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Prologue

Tierra Dulce Plantation

St. Catherine’s Parish, Jamaica

September 1814

No moon. Wispy clouds hid most of the stars. He could not have asked for a more perfect night. Before him, the house glowed like a lantern atop the hill. Behind him, his men waited for his command.

Julia Witherington was back in Jamaica. Finally. The pirate paused a moment, trying to count the years—the ages, the epochs—he had been on the quest to strike back at Admiral Sir Edward Witherington.

Julia was married, and she had brought her husband here with her. The inimitable Commodore William Ransome. The admiral’s favorite; the man he’d taken publicly in hand as a son long before Ransome married the admiral’s daughter. The one man in the world the pirate hated almost as much as the admiral.

He smiled. The commodore would ensure word reached Sir Edward of his daughter’s abduction.

Movement caught his attention and honed his focus on the house. He turned, maintaining his crouched position. “Remember, men, no killing—especially the navy officer. The woman is mine. No one is to harm her. Is that understood?”

“Aye, Cap’n,” his men whispered back.

The pirate turned to face the house again. It seemed he had awaited this moment his entire life. The rules of engagement were about to change.

“There is one thing you are forgetting.”

Ned Cochrane pressed himself farther into the shadows at the man’s voice. He didn’t mean to eavesdrop. He meant only to protect the reputation—and person—of Charlotte Ransome.

“What is that?” Charlotte’s voice fluttered toward him on the breeze.

“This.”

At her slight whimper of protest, Ned stepped forward. Henry Winchester, steward of the Tierra Dulce sugar plantation, held Charlotte by the shoulders, his mouth crushed against hers. She was unsuccessfully pushing against the man’s chest.

But before Ned could make his presence known, Charlotte stopped struggling. Winchester’s grasp loosened. Charlotte brought her heel down on Winchester’s foot and then sent her fist into his midsection.

Winchester groaned and staggered back, arms around his stomach, hopping on one foot. “What was that for?”

Charlotte swiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “For taking liberties that are not yours to take.”

Ned took that as his cue to step into the situation. He fought to keep his expression stern and his tone serious, wanting to smile over Charlotte’s ability to handle herself in any situation. “Is everything all right here?”

The dim light coming down the wide porch that circumnavigated the large house illuminated Charlotte’s face. She smiled broadly at him. “Aye—yes, Captain Cochrane. Mr. Winchester and I were clearing up a little misunderstanding.” She stepped toward Henry Winchester. “I am going to take you up on your promise to release me from our engagement, Mr. Winchester. I have had a change of heart.” She glanced over her shoulder at Ned. “In fact, I love someone else and wish to marry him.”

Ned’s heart swelled in his chest, filling his throat and pounding into his head. Charlotte loved him. She wanted to marry him. It was all he could do not to break into the jig the sailing master aboard Audacious demonstrated every evening during the crew’s free time.

Winchester stopped groaning and hopping. His expression hardened as he looked first at Ned and then back at Charlotte. “We shall see about that. You agreed to marry me, Miss Ransome, which means your legacy is mine for the claiming.”

Charlotte rubbed her lips together and then cocked her head. “You are more than welcome to take your case to my brother. It is he who controls my dowry, and it is he who never had knowledge of nor gave permission for our ill-advised engagement. I am certain he will be happy to come to terms with you. But, pray, do not plague me with your attentions any longer. I know you do not love me and want only my money. Therefore, we have nothing further to say to each other.”

Henry gave them one more malevolent look and then stalked off into the darkness.

“Now I understand.” Ned leaned against the porch railing and crossed his arms. As she was the one backlit, Ned could not make out her expression. He tried to keep his own face neutral, inscrutable—the way her brother, his commanding officer, did so well. He was almost certain he failed at it.

“Understand what?” Charlotte moved closer, tension radiating from the set of her shoulders and her twisting hands.

“How you made an enemy of Midshipman Kent and lived to tell the tale.” He shook his head and stood, wanting to both shake her and embrace her. “Have you no common sense? Do you not know better than to taunt a hungry shark?”

She settled her hands on her hips. “It is the shark who should not taunt me. Have I not proven I am capable of surviving anything that comes my way? Have I not shown that I can do what a man can do as well as a man can do it? Have I not demonstrated—”

Unable to resist her any longer, he kissed her, reveling in the softness of her lips. She grabbed the lapels of his coat and swayed as if about to swoon. He supported her weight with one arm around the small of her back. With the other, he pulled off her mobcap and caressed the back of her head.

He ended the kiss and held Charlotte close, his fingers stroking her short, silky hair. “Aye, you have proven all those things.”

“I was a good midshipman, was I not?”

After everything she’d been through, he could not believe she doubted her adequacy as a midshipman. “Yes. One of the best I have had the pleasure to serve with. But it makes me worry.”

She pushed against his chest to look into his eyes. “Worry?”

Fear—not worry—nearly clogged his throat. But had she not said…? “Aye. Will you be content to give up your prospects for further promotion in the navy to become merely the wife of an officer?”

Charlotte swallowed before answering. “Aye, sir. It would make me most content to be the wife of Captain Ned Cochrane.”

He kissed her again, joy making his legs weak and nearly capsizing both of them. “You have made me the happiest of men.” He once again tucked her into his embrace, resting his cheek against the top of her head.

She stiffened. “What was that? Did you hear—”

He shushed her. Then the hairs at the back of his neck tingled. He released her, wishing he’d thought to bring his pistol with him when he had followed Charlotte and Winchester out here.

The noise came again. Not quite a rustling, not quite a scratching. More like the shuffling-scraping sound made by sailors’ bare feet on a ship’s deck.

“Stay behind me,” Ned whispered, pulling Charlotte behind his back. “We’d best go inside.”

“I concur, wholeheartedly.” Her hands settled on his waist.

Without turning, he walked backward toward the warm glow of light from the open windows and doors at the other end of the too-long porch. Why hadn’t he taken Charlotte inside immediately after Winchester’s departure?

A thud behind them. Charlotte gasped and her hands dropped away from his waist.

Ned turned—and the side of his head exploded with a searing, bright white pain before contracting into darkness. More pain shot through his legs as his knees hit the porch decking.

Rustling noises…sounds of a struggle? Ned tried to stay upright, but he needed to lie down—no, he needed to help Charlotte. Where was she?

He rubbed his eyes against the darkness. His left hand came away wet, sticky. The side of his head throbbed.

“Ned!”

Panic drove him to his feet. “Ch—”

Fresh pain at the back of his head. Stars bloomed before his eyes and he fell forward, knees, chest, and chin hitting the floor. He rolled to his back.

A dark figure crouched over him. “Tell Admiral Sir Edward Witherington it is time for him to pay for the sins of his past. Until he does, the woman’s survival depends on the mercy of a pirate.”

Ned reached for the man’s throat, desperate for any means to stop him, but the pirate shoved his hands aside. Ned tried to pull himself up, but darkness swirled around him, drowning him. He fell back to the porch.

When he opened his eyes, all was silent. No movement, no rustle, no harsh breathing.

His head ached and spun. Something warm trickled down his cheek.

He pushed himself into a kneeling position. Taking hold of the porch railing, he hoisted himself up, no better than a hulled ship bobbing in a stormy sea. After a few wobbly steps, he found his sea legs.

“Charlotte?” He could muster only a whisper. No response came.

Finding the nearest open door, he staggered into the house, not knowing whose bedroom he entered. In the hallway, he turned around three times before taking a deep breath and getting his bearings. There, two doors down.

He barreled into his bedroom and ran right into the bench at the end of the bed. On it was his small traveling bag, as yet unpacked. He rummaged in it and finally wrapped his hand around the smooth butt of his pistol.

The door scraped farther open, and light flooded the room. Ned leveled the pistol at it.

“Sir, it’s me! Jeremiah.” The dark-skinned man held the lantern high, near his face. “I heard a commotion—”

“Come, I need your help.” Ned snatched the candle-filled lantern from the plantation’s overseer and hurried from the house. At the back he carefully descended the steps to the wide expanse of grassy lawn.

No moon. Almost complete blackness. He crossed the lawn toward the cane fields that surrounded the house. He’d seen a cut-through somewhere in this direction which appeared to lead to the inlet far below the hilltop-set house.

Rustling. Footsteps.

Ned stopped, raising the pistol. “Who goes there?”

“Commodore William Ransome. Identify yourself.”

“Captain Ned Cochrane.” He nearly collapsed with relief—and dread. He stopped and leaned over, his head pounding.

Jeremiah took the lantern from him.

“Jeremiah? What—?” Julia Ransome appeared from behind her husband’s back.

Ned straightened. He had to tell the commodore and his wife about Charlotte.

Mrs. Ransome gasped and rushed forward, pressing a handkerchief to Ned’s left temple. “What happened?”

Wincing at the pressure she put on the injury, he took the cloth from her and wiped the worst of the blood from his face.

“Pirates.” He spat the word. “They attacked me from behind. The blow disoriented me. By the time I could see straight, they were gone.”

Ned locked eyes with William. “They took Charlotte.”


Chapter One

It is too dangerous.”

William Ransome snapped his cutlass into its scabbard and turned to face his wife. “The longer I delay, the farther away they take Charlotte.”

Dread froze his lungs, his stomach, his heart. Charlotte. His sister. Taken. “If anything happens to her…”

Julia wrapped her arms around her abdomen and leaned against one of the heavy posts at the end of the bed. “Why the message to my father? What has he to do with Charlotte?”

William double-checked the load of his pistol and tucked it under his belt. “Your father has publicly vowed—more than once—to rid the Caribbean of pirates and privateers for good. Charlotte was likely a target of opportunity, not purpose.”

“But if the man’s argument is with my father, it should have been me taken, not Charlotte.”

William could not disagree with her. Nor could he agree, as the very idea of Julia’s being taken by pirates nearly ripped his heart from his chest. “I should have put her on that ship in Barbados returning to England. If I had followed my conscience”—instead of listening to Julia’s and Charlotte’s emotional arguments—“she would have been well out of harm’s way by now.”

They both startled at a knock on the door.

“Come.”

The door opened at his command, revealing Jeremiah. “The horses are ready, Commodore.”

“Very good.” William took up his case and hat and moved toward the door.

Julia stepped in front of him, expression imploring. “Please, William, wait until dawn. The roads are treacherous enough in the full light of day. At night…and you do not know where you are going. What good will it do Charlotte if you become lost or…or something else happens to you or the horse? Or what if the pirates have laid a trap and done this to lure you from the safety of the house?”

A mirthless laugh expanded in his throat, but he stifled it. Safety of the house? Was the house safe when the brigands had snatched Charlotte from the porch almost directly outside this very room?

“I am sending Asher with him, Miss Julia,” Jeremiah said. “He knows the roads ’twixt here and Kingston better than anyone I know.”

William tore his gaze away from Julia’s anxious face. “Jeremiah, I am depending on you to protect Mrs. Ransome and ensure no harm comes to her while I am away.”

“I will protect her with my life, sir.”

He stepped around Julia and handed his bag and hat to Jeremiah. “Thank you. I shall join you in a moment.”

As he hoped, Jeremiah understood the dismissal. He gave a slight bow and left the room, closing the door behind him.

William took Julia by the shoulders and directed her to the chaise positioned at the end of their bed. He had to apply more pressure than he liked to make her sit. “You are to stay at Tierra Dulce. You will keep an escort with you at all times. I want armed guards posted near the house.”

She nodded, never blinking or breaking eye contact. “Yes, William.”

“If you hear any word from Charlotte or receive”—his voice caught in his throat—“a ransom demand from the pirate, you will send a messenger to Fort Charles. They will get word to me.”

“Yes, William.”

Heart tearing asunder at the necessity of leaving Julia behind, he bent over and pressed his forehead to hers. “Pray for Charlotte.”

Julia’s hands slid around behind his neck, her fingers twining in his hair. She angled her head and kissed him. “I promise. I will pray for you also, my love.”

He kissed her again and then tore himself away from her embrace. “I must go. I promise I will return—and I will bring Charlotte with me.”

Determined to not look back, he made for the door. He opened it and then hesitated. Without turning around, he said the words he needed to say, just in case they were the last he ever said to his wife. “I love you.”

“I love you, William.” Though softly spoken, her words acted as the command that loosed him from his mooring. He stepped through the door and closed it, leaving her on the other side.

Ned Cochrane paced the drive below the porch steps when William exited the house. He barely spared his former first officer a glance. Intellectually, he knew Ned had done his best, having been taken by surprise and set upon by several men. However, in his heart, he wanted to rail at the younger man for failing to protect Charlotte.

Though a horse was his least favorite mode of transportation, William easily swung himself up into the saddle. Once he was settled—and Ned appeared to be also—William nodded at Asher to lead the way.

Darkness enveloped them. Behind, the light from the house acted as a siren’s call, beckoning him to turn, to look, to regret his decision to leave in the dead of night and wish he had taken Julia’s advice and waited until dawn.

His neck ached from the effort of keeping his face forward instead of giving in to temptation and taking one last look at the house, hoping to catch a final glimpse of Julia.

He focused on the bumpy motion of the animal underneath him. He must leave all thoughts of—all worries about—Julia behind, just as he now left her home behind. Jeremiah had known Julia most of her life. He had been as much of a substitute father for Julia as her father, Admiral Witherington, had been for William.

No, he could not worry about Julia and her safety. Rescuing Charlotte must be his only focus, his only thought.

The monotonous rhythm of the horses’ hooves, at a walk over the dark, deeply rutted dirt roads, along with the necessity of keeping his eyes trained on the light shirt stretched across Asher’s broad back, lulled William into a stupor.

Ahead lay his ship. The thought of boarding Alexandra and getting under sail chipped away at his anxiety. As soon as he was on the water, as soon as he stood on the quarterdeck and issued the command to weigh anchor, he would be that much closer to finding Charlotte and bringing her home.

The road widened, and Ned pulled up beside him.

“You are certain the man did not identify himself?”

“No, sir. He did not give his name. He only said her safety depended on the mercy of a pirate.” Ned’s voice came across flat and hoarse.

“What were you doing out on the porch, alone with her in the dark?” Even as William asked this, he reminded himself Ned was not at fault. But if Charlotte had been inside, perhaps…

“I followed them—Miss Ransome and Winchester—when they went for their walk. I did not trust Mrs. Ransome’s steward to behave honorably.” He paused. “I need not have worried. Char—Miss Ransome handled the situation admirably and dispatched Winchester, and their engagement, with aplomb.”

“Winchester was with you when she was taken? Why did you not tell me this before?”

“No, sir. Miss Ransome dismissed him. He had been gone for…several minutes.”

Could Winchester be involved? Dread sank like a cannonball in William’s gut. Julia already suspected the steward of embezzling money from the plantation. And William had left her there with that man—

“I asked her to marry me.”

If Winchester were involved, and this was a ploy to get William away from Tierra—he yanked the reins. The horse voiced its protest and jerked and swerved, nearly unseating William. “I beg your pardon?”

“After Charlotte broke her engagement with Winchester, we talked about our mutual regard. I proposed marriage to her, and she accepted.” Ned’s words barely rose above the sounds of the horses’ hooves on the hard-packed earth.

From a sinking ship into shark-infested waters. Could Charlotte not have waited even a full day after breaking one engagement before forming another—again, without her family’s knowledge? “And if I refuse my permission?”

“Then we shall wait. We’ll wait until you think I am worthy to marry her, sir.”

Worthy to marry her. William did not have to think hard to remember standing before Julia’s father twelve years ago and saying the same words. Sir Edward had graciously given him—a poor, threadbare lieutenant with no prospects and nothing to recommend him as husband or son-in-law—a father’s blessing for William and Julia to marry based on nothing other than their love for each other. William had been the one to deem himself unworthy of her affections, and he had almost lost her forever.

“We shall discuss this after we return Charlotte home.”

“I pray that will be soon, sir.”

“So do I, Ned. So do I.”

[image: image]

Charlotte awoke with a gasp. Wooden planks formed the low ceiling above her. A canvas hammock conformed to her body and swung with the heave and haw of the ocean beneath the ship.

A ship?

Not possible. They had made port, hadn’t they?

She stared at the underside of the deck above, trying to clear the haziness from her brain. Yes. They had made port. Left Alexandra and ridden in carriage across those horrible, rutted roads to Tierra Dulce, Julia’s sugar plantation. The low, sprawling white house with the deep porch that wrapped all the way around and the white draperies billowing through the open windows.

The porch. She blinked rapidly. The porch. At night. In the dark. Henry Winchester and…and Ned.

She bolted upright and then flung her torso over the side of the hammock as her stomach heaved.

Why should she be sick? She hadn’t experienced a moment of seasickness on the crossing from England to Jamaica. She climbed out of the hammock, skirt and petticoats hindering her progress until she hoisted them above her knees, and made for the small table with a glass and pitcher.

Wan light from the stern windows sparkled through the glass, revealing a residue of white powder in the bottom of it. She set the glass back on the stand. Last night the pirate had made her drink from the glass, and then everything had gone hazy. But before that…

She buried her face in her hands. Being torn away from Ned. She prayed they had not killed him. She’d heard no gunshot, but as their raid had been one of stealth, they would more likely have used a blade to end Ned’s life.

A sob ripped at her throat, but she forced it to stay contained. She would not give the pirates the satisfaction of seeing her upset. And she must, and would, find a means of escape.

Thirst got the better of her, and she lifted the china pitcher of water and rinsed her mouth before drinking deeply the brackish liquid. She then turned and surveyed the cabin. Obviously the pirate captain’s quarters. Though smaller than Ned’s aboard Audacious, which was in turn smaller than William’s aboard Alexandra, the room was neatly kept, with serviceable furnishings, whitewashed walls and ceiling, and plain floors. Nothing to exhibit the extravagance or wealth she’d expected to see in a pirate’s private lair.

The desk. Perhaps something there would tell her more about her captor. She crossed to it, rather surprised by the empty work surface. No stacks of the papers or books like the ones resting on William’s or Ned’s worktables. Her fingers itched to open the drawer under the desktop and the small doors and drawers along the high back of it, but Mama had taught her better than that.

Two miniatures hanging above the desk caught her eye. One showed a woman, probably a few years older than Charlotte, with dark hair and angular features. Too plain to be called pretty, but not ugly either. The green backdrop of the second painting contrasted vividly with the reddish-brown hair of a pretty girl and matched her vibrant green eyes.

Mahogany hair and green eyes—just like Julia. Why would a pirate have a portrait of Julia hanging in his cabin? But, she corrected herself, the painting was of a girl no older than thirteen or fourteen. Surely the resemblance to Julia was merely coincidental.

“She was lovely, was she not?”

Charlotte gasped and whirled. A dark-haired man dressed in a blue coat that resembled a commodore’s or admiral’s—complete with prodigious amounts of gold braid about the cuffs, collar, and lapels—stood in the doorway of the cabin.

He tossed a bicorne hat—also similar to a navy officer’s—onto the oblong table in the middle of the cabin, clasped his hands behind his back, and sauntered toward her, his eyes on the portrait.

“What do you want with me?”

“I am sorry for the manner of your coming here, Miss…?” He cocked one eyebrow at her.

“Ransome. Charlotte Ransome. My brother is Commodore William Ransome. He will hunt you down. And when he finds you—”

“When he finds me,” the pirate said, sighing, “I am certain the encounter shall be quite violent and bloody. Is that what you were going to say?”

Charlotte ground her teeth together. The man stood there, serene as a vicar on the Sabbath, acting as if they stood in a drawing room in Liverpool discussing the weather. “What do you want with me?”

“With you? Nothing.” He flicked an invisible speck of dust from the oval frame. “My business is with her.”

“With her?” Charlotte nodded toward the painting. “Is that…?”

“Julia Witherington—or Julia Ransome, as I have lately learned. Empress of the Tierra Dulce sugar empire.”

The strange lilt in his voice when he said Julia’s name sent a chill down Charlotte’s spine. “Yes, she is married. To my brother.”

“The famous Commodore Ransome.” The pirate turned and ambled toward the dining table. “His reputation precedes him.”

Worry riddled Charlotte at the pirate’s lack of worry over the thought of William’s hunting him down and blowing him and his crew out of the water. After Charlotte escaped, naturally.

“You were not part of my plan, little Charlotte Ransome.” He turned, leaned against the edge of the table, and crossed his arms. The coat pulled across his broad chest and muscular shoulders. A lock of dark hair fell over his forehead, softening the way his heavy black brows hooded his eyes. His nose had been aquiline once, but now it sported a bump about halfway down from whence the rest of the appendage angled slightly to his left. A scar stretched across his forehead and down into his left eyebrow. On first sight he could have passed for Spanish, but his accent marked him as an Englishman.

If he weren’t a no-good, dastardly, cowardly, kidnapping pirate, she might consider him handsome.

“Did you kill him?” The question squeezed past her throat unbidden.

“Him?”

“Ned—Captain Cochrane. The man with me on the porch.” She schooled her emotions as best she could, pretending the man standing before her was none other than Kent, her nemesis during her days aboard Audacious as a midshipman.

“If he is dead, it is through no work of me or my men. We do not kill for sport, only for defense.”

“Ha!” The mirthless laugh popped out before she could stop it. “Morality from a pirate? Someone who spends his life pillaging and thieving and destroying and killing and…and…” Heat flooded her face.

“And?” The pirate stood and stalked toward her, an odd gleam in his dark eyes. “And ravishing young women? Is that what you were going to say?”

Charlotte backed away, right into the edge of the desk. She gripped it hard. “N-no.”

The pirate leaned over her, hands on either side of her atop the desk, trapping her. “Do not try to lie to me, little Charlotte Ransome. You have no talent for it.”

Stays digging into her waist, she bent as far back as she could. “Yes, then. Ravishing.” Not that he would get a chance to ravish her. A fork. A penknife. Anything with a sharp edge or point. Once she had something like that in her possession, she would be able to defend herself against him.

Up close, the pirate’s brown eyes held chips of gold and green. A hint of dark whiskers lay just beneath the skin of his jaw and above his upper lip.

He blinked when someone knocked on the door but didn’t move. “Come!”

“Captain, Lau and Declan are back.”

“Very good. I shall meet with them in the wheelhouse momentarily to hear their report. Dismissed.”

Charlotte wanted to cry out to stop the other man from leaving, but she knew she deluded herself. She was no safer with any man on this ship than with their captain.

Would Ned still want her—even be able to look at her—after the pirates were finished with her?

“What’s this?” The pirate reached up and touched Charlotte’s cheek. “Tears?”

She shook her head, more to dislodge his hand than in denial.

With another sigh he straightened and then handed her a handkerchief. “Calm yourself, Miss Ransome. I have no intention of ravishing you. Nor of allowing anyone else to ravish you. While you are aboard my ship, you are under my protection.”

He crossed to the table and retrieved his hat. “You, however, must stay to this cabin at all times. Though my men know my rules of conduct, a few of them might give in to the temptation of their baser desires should they see you about on deck.”

Charlotte leaned heavily against the desk. The handkerchief in her hand was of the finest lawn, embroidered white-on-white with a Greek-key design around the edge. She frowned at the bit of cloth. Why would a pirate carry something so delicate?

He settled the bicorne on his dark head, points fore-and-aft, the same way the officers of the Royal Navy wore theirs.

“Who are you?”

He touched the fore tip of the hat and then flourished a bow. “I am called El Salvador, and you are aboard my ship, Vengeance. Welcome to my home, Miss Ransome.”


Chapter Two

El Salvador de los Esclavos. The Savior of the Slaves. He’d adopted the epithet many years ago, when he heard it chanted over and over by the dark-skinned men and women bound in chains on a ship he liberated. His reputation, if not his real name, had preceded him.

El Salvador de los Esclavos. The pirate who had kidnapped a young woman—and the wrong young woman at that. What would his reputation be now?

Salvador closed the cabin door softly behind himself and joined his five most trusted men on the quarterdeck.

“Who is she, Cap’n?” Declan, his first mate, preferred meetings on the deck rather than in the captain’s cabin. At six-and-a-half feet, he was too tall to be a sailor. But he was one of the finest men Salvador had ever sailed with.

He had to be honest with these five—the men he trusted with his very life. “She is Charlotte Ransome, sister of Commodore William Ransome.”

“Ransome?” Picaro ran his fingers through his ginger curls. The second mate—who’d been known as Simon Donnelley before he turned pirate—had been part of the crew the shortest amount of time, only five years; but his knowledge of the Royal Navy proved time and again to be vital. “Ransome. The man has quite the reputation. He’s never engaged in a battle he didn’t win.”

“Then we must make certain he does not find us, so he cannot engage us in battle.” Salvador crossed his arms.

“He’s going to have a powerful need to get his sister back.” Jean Baptiste, the sailing master, whose tone was as dark as his skin, did not take his hands from the wheel or remove his eyes from the horizon beyond the bow of the frigate.

For the first time in his life—his life as a pirate—Salvador feared he’d done something he might come to regret. “The plan worked. We simply ended up with the wrong woman.”

“Think we can still get the admiral to pay? And if we can get that kind of swag from snatching girls, why haven’t we done it before?” Picaro asked.

“It ain’t what we do.” Declan leaned on the railing that separated the elevated quarterdeck from the waist of the ship and scowled at Salvador. “I’ll say it again. I don’t think it’s right to go around snatching young women from their families. It ain’t what we do.”

“The captain has his reasons for taking this action.” Lau, the boatswain, could always be counted on to defend Salvador, even if in this case his actions might not be worthy of defense.

Salvador raised his hands. “There is no point in further discussion of the merits or disadvantages of taking the girl. It is done. Now I must decide what action comes next.”

“Give her back. Put her in one of the boats with some food and water and set her adrift.” Declan stood, towering over everyone else. “We’re still close enough to land that someone should come upon her before nightfall.”

“Someone?” Salvador cocked his head. “What if that someone happens to be Shaw?”

The first mate’s lips pressed into a tight pucker. “Unless I’m disremembering, Shaw’s the reason we set out on this fool’s errand to begin with. Something about how he’d been bragging he was going to snatch Julia Witherington if ever she came back to Jamaica. And you decided to snatch her first. But now”—Declan raised his left arm and pointed downward, presumably toward Salvador’s cabin below them—“you’ve got the wrong girl, and you’ve dragged Commodore Ransome away from Tierra Dulce, where he could have provided some protection against Shaw for the Witherington woman.”

Salvador’s stomach churned at Declan’s precise explanation of how he’d managed to bungle the whole affair. “Other than casting the girl adrift, which is not going to happen, what do you suggest?”

“Well, we certainly can’t go back for the Witherington woman now. Not with Ransome on our tail.” Declan glared at him.

“We lead them astray and then double back and take the other woman,” Lau suggested. “Plant a few false leads to send Ransome far afield—up to Cuba or over to Hispaniola. Then we come back around and take the Witherington woman now no one’s there to protect her.”

“Two Royal Navy ships docked at Kingston, if you will recall.” Picaro kept his voice even and calm. “Ransome could order the second ship to protect the inlet. We would have to go overland, which would take far too long.”

“Captain.” A soft voice edged out the others for Salvador’s attention.

“What is it, Suresh?” Salvador glanced at his steward.

The young, reed-thin East Indian nodded toward the raised skylight behind them.

Salvador turned, and his breath caught in his throat. Charlotte Ransome’s blue eyes widened and then disappeared from the windows at the front of the raised box that provided extra light for his cabin.

Just what he needed. A prisoner who did not know her place, which was cowering in a corner and fretting over all of the horrible things that could happen to her aboard his ship. He went down the companionway to the half deck and shoved his cabin door open.

Charlotte Ransome stood near the stern, hands clasped behind her back, looking out the windows. The door slammed with more force than he’d intended.

Miss Ransome turned at the sound. “Captain El Salvador.” She curtsied, somehow maintaining her balance against the swaying of the ship.

The name sounded ridiculous coming from her. “It is simply Salvador.”

“I must call you by your proper rank, sir.”

He sighed. “Captain Salvador.”

She reached her right hand up and then dropped it. The motion had been familiar—like a naval officer about to touch his hat in salute to a superior. But it must have been his imagination. She was a woman.

“Why were you spying on me and my men?”

Miss Ransome stood with her feet shoulder-width apart and clasped her hands behind her back again. “It is my duty as a captive to learn whatever I can about my abductors and devise a means of escape, is it not, sir?”

He scoffed. “You, a slip of a girl, escape my ship?”

She squared her shoulders. “I will have you know that I spent two months—” Her face flamed and she dropped her gaze to the floor.

Intrigued, he moved closer. “You spent two months doing what?”

“It is none of your concern.” She looked up at him again, this time with a coquettish smile. “I simply wanted to find out why you have brought me here.”

“And what did you learn by listening at the window like a scullery maid?”

“That you took me by mistake. That you intended to take my sister instead.”

“She is not your sister, she is—” Heat flooded Salvador’s face, and he turned on his heel. He had never come so close to revealing what he knew about the Witherington family to anyone. But now Julia Witherington was so near, almost within reach…

“She is what?”

“It is none of your concern.” He composed himself and faced his captive once again. “Yes, you were taken in error. I meant to take Julia Witherington—Julia Ransome, that is—before another pirate could snatch her.”

“Shaw?” Miss Ransome’s voice cracked, hollow and weak.

“Shaw.”

“Is he as vile as the stories make him out to be?”

“Worse.” Salvador dropped into one of the chairs at the heavy oaken table in the center of the small cabin.

“Then what does that make you, wanting to take Julia before he could?” Miss Ransome’s fists settled onto her narrow hips.

He could take the hot coals of guilt from Declan, but not from a girl. He rose and stalked toward her, pleased—and ashamed—when her eyes widened and she drew back until the edge of the window seat took her legs out from under her. She sank onto the bench, grabbing the leather-padded edge.

The fear that flickered in her blue eyes made him pull away. “You know nothing of my motivations, Miss Ransome. You will do well not to speculate as to my intentions.”

“If you would explain them to me, then I would not need to speculate.”

He stared at her in astonishment. One moment she could not hide a flash of fear, and the next she spoke boldly, as if this were her sitting room and he an uninvited guest. “You listened to our conversation. You must know all.”

“I heard that you intended on ransoming Julia, on getting Sir Edward to pay money for her release. What would you do if he refused to pay? Kill her? Turn her over to someone like Shaw if you found you had not the stomach for it yourself?”

Salvador whirled to face her, fist raised.

Miss Ransome did not flinch. Instead, she rose from her seat and stood before him. The light from the windows that stretched across the stern of the cabin illuminated the left side of her face—and the scars beside her eye and down her cheek. Scars that could not be more than several weeks old.

He dropped his fist, his anger over her opinion of him dissipating. “What happened to your face?”

She reached up and touched the red lines. “The ship I sailed here on came under attack on the voyage. I was…hit in the face by flying debris.”

Something in her tone indicated she lied—or did not tell the entire truth. But now was not the time to demand the telling. “You believe I intended to kill Julia if Sir Edward did not pay the ransom, and yet you stand there, bold as brass, with no concern for your own life.”

“W-would you?” She lowered herself onto the window seat again.

He now clasped his hands behind his back. “If you must know, I did not plan to bring any harm to Mrs. Ransome. And extorting money from Sir Edward, while an added benefit, is not my main priority.”

Miss Ransome’s eyes narrowed. “So, why?”

“I wanted to take her before Shaw did.”

“That still doesn’t explain—”

“I wanted to take her before Shaw did to protect her from him.”
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The chaos on Audacious’s quarterdeck matched the surprise with which Commodore Ransome and Captain Ned Cochrane’s sudden appearance had been met at Fort Charles four hours ago.

Ned railed internally at the necessary delays in getting under sail. He understood the need to review the charts and the information in the files they had on the pirates active in the waters around Jamaica so they could determine a course of action, but the general inefficiency at the fort in responding to Commodore Ransome’s orders to resupply the ships with water and food put them even farther behind the brigands who had taken Charlotte.

He paused in his pacing of the quarterdeck at the change in activity of the crew. Yes, the boatswain had finally given the order to clear the tackle and return the grates to the hatches.

“Cap’n Cochrane, sir.” Boatswain Parr scurried over and stopped in front of Ned, crooking his forefinger and touching the side of the knuckle to his forehead in salute. Like the rest of the crew, Parr looked fit to burst with curiosity about Ned’s reappearance—and the bruising and new scars on his face. “All supplies are laid in, and the supply boats have cleared away.”

“Very good.” Ned turned and motioned the closest officer over. “Lieutenant Hamilton, signal to Alexandra that we are ready to make sail.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” The acting fourth lieutenant touched the fore point of his hat in salute and took the stairs up to the poop deck in three bounds, Midshipman Jamison on his heels to record the signal and the reply in his journal, no doubt.

Ned’s heart twisted at the sight of the teen in the midshipman’s uniform. Oh, to go back to the days when the biggest worry he had was trying to figure out a way to ensure no one aboard Audacious learned one of their mids was none other than Charlotte Ransome in disguise.

Her presence had made his first few weeks of command miserable—living in constant fear she would be found out or that he would accidentally reveal the truth himself. At least she had been here, with him. Safe. Not held captive by a pirate and being…being…

A cry of agony almost escaped his throat, but he stopped it. Dear Lord, please keep her under Your protection.

“Sir, reply from lead ship. ‘Weigh anchor and execute your orders.’”

Ned nodded at Lieutenant Hamilton and called for his first officer. Lieutenant Gardiner immediately appeared. “Mr. Gardiner, weigh anchor and take us out of the harbor. Then set course for Black River.”

A center for logging and the rum and slave trades, the town of Black River was also a target of pirates—as well as a gateway to some of their inland hideouts, according to the information Commodore Ransome had.

“Aye, aye, sir.” Gardiner turned and relayed Ned’s orders. The chaos of moments before became well-orchestrated action as sailors manned the capstan to raise the anchor and others flowed up the masts and out along the yardarms to release the sails as soon as the order was given.

Ned took what felt like his first breath since last night as soon as he gave the order to loose the headsails. The white sheets of canvas flapped and then, as soon as they caught the wind, billowed forth and stretched taught, propelling the ship forward.

Navigating Kingston Harbor took a little more skill than leaving Portsmouth and sailing out of Spithead, but the inexperienced first officer and experienced sailing master managed it well together.

Once they put the harbor behind them and Ned had conferred with the sailing master on the course to be followed, he passed word for all of the lieutenants to join him in his cabin.

A couple of minutes later, once all had convened around the long dining table in the antechamber to Ned’s living quarters, he fought a building anxiety looking at the men surrounding the table. After losing Audacious’s captain and first and second lieutenants in an attack on the crossing from England, the three remaining lieutenants had taken over the senior positions, with two midshipmen—Hamilton and Martin—receiving field promotions to acting lieutenant to fill the void. Ned eyed all five men critically. Their combined time of service as lieutenants exceeded his own tenure at the rank by mere months.

If they found the pirate ship and engaged in battle…Ned shuddered at the only outcome he could imagine.

“Gentlemen, I thank you for your patience in waiting to hear the explanation behind my sudden reappearance and the urgency in setting sail.” Ned clasped his hands atop the table and leaned forward. “A little more than twelve hours ago, Commodore Ransome’s sister was abducted by pirates.”

Murmured expressions of shock and astonishment flew around the table, as expected.

“The commodore has decided the course of action we are now following. We are sailing west; he is sailing east. He has intelligence on locations pirates in this area frequent, and we are beginning at one of those—Black River. Once we are there, I will go ashore with a small party and meet with a contact, a man who passes along information on pirates to the Royal Navy. What he tells us will determine our next course of action.”

Lieutenant Gardiner glanced around the circle of his peers, as if seeking consensus, before speaking. “Sir, you know we will do our uttermost to fulfill the commodore’s orders and to hunt down the pirate who took his sister.”

Ned nodded at his first officer. “I know you will, Mr. Gardiner.” He looked around the circle too. “We must be on highest alert at all times, as if we were back in the war again chasing Frogs through the Channel. Eyes and ears open, lookouts at all points during every watch.”

When Ned first received the news of the voyage to the Caribbean and their assignment of ridding the waters of pirates, it had been with the excitement of a lieutenant serving under an experienced and decorated commander. But even though Commodore Ransome still held the position of Ned’s commanding officer, Ned now stood in the position of captain—a post he never wanted—with the lives of more than six hundred sailors hanging on his decisions.

The situation he had dreaded for ten years, ever since a decision directly resulted in the deaths of two sailors under his command, now fell upon him. Around the table eager and anxious young lieutenants all looked to him for their orders…and their security and safety. The only face Ned could see, though, was that of Charlotte Ransome.

Determination to rescue her drove away any lingering traces of fear or doubt in his crew’s, or his own, experience and abilities.

He pressed his hands flat on the table. “Men, we may be young, and we may lack the years of experience of the commodore’s crew, but those things do not matter. A woman’s life is at stake. We must save her, at all costs.”

He made eye contact with each of the five men, pleased at the kindling gleams of resolve in their eyes.

“And if we happen to take down a notorious pirate in the process of rescuing Miss Ransome, all the better for us.”


Chapter Three

Julia stared through the window over the grassy tops of the cane to the sapphire waters of the lagoon beyond. For more than a year she had dreamed of nothing else than coming home to Jamaica, home to Tierra Dulce. Now that she was here, it felt strange—foreign. Almost as if she no longer quite belonged here.

She flinched at the knock on the door that split asunder the silence of the office. “Enter.”

“You asked to see me, ma’am?”

For a moment, standing there staring out at the water, she thought she could almost feel the roll and pitch of the waves under her feet. But, no. William’s place was at sea; hers was at Tierra Dulce. Julia turned and walked back to the chair behind the large ornate desk.

“Please be seated, Mr. Winchester.” She motioned him toward one of the chairs on the other side of the desk. “As I am certain you are aware, Jeremiah sent me the second copy of each of the plantation’s ledgers. Over the past few months, I have taken the time to review each ledger line by line. I grew concerned when I discovered discrepancies in the arithmetic in one of the ledgers particularly.”

Julia watched the steward closely, trying to catch any hint in his expression to confirm her suspicions that the discrepancies were not mere miscalculations, but rather the purposeful action of a person of ill intent.

However, Henry Winchester betrayed no guilt or panic over having been found out. “Discrepancies, you say? I do not see how that can be possible. I check through my calculations scrupulously. Did Sir Edward find the same discrepancies?”

If he meant to insult her by hinting the problem lay not in his faulty ledgers but in her mathematics skills, he succeeded. But rather than give in to the quick temper she inherited from her father, she chose instead to imitate her husband’s unflappable calmness. “My father did not need to review the ledgers for himself. That is a task he has trusted me to do for the past ten years.”

Winchester splayed his hands before him in a gesture of supplication. “I assure you, ma’am, if any errors are in the accounting, they happened purely by mistake. I will look into the matter as soon as time allows.”

Julia allowed her brows to rise as the only expression of her surprise. “As soon as time allows? Pray tell, what could be more urgent than the accurate reporting of the plantation’s income and debt? I must insist this issue be addressed immediately.”

Winchester’s jaw worked back and forth as if grinding unsavory words between his teeth. Julia shifted in her chair to mask her shudder of revulsion. That he was a handsome man, she could not deny. So had been her cousin Drake Pembroke. The two men were cut from the same unsavory cloth. What had she seen in Henry Winchester to convince her to hire him? Worse yet, what had Charlotte seen in him to make her not only agree to a secret engagement, but also disguise herself as a boy and sign on to Audacious as a midshipman to come to Jamaica to marry him without her family’s knowledge or approval?

“It will take a few days for me to gather the required documents for an audit of the ledgers,” Winchester said.

Today being Thursday, with calls to make and receive tomorrow and Saturday, and church Sunday, Julia knew she would not be able to get back to town to visit her banker and solicitor before Monday, and she needed time to review the most recent account records too. “Very well. We shall meet again in one week—Thursday next—to audit the ledgers.”

Winchester did not hide his relief adequately. “I shall inform Jeremiah to turn over his books—”

“Jeremiah will be joining us. Three sets of eyes are better than two for uncovering any errors or oversights.”

The steward inclined his head, but not soon enough to keep her from seeing the glint of resentment in his eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Please bring me the current books so I can review them before we meet.”

His jaw started the grinding motion again. “Yes, ma’am. Is that all, ma’am?”

With what remained of her waning strength and energy, Julia did her best to appear relaxed and unconcerned. But she was not. “Mr. Winchester, I want to assure you Commodore Ransome will do whatever he must to bring Charlotte home safely.”

Winchester’s long, straight nose wrinkled and he muttered something.

She sat forward. “I am sorry. I did not hear you clearly.”

“I am certain the Ransome family will be happy to have her returned. But I…well, all I can say is I am gratified she broke our engagement before she was taken and her reputation—and virtue—ruined.” He snorted. “As if I would have married her after the manner of her coming here. Living among sailors, doing everything she could to assure her reputation would be in tatters long before she revealed her secret engagement to her family.”

Julia stood and pressed her fists against the desktop, leaning toward him. “You will say no more to impugn the reputation of my sister.” She took a steadying breath. “You have one week to gather all of the necessary documents for the audit. Once the audit has been completed, you will be advanced two months’ pay and provided transportation into town. Your services will no longer be required at Tierra Dulce.”

This time Winchester did not bother to hide his disdain. “As if I would stay at a plantation run by a woman.”

“Jeremiah.” Julia spoke the name in a tone raised only a little above normal.

The plantation overseer entered through the side door. “Yes, Mrs. Ransome?”

“Please assist Mr. Winchester in gathering everything necessary for a full audit of the ledgers. You will supervise his work for the remainder of the time he is here.”

Winchester shot from his chair. “You’re going to put a ni—”

“You will keep a civil tongue as long as you are on my property, Mr. Winchester.” The fury that gurgled in her stomach reminded her she was her father’s daughter through and through. She struggled to maintain a calm facade. “Jeremiah, please escort this man from my sight.”

“Yes, Mrs. Ransome.” Jeremiah’s dark eyes twinkled, but Julia was not in the mood to respond to his ever-present good humor. He ushered Winchester out the main door of the room, closing it behind them.

Too furious to sit and return to her work, Julia paced the room. But it was too confining; the remnants of Winchester’s foul insinuations lingered in the air.

She flung the door open and left the office building to return to the house. A young man with brown hair that appeared the same texture as lamb’s wool turned when she stepped out onto the stoop, a musket cradled in his arms.

He touched the wide brim of his hat. “Ma’am. Mr. Goodland said I was to escort you to the house.”

Jeremiah would follow William’s instructions to the letter. “Thank you. I appreciate your effort to keep everyone here safe.”

Rather than walk beside her, he trailed a few paces behind. She felt like a prisoner being marched to the gallows at gunpoint. When she reached the steps to the porch, she turned and thanked him again.

He touched his hat and returned to the office building. Julia shook her head. She’d best get used to it. Jeremiah would ensure she never went anywhere alone until William returned.

The man standing guard at the entrance leading into the bedroom-wing of the house inclined his head as she walked past him through the open door.

So many new faces she did not recognize. But she had time to learn their names and get to know them now she was home for good.

Without realizing it she passed the bedroom she had taken for William and herself and found herself standing before the closed door to another chamber. She pushed the door open and walked in.

Everything about the room was just as she remembered it. The quilt on the bed—handmade by the women of Tierra Dulce. A book of poetry lay on the seat of the tall-backed wooden chair beside the bed, a ribbon marking the last page read. A white lawn dressing gown was draped like a sleeping ghost across the chaise near the fireplace. And on the dressing table, a stack of folded handkerchiefs with sprigs of dried lavender between them.

Julia picked up the top handkerchief and held it to her nose, breathing deeply. Tears swam in her eyes. The only thing different about this room was her mother’s absence. She crossed to the chair beside the bed and, after picking up the book, sank onto the hard seat.

Here she’d sat, morning and evening, those long, terrible weeks as her mother’s health had declined. Not even the promise of Papa’s imminent arrival had given her enough strength to hold on. If only he’d arrived on schedule, he would have been able to say goodbye instead of arriving in port to the news his wife had passed away two days before.

She reached out and touched the place where her mother had lain. “Mama, please forgive me,” she whispered. “I did not understand you, did not understand the powerful hold love holds over a woman when her husband is gone. I resented you for loving him more than you loved me, but I would do anything if I could have only a few minutes with you again, to tell you how much I love you and miss you.”

Leaning forward, she rested her cheek on the quilt, dabbing her tears with her mother’s lavender-scented handkerchief. Almighty God, please keep William safe.

She startled out of slumber at a touch on her shoulder. Sitting up, she regretted having fallen asleep leaning over in such a manner. Her back protested, and pain shot down the side of her neck when she straightened it.

“Jerusha?”

The older woman pushed Julia’s flattened curls back from her face. “I came to find you for tea. When I saw the door open to this room, I knew you must be in here.”

Tears welled in Julia’s eyes. “My mother deserved a better daughter than me.”

“Now what makes you say a foolish thing like that?” Jerusha placed her fists on her hips. “No daughter could have been more devoted to her mother than you were, especially there at the end.”

“I didn’t love her the way I should have. I resented her for pining for my father. I thought her foolish and overly sentimental. If I’d truly loved her, I would have understood how deep her love for my father was and respected her for that.”

Jerusha caressed Julia’s cheek. “This is how it happens when a loved one dies. The person who survives remembers the one who passed on as a saint and sees herself as a sinner.” The housekeeper leaned against the high mattress. “Now, you know I loved your mama like she was my own sister, but she was a trial. She seemed to take pleasure in being miserable, no matter if it was the heat, the rain, your father’s absence, your brother’s insistence on joining the navy, or your insistence in learning to run the plantation. If Eleanor Witherington did not have something to be aggrieved over, she manufactured something. And you—your patience and caring and perseverance with your mother’s carrying-on amazed me. You might not believe me, but there were times you loved your mother more than she deserved.”

Julia gasped.

“I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead. But you have nothing for which you should feel ashamed when it comes to your mother. She loved you dearly. And she was proud of you.”

New tears pooled in Julia’s eyes. “She was embarrassed by me and my headstrong ways. She wanted me to marry, to give her grandchildren.”

“She may never have told you, but every person who set foot in this house knew how proud your mother was of you—because she told them, repeatedly. You were her pride and joy, dear Miss Julia. You were the kind of strong, capable woman she’d always wanted to be herself.” Jerusha nodded at Julia’s look of incredulity. “She told me so. She wanted nothing to hold you back from doing what made you happy. But she worried you would suffer from her example.”

“Suffer?”

“She feared you would hold yourself back from finding love—that you would shy away from it in fear of becoming like her.”

Shame flooded Julia’s face with heat. “She was right to fear that. I believed love to be a distraction, marriage merely a necessity.”

“But you are stronger than your mother.”

“I do not feel stronger.” Julia slumped forward, arms wrapped around her midsection. “I want to go crawl into my bed and stay there until William returns. I want to insist he take me with him wherever he goes, no matter how dangerous. I want him to choose me over the navy—to choose to resign his commission and stay here with me forever. And then I know I’m a horrible wife, wanting him to give up what makes him happy to make me happy.”

Jerusha chuckled and rested her hand on the top of Julia’s head. “You aren’t a horrible wife for thinking those things. The fact that you realize you cannot ask him to do those things proves you are a woman who truly loves her husband. But you are a new wife. Have patience. You will learn that your husband’s happiness will bring you more joy than bending him to your will.”

Julia stood and hugged her friend and second mother. “Thank you.” She stepped back and encompassed the room with a sweeping gesture. “And thank you for this. For not changing anything about Mama’s room.”

“I was of two minds about it, worried you would not want to see your mother’s belongings still laid out, and worried if I put them away you would be hurt that I’d done so.”

Julia turned to the vanity and ran her fingers down the engraved silver spine of her mother’s comb. She sank onto the low stool and stared at herself in the mirror. Dark-circled eyes filled with anxiety and exhaustion stared back at her. With a sigh, she ran her hand over her creased forehead.

“You should go lie down, Miss Julia. You of anybody need to be well rested.”

Julia turned to face Jerusha. “I of anybody?”

“Yes, if you are going to be fit to receive our neighbors over the next few days, all while trying to determine how badly Master Winchester has cheated you.” Jerusha raised thin eyebrows.

Julia shook her head. “Jeremiah told you his suspicions.”

Jerusha nodded. “We’ve been together for nigh on forty years, since I was all of fifteen years old. We share everything.”

Julia’s mind drifted as the only housekeeper Tierra Dulce had known since Julia’s father purchased the plantation twenty years ago extolled her husband’s virtues.

Would she and William ever come to a point where they shared everything with each other? That would be hard to do with him at sea most of the time.

She once again prayed for his safety. Auditing the accounts would be tedious, but it would keep her mind occupied and her worries at bay. Of course, it would mean spending more time with Winchester—

“Jerusha, did you call the steward Master Winchester?”

Startled at the sudden interruption, it took the housekeeper a moment to answer. “Yes. Master Winchester insisted that because he’s a white man and rightfully in sovereignty over us, we’re to call him Master Winchester.”

“That ends now.” Julia clenched her teeth and closed her eyes. The supposition of the man! She could think of a few choice things to call Winchester, but saying them aloud would only scandalize Jerusha and debase herself. Where was Dawling when she needed a good epithet spoken aloud? The sailor who served as William’s manservant aboard Alexandra had only mastered the art of censoring himself a few weeks before they made port in Kingston Harbor.

A smile—an expression that recalled countless pleasant childhood memories for Julia—played about Jerusha’s full, rosy lips. “I will pass the word to the rest of the staff. Now, off to your room with you. I shall fetch you in an hour or so.”

Julia ducked her chin and raised her brows. “Make it an hour. Your or so could be much longer than I should be resting.”

“You always were a stubborn child.” Jerusha left the room, muttering under her breath, the smile still dancing about her mouth.

Finding a smile of her own, Julia rose and started for the door—but something on the nightstand on the opposite side of Mama’s bed caught her eye. She rounded the bed and picked up the top volume of a stack of the well-worn leather journals. It easily opened in her hands. The yellowing pages were filled with Mama’s compact handwriting.

Julia had seen her mother write in books like this every day of her life. Her gaze fell onto the page on the right side.

My darling Edward,

It is thirty-six days since “Indomitable” left Kingston. Michael fell from his pony this morning and hit his head. Blood everywhere. I became faint at the sight, fearful his injury was grave. But Julia, my strong, brave girl, doctored her brother as if she had been plying the trade for years instead of being a child of thirteen…

Julia remembered that day. When Malachi, Jeremiah and Jerusha’s oldest son, had shouted for help, Julia dropped the petticoat she’d been embroidering and ran to see what had happened. All she’d done to “doctor” her brother was to press her handkerchief against the cut over his ear to quell the bleeding. Jerusha was the one who had stitched the wound closed and made an herb poultice to help it heal faster.

She flipped a few pages further back in the journal. The whole book was filled with letters to her father, letters recounting the everyday events of life at Tierra Dulce—most of it about Michael and Julia.

She opened the second and then the third. All the same—filled with daily letters to her father from her mother. Had he ever read these? Did he know of their existence—evidence of how her mother pined for him?

The cover of the fourth journal was newer, stiffer, the paper inside still a pale ivory. Only a quarter of the pages were filled. The loose scrawl, the uneven lines indicated Mama’s weakness as she wrote.

Julia turned to the last page.

My darling Edward,

I fear my time has come. Julia tells me there has been word your ship is delayed a week or more. I wanted to see you one last time, but I have not the strength to linger.

Comfort Julia as best you can. She deserved a better mother than I, someone who matched her in strength and wit. Encourage her to marry, to find love, as I did. For though I have spent these many years longing for your presence, I lived a life of splendid fulfillment because I loved you.

I go now to be with Michael. We shall await you in heaven.

All my love,

Eleanor

Julia dashed at the tears creeping down her cheeks. All these years she had believed herself a disappointment to her mother—while Mama believed just the opposite. Oh, to have five minutes more, to say things left unsaid.

Guilt creeping in from reading private thoughts meant only for Papa’s eyes, Julia stacked the journals together and laid them in the chest at the foot of the bed. She wanted to know her mother better, but if Mama had wanted her to read them, she would have let her know that.

Reluctantly, she left Mama’s room and returned to her own. She crossed to her desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out a similar, but newer, journal—the one she’d purchased in Portsmouth to write in on the Atlantic crossing. Yet it had stayed in the drawer the entire journey, untouched.

She sat, uncorked her ink bottle, and picked up a quill. She spread the book open to the first page.

My darling William,

To carry on a tradition started by my mother, I am writing these letters not only to recount the daily events at Tierra Dulce but also as an expression of my deep love for you. As a way of holding you near to my heart while duty keeps you far away…




End of sample
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