from her apron pocket. “She’ll be so happy yer alive.”

Alicia’s stomach flipped and she leaned forward in her chair. Behind the bodice of her gown, her heart was beating a frantic drum.

“She remembered me? ”

“Of course she did, child. She’s ya sister, ain’t she? ”

“I have a sister?” An impression flashed through her head. It didn’t stay long enough to grasp it all, but she was able to make out a few things. “She has light brown hair? ”

Fanny nodded and soon they both had tears falling freely.

“Yes, child. And she’s lovely.” Fanny sniffled. “She spoke of ya often. She loves ya very much. Ate a hole in her soul, thinkin’ ya’d died and she was helpless to prevent it.”

“But it was pirates. What could she have done? ”

Fanny slapped her thick thigh. “That’s what I’s told her every chance I got. Didn’t matter none. She felt she should have.”

Alicia accepted the handkerchief Fanny pulled out of another pocket while trying to calm her emotions. Though the tears continued, she managed to steady her racing heart.

“Will you tell me everything? ”

Fanny nodded, and before long, her happy tears ebbed. “He found ’em on the beach, promised ’em work and shelta.” She grunted. “It’s not what they got, that’s for sure.”

“There were more with her? ”

“Two men from ya father’s ship. Joe and Willy.” Her chin lifted. “Good men, both of ’em. They escaped togetha.”

Alicia searched her memory, but nothing shifted. “The five of us were the only ones that made it off the ship? ”

“Far as she knew, there was only three. She said she never saw ya that night, it ate at her somethin’ terrible.”

Alicia shook her head, it was all so unbelievable. She had a vague recollection of being cold, and very afraid, but nothing past that. She listened as Fanny told her, in more detail, about the pirate attack and that it was Joe who’d thrown Samantha overboard in order to save her. They were found by Oliver Grant and taken back to the plantation.

“It was a great day,” Fanny said, smiling, “when they escaped. Gave us all somethin’ to smile ’bout, knowin’ they was free on his own ship.”

“You didn’t like him? ”

Fanny’s eyes narrowed. “He was evil. The devil hisself couldn’t have been any more vicious. We’s all glad he’s dead.”

“And you never heard from Samantha again? ”

“No. But wherever she is, child, can’t be any worse than livin’ here was.”

“Thank you, Fanny, for telling me. I’m glad she had a friend while she was here.”

“Samantha had many friends here, child. Everyone who knew her liked her.”

“Did anyone ever call her Sam?” The words came out as fast as the thought occurred to Alicia and she was taken aback by the sureness that she’d called her Sam.

Fanny smiled, leaned back in her chair. “Joe called her Sam. I always thought it suited her.”

Alicia’s heart shook. She had a sister. Sam. She pressed her trembling fingers to her lips.

“I have some stories, if ya have the time to hear ’em.”

“Please,” Alicia replied.

 

 

 

Upstairs, directly above the garden, Lewis Grant sat in his father’s study—a study he hadn’t been allowed in when his father was alive—and started to pay attention to the conversation drifting through the open window.

It grated on already raw nerves that as Oliver’s only son he’d been denied the title of overseer. Though he was considered the heir, it was in name only. Lewis had gained nothing from the death of his father nearly a year ago other than a larger allowance. The respect, the damn acknowledgment that he was worthy and capable, had died in Barbados with the man who’d never looked at him with anything but disappointment.

It had never mattered to Oliver that his son had a head for figures or a deep desire to learn the operations of the plantation. All Oliver had seen was a son that hadn’t grown into the physical image his father had wanted. It wasn’t Lewis’s  fault that his height had never surpassed his mother’s. Or that his bone structure was slight and far more suited to a woman than a man.

But since Oliver himself had rarely dirtied his own hands with the disciplinary areas of the plantation workers, Lewis had never understood why his size was an issue to his father. Couldn’t Nathaniel continue to discipline the workers the way he always had? And couldn’t Lewis then do the rest? Unfortunately Oliver had refused to listen to logic.

The rebuff, however, had only stopped Lewis for so long. On days like today, when Nathaniel—the bequeathed overseer—was busy in the fields, Lewis came to the office, studied the ledgers, and devoured everything he could find about his late father and the business he’d been denied. At twenty, he was more than capable of running the plantation. But the will had been ironclad.

Still, these visits had offered more than a knowledge of the plantation. It was on one such visit, the night he’d learned of his father’s death, that he’d found the journals about Samantha. Every day since Oliver had found her on the beach had been precisely recorded. Her beauty, her spirit, her refusal of Oliver’s advances that had led to his father raping her. The fury he’d felt when he’d tried a second time, only to have her attack him, help his slaves escape, and take his ship had all but leapt off the pages. He’d dedicated nearly two journals to the quest to find her and his ship, only to fail in the end. The ship and Samantha were still missing.

His father’s failure gave Lewis extreme pleasure. Oliver had never acknowledged his own son’s worth. He’d trusted hired men to act as his advisors and step into his shoes when he’d set off to search for Samantha, and he’d named those same men in the will.

But Oliver had been wrong about his son. Lewis was smart and worthy. And he’d just heard something that would finally allow him the chance to prove it. He’d just heard that fat Fanny say something that had sharpened his attention.

Sam.

Samantha had escaped five years ago. Not long after, word began to spread. There was a new force in the Caribbean waters, a pirate so cunning nobody knew what he looked like. Sam Steele. Nobody had mentioned Sam in nearly a year, and Lewis couldn’t help but wonder if it was possible that Samantha and Sam were the same person. After all, she had managed to attack his father, free a dozen or more slaves, and steal his ship all in one night. Surely if she could manage that, it was conceivable she could be a pirate. And, he thought, Sam Steele was known to use a sloop as his flagship. The fact that the ship she’d stolen from his father was also a sloop seemed too tidy to Lewis.

This was his chance. His opportunity to get the ship back, to show everyone that Lewis had accomplished the one thing Oliver had failed to do.

But his aspirations didn’t end there. Surely the treasure and riches she had accumulated were extensive. A little jaunt through the Caribbean was worth the blackmail he could profit from if Samantha was indeed Steele. He’d not only come back with his father’s ship, but return with the respect he deserved.

And judging from what that worthless Fanny was discussing, all he had to do was follow this Alicia girl.

 

 

 

Charles dropped the sword he was working on. It clanged to the floor.

“Are you mad? ” he demanded.

“I can do this,” Alicia tried again. In retrospect, she should have eased him into the subject, rather than simply asking him to run the shop while she went to search for someone she herself hadn’t known about until the night before last.

“No,” he stated, picking up the steel. “No, you can’t. You are far too young and naive for this kind of undertaking.”

“I’m not a child, Charles. I can take care of myself.”

His eyes bulged in his head. “Here maybe, where you know people and it’s familiar, but out there? ” He gestured to the window, his arm waving madly. “I’ll worry myself sick about you.” He wiped the sweat from his brow. “Your father must be rolling in his grave as we speak.”

Alicia sighed. “He’s the one who told me, remember? ”

“I’m sure he hadn’t figured on you going it alone. How are you getting to Tortuga anyhow? ”

“I bartered passage,” she said. He raised an eyebrow and she added, “I’ll need money to do this and I don’t have very much to spare. You can’t afford to come with me and I can’t afford a chaperone.”

“I’m sure your aunt would pay for one.”

Alicia laughed. “If she knew about this, she’d lock me up in her house, never to be free again.”

“Not a bad idea,” Charles mumbled, running his hand over the blade.

“I’ll be fine. Pounding on steel day in and day out has given me strength. Besides, I haven’t worked years in this shop without learning how to use each and every weapon.”

He sighed heavily. “And you’ll be taking along at least five of each? ”

She smiled affectionately. “I promise to get word to you as soon as I can.”

Charles leaned heavily against the workbench. “Tortuga of all places is not where a young woman ought to be, especially by herself.”

“It won’t be for long. Only until I find Mr. Merritt.”

He rubbed his stubbled jaw. “It strikes me as odd that your father would send you to someone I’ve never heard of.”

Alicia shrugged, examined the rows of knives, and took two that were small enough to hide. She slipped them into the waist of her trousers. She chose a small pistol that would be easily concealed and ignored Charles’s tortured moan as she did.

“Well, it must be someone he trusts, or he wouldn’t have.” She picked a sword, held it out, swished it back and forth, and added it to her arsenal.

“Here,” Charles said, taking a larger pistol from a shelf. “You better take this as well.”
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