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    This one’s for my Man of War, Frederick. For never giving up on me. For always having my back. And for always believing me. I know of no one else in this life I would go into battle with but you.


     


     

  


  
    Foreword


    Man of War is historical fiction. While the story is a creation of mine, and there are some liberties taken with times and locations, my goal was to be as accurate with the historical details as possible. Some of the language in the story may be harsh or politically incorrect and the events violent, but they’re reflective of the times we were living in, and for accuracy’s sake, I’ve tried to stay true to that. I did the best I could with the historical references I had, drawing on many resources, and what I couldn’t find, I tried to create as accurately and respectfully as possible.


    ***TRIGGER WARNINGS*** This book contains graphic violence and depictions of war, graphic language, period-appropriate language, misogyny, violence against women, rape, and sexual content.


    ***Any offensive, period-appropriate language or prejudices used in this book do not reflect those of the author or anyone associated with the Rebels and Redcoats Saga.***
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    Chapter One


    14th June, 1755, the North Atlantic, twenty nautical miles off the coast of Newfoundland, the Grand Banks


    I never wanted to be a warrior. I should like to have known peace, but that was not my destiny. No human is born to this earth with malice in their blood and gunpowder in their veins. A never-ending battle it has been, after twenty-four labored hours and one look of disdain for not being born a coveted daughter by a wife who’d done her duty already, producing an heir and a spare. Such was my lot in life: red-headed, shorter, stockier, and not as handsome as my older brothers, but with a sagacious mind and a fire burning in my gut that would ignite the battle and destroy a family. I was the catalyst. Yes, the destruction started with me, a boy infected with jealousy and anger who grew into a man who would fight to the death to prove his worth. Oh, God in heaven, you’ve condemned me to this life of war. And I am good at it.


    Yes, I’m a warrior. I feed on the struggle, the battle. I am saltpeter. I am round shot. Ares is my deity, and to him alone I pray. So be it, peacekeepers. Tote your tales of forgiveness and turn the other cheek. This is not your story; it is mine. For I am a man of war, and the HMS Boudica is my queen.


    “Merrick!” The sound of his name and the rumble of round shot striking the hull of the HMS Boudica jolted him back to life in an instant. He opened his eyes only to squeeze them shut against the burn of smoke and a perilous shower of wooden bits thrust into his face on a lusty gust of wind. Beneath his back, the oaken planks were rigid and wet. His chest heaved against unrelenting weight, each hard-fought breath threatening to collapse his ribs into the deck.


    “Merrick? Merrick? Do you hear me?” a voice croaked between painful coughs.


    But both of his ears were still ringing from the blast that had ripped through the quiet and ended with a resounding thwack as a one-hundred-year-old oaken mast dropped from the sky, landing on top of him.


    Merrick shook his head, bits of wood and metal dislodging themselves from his mop of red hair that was no longer protected by his three-cornered hat. “Captain Berrington?” He craned his neck, getting his bearings. Across his chest lay the boom and thick, billowing shrouds of the spanker sail, picking up the blustering summer wind whipping across the poop deck of the HMS Boudica.


    “Lieutenant!” Captain Berrington said between gurgles and strident coughs, blood pooling in his lungs, choking the life out of him.


    Merrick’s heart took off in an impassioned sprint, and with a powerful heave, he pushed the boom from his chest and rolled onto his side. Only a foot away, Berrington lay on his back, the topgallant of the mizzenmast protruding from his abdomen, pinning him to the deck beneath. Merrick got down on his hands and knees, crawling towards the captain, only to hit the deck again as a swarm of grapeshot rained down from the heavens.


    Merrick drew in a painful breath, fighting his protesting lungs, and yelled to the marine lieutenant, “Mr. Gates, your sharpshooters,” but he didn’t answer, his battle station abandoned, the Redcoats already engaged on the main gun deck.


    Assessing the damage, Merrick’s gaze darted across the mess of canvas sails and the broken remnants of the mizzenmast stubbornly jutting up from the planks. The fog that had concealed their foe now enclosed the Boudica, making it difficult to see even the distance across the poop deck to the fo’c’sle.


    Scooting the rest of the way out from under the boom, Merrick crawled to the captain and rolled him onto his back. “Captain? Sir?” One didn’t need a surgeon to know Berrington’s wounds were fatal; his white waistcoat turned crimson, and his face was ashen from loss of blood.


    Between parched lips, the captain whispered, “The Boudica is yours now, Lieutenant. Stop those French bastards.” With that, he grabbed Merrick’s hand, fisting it tightly. “You’re ready, my friend. Since the day I brought you on this ship, I knew you lusted for my queen. Lead the men. Show them you are no traitor. Remember, for King and Country, always.”


    “For King and Country, Captain.”


    With that duty executed, Berrington surrendered his soul, exhaling his last breath into the foggy summer morning, a gentle puff of warmth, and then nothingness.


    Merrick made the sign of the cross over his mentor and captain and gently closed his eyes, saying a reverent word to help him on his way.


    “May God be with you. Until we meet again, old friend.” Though Merrick’s eyes stung with unshed tears, he didn’t dally. War came first; the spoils and the inevitable repercussions were for the aftermath.


    Ares was greedy, and Merrick’s destiny was afoot.


    Charged with adrenaline and potent with rage, he pushed himself up, ready to smite his foe and deal out a bit of justice for daring to strike His Majesty’s Boudica. Merrick’s eyes were drawn to the stern, where another three-masted frigate approached, its bowsprit jutting into the fog, the figurehead looming like a specter from hell. He picked up the fallen Blue Ensign and carried it down the stairs to the helm. This was his moment, his first orders given as acting captain, and he delivered them with the strength and benevolence of a born leader. “Give her more helm! Stay on the wind!”


    “Mr. Merrick.” Second Lieutenant Samuel Parks rushed up the steps, ducking when another round of grapeshot rained down and got caught up in the netting above the deck. “Where’s the captain?”


    Merrick shook his head. “What’s our situation, Mr. Parks?”


    “Our mizzenmast is down, and we’ve taken several six-pounders to the stern. We can’t outrun these two ships—they’re lighter and faster. The Culloden approaches, and the Chevalier has taken several hits to her starboard hull. She’s the most vulnerable.”


    Merrick’s mind still reeled from hitting the deck beneath the hulking weight of the mizzenmast, but he rallied, years at sea honing his senses for battle, giving him the stamina to endure. With a deep breath, gunpowder and fog filled his lungs, the mixture energizing him like a cup of strongly brewed coffee. “We may not be able to run, but we have twice their firepower. If we come about on the larboard side, we can take out the Chevalier’s foremast and cripple her. That will leave our broadside open to take on the Culloden. It will be tight. Are our gunners ready?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Alright, give the order.” He handed the Blue Ensign to the lieutenant. “See that this is put somewhere safe.” Pumping a fist in the air, Merrick yelled, “We hoist it when we’re victorious! Our fighting queen will protect us!”


    If the French wanted war, Merrick would deliver it to them personally, on behalf of King George II.


    Parks called out the orders as the gunners cast off the lashings on the upper deck’s twenty-six nine-pound guns, preparing to fire.


    “Steady! Steady! Hold until I tell you,” Parks yelled.


    His orders were repeated by the two lieutenants manning each side of the upper gun deck, then hollered down the hatches so the midshipmen below could hear.


    The first lieutenant of the marines climbed the stairs, the red and gold of his tunic like a beacon in the pea-soup air that encapsulated the Boudica.


    “Lieutenant Gates, prepare your boarders! We’re coming about. Rain down hell on those Frenchies, courtesy of His Majesty!”


    “Yes, Captain Merrick.”


    It was fitting that the first time Merrick was addressed as captain was during a battle; such was his destiny—or a sleight of hand courtesy of Fate’s devious sense of humor. “Helm, hard a-starboard!”


    Marcus Tilbury pulled the spokes of the wheel to the right, causing the ship to swing left, the sails whipping and billowing as the Boudica turned off the wind. Coming out of the fog, bowsprit pointed like a rapier en garde, was the French privateer ship Chevalier.


    “Steady,” Merrick yelled, waiting for the wind to carry their sails, the light, unmasted stern of the Boudica fanning out buoyantly, turning the ship into position.


    The advantage was theirs for the moment; the vulnerable bow of the enemy was dead ahead.


    “The wind is at our back, my queen,” he whispered to himself, and then gave the order. “Fire!” There was a sudden puff of smoke and a crack so loud that his eardrums vibrated, threatening to burst as the guns fired, the trucks swinging back with a loud scratch across the wooden deck, and a thud when the breeching rope stopped their backward slide.


    In exactly a minute, the teams prepared the guns and fired another round at the bow of the enemy ship. One of the gunners fired a chain shot that wrapped around the fore-topgallant mast of the Chevalier and yanked it down, bringing with it the rigging and sail.


    Merrick ran to the edge of the quarterdeck and yelled again to his lieutenant, “Mr. Parks, aim for the foremast again and finish the job!”


    “Yes, my queen. Yes!” Merrick whispered into the wind as if speaking to the infamous Celtic warrior directly, spurring her on.


    With the roar of guns, another chain shot vaulted through the air, grabbing what was left of the foremast and ripping it down, like the powerful hands of their patron goddess stealing her plunder for the deep. From all around, Merrick heard the jubilant cheers of his men and an occasional “Huzzah!” coming up the companionway. No fighting force rivaled that of His Majesty’s Navy, and certainly not a French one.


    Out of the fog came the broadside of the Culloden, smoke billowing as six guns volleyed shots at the Boudica, pounding into the hull with raking fire.


    The deck shook under Merrick’s feet, but the Boudica held fast as her gunners answered back with another round of blasts. “Lieutenant Gates, prepare to board! When we turn hard, they’ll be ours.”


    With a look back at Mr. Tilbury, Merrick yelled, “Give her more helm. Then hold steady!”


    The unmasted stern of the Boudica fanned out, bringing the ship in close quarters and full broadside with the Culloden. At the bow, he could barely see the Chevalier turning its sails full on the wind and fleeing into the fog. But there was no time to celebrate. The broadside of the Culloden opened up with a howling blast of four six-pounders.


    “Fire!”


    They were hit. Merrick landed on his hands and knees as the hull of the Boudica took return fire. “Those bastards struck my queen.” Getting on his feet again, he rushed across the quarterdeck and down the steps to the main gun deck. “Gates, grappling hooks! Prepare your men!”


    The scarlet-and-gold-clad marines were packed together with muskets drawn, ready to board the enemy ship. Great iron hooks flew through the air, grabbing onto the rail of the Culloden, drawing it closer. Like ants marching, the marines climbed up the ship’s rail, holding onto the shrouds with cutlasses and pistols drawn and ready.


    Feverish from battle, Merrick rushed up behind the marines, unsheathing his cutlass, ready to grab a line and swing over to the enemy ship. Have a taste for British steel?


    “Captain!” Merrick heard someone yell from behind, but his mind was singularly focused; the only thing he hated more than the French were pirates, and a French pirate . . . Well, that was the cake, iced and topped with marzipan.


    “Captain, you cannot board!” Lieutenant Parks grabbed Merrick’s sleeve before he could launch himself into the air with his blade swinging.


    Merrick whipped about, cutlass slicing the air. “What say you, Mr. Parks? I’m the captain now.”


    His longtime adversary, now promoted to first lieutenant with the death of their captain, put both hands up, narrowly keeping the edge of Merrick’s cutlass from cutting off a fingertip. “Sir, we’ve just lost our captain. We can’t lose you, too. I’ll go in your place.”


    The shouts of the marines and the thrill of battle stoked the fire in Merrick’s blood. He wanted the fight, the warrior in him frenzied and yearning to break free.


    “We’re in uncharted waters together, my good man. You’re the first lieutenant now. Mr. Parks, embrace this chance before the Admiralty sees us back in our lower ranks. You take charge. See to it that the injured get to our surgeon. Take care of my queen.”


    With that, Merrick whipped his cutlass back and forth, grabbed the rope, and launched himself into the air with one hard push off the rail. The wind whipped across his sweat-soaked face, blowing a lock of hair into his eyes, but he needed no line of sight to know what awaited him on the end of that rope.


    With a loud “Huzzah!” he dropped into the horde of men, stabbing the first bit of enemy flesh he could reach. With a lunge and parry, he through-and-throughed a French abdomen, the body sliding off his blade and landing in a heap of wasted carcass on the deck. From behind, Merrick felt the swipe of metal across his back and the sting of torn flesh that followed. He whipped around, pulled his pistol from his pocket, and aimed into the face of a French pirate.


    “Cochon anglais,” the Frenchie yelled, but Merrick just laughed and fired, quickly smiting his foe.


    “Why, thank you. English pork is the best there is.” Thrusting the pistol back in a pocket, Merrick inhaled deeply, ignoring the stars shimmering in his eyes from a mixture of adrenaline with a side of blood loss.


    The Culloden bolted to the lee side suddenly.


    Merrick’s eyes were drawn to the quarterdeck and the unmanned helm. He rushed up the stairs and took the wheel, the sails quivering in the wind as he tried to gain control of the ship. Another round of shots from the Boudica pounded the hull of the Culloden, sending it lurching to the lee side again. Merrick held fast to the wheel, looking out on the main deck as Gates and his marines rushed down the companionway to finish off what was left of the enemy’s crew below deck.


    Now to deal out a bit of justice, courtesy of His Majesty.


    “Mr. Addams, man the helm!” Merrick ran halfway down the stairs, then jumped the rest of the way, landing on the deck with a loud clap of his heels. Smoothing his hair into place, he pulled his tunic down and righted his blood-stained waistcoat, preparing to meet the enemy as a victorious captain should.


    The noise of battle had tempered down to the rumble of voices, no more screeching guns or buzzing musket shots, though the sounds were magnified in his still-ringing ears.


    Gates rushed across the deck and skidded to a halt next to Merrick. “Captain, we’ve taken control of the ship. The Culloden is ours.”


    He nodded. “Excellent.”


    Over the previous two months, there’d been a few altercations between the French and British at sea. Most recently, Howe’s Dunkirk, Boscawen’s Torbay, and the Defiance had engaged with three French ships on their way to Louisbourg, the enemy port on the northeastern side of Cape Breton, Nova Scotia. The altercation was initially under the guise of peace but ended with shots being exchanged and the capture of French ships.


    “Have Seiforth and your men search the ship from top to bottom. Strip it and bring me the ship’s logs.” Grinning, Merrick added, “Call it payment for daring to strike HMS Boudica and killing her captain.”


    “Yes, sir,” Gates replied.


    Merrick paced the deck, his hands clasped behind his back, before stopping in front of one of the prisoners, staring him down. “Where’s your captain?”


    When he didn’t reply, Merrick grabbed a fistful of dark hair and yanked the prisoner’s head back. “Où est ton capitaine? Parlez-vous Français? Non?”


    The man met Merrick’s gaze with confidence and a lip curled with disgust. “Je suis le capitaine, Anglais. Verner me chercher.”


    “Really?”


    Balling up his fist, Merrick punched the prisoner’s right cheek, sending his head whipping to the side, but those dark French eyes stayed leveled and fierce. “You’re not the captain. Where is he?”


    From behind, Merrick heard footsteps coming up the companionway, and Lieutenant Sykes appeared at the top of the stairs, looking disheveled. “Captain Merrick, there’s a ship incoming from the east. It could be the French.”


    Merrick glanced over the larboard wall at the outline of sails and spindly, tall masts barely visible through the fog. What he wouldn’t do for his spyglass. “Alert Mr. Parks. If it must be so, we’ll split forces between both ships and defend ourselves. Wait for the first sign from her, then hail her captain. If it’s a battle they want, then by God we’ll give them one.”


    His words were full of hubris, yet unease settled like rancid pork in his stomach. The Boudica was hit, several of her men were injured, and her mizzenmast was down. She couldn’t outrun another foe, but she could fight back like an injured dog being preyed upon. But for how long? Louisbourg was closer than Halifax, and those ships could be an incoming squadron to support the French western fleet. The Boudica had been caught on reconnaissance, watching for incoming privateer ships on the way to port.


    “Captain?” Seiforth popped his head up from the companionway, searching around until he found Merrick. “Can you please come down? I’ve found something rather intriguing that you need to see.”


    “What is it?” Merrick turned back to the marine, his mind still preoccupied with the incoming enemy ship and planning a defense.


    “P . . . P . . . Prisoners, sir.” Seiforth’s unfortunate stutter notoriously stoked up under times of stress, further adding to the uneasy feeling in Merrick’s gut. “Women and a child. Th . . . Th . . . They’re from the missing Queen Bess.”
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    Chapter Two


    “Good Lord in heaven, if you get me out of here, I promise to be a better daughter. I promise to—”


    Caroline screamed suddenly, a loud boom echoing through the hold as the ship vaulted to the starboard wall.


    “Have mercy. Please,” she huffed between tortured breaths. “Get me out of here.”


    But what fate would greet her on the other side—just another group of ruffians and pirates to take her prisoner again? Perhaps going down with the ship was a better option. Yes, a watery grave it would be. Surely death would be quick; besides, what life would she have left were she to be rescued? After the horrors she’d lived through, she could never go back.


    No.


    Caroline screamed again, a thunderclap reverberating back and forth between oak walls as her earth once again rolled to the right. She tried desperately to cower into a ball and protect herself, but there was nothing more she could do besides draw up her bare knees; both of her hands were clapped in irons and shackled to the wood above her. It was pitch dark, with no light making its way through the shaft to illuminate the moldy, stench-ridden hold that had been her prison for what seemed like an eternity. It had been days, nay, months since she’d been brought down to the hold and shackled to the wall, the hatch closing with a resounding thud, leaving her in painful silence. Alone. In the dark. The only visitor who’d come to see her was the cook’s mate, bringing leftover scraps once a day, freeing her hands so she could feed herself quickly, allowing her exactly sixty seconds to eat. Otherwise, no kindness was afforded to her: no bucket to toilet in, no water for washing, not even clothes to wear. Her bare skin was raw from the putrid bilge water she sat in, covered with a layer of grimy sludge that seemed to permeate her every orifice and pore.


    I’m dead already. There’s nothing more to fear.


    She hung her head, tears burning her eyes, and said a prayer—her last one. “Father in heaven, have mercy on this poor, forgotten soul. I know there’s a purpose for all that you do. Let that be revealed to me on the way into your arms. I need to understand. ’Tis a small request.”


    Her father and mother, they must have thought she was dead. And my betrothed? Well, he’d probably given up hope of her return months ago. She hadn’t wanted to marry him in the first place, but what had once seemed like a nightmare now had all the makings of a paradise. Yes, after what she’d been through, she could even stomach the desires of that rotund older man pawing her bare flesh with his large, sweaty hands.


    “Good Lord, forgive me for lying and for disobeying my parents.” Surely such menial sins didn’t justify the hell she was living in. Or did they? Yes, she’d lied, and yes, she’d bribed the captain not to perform the proxy marriage, but it seemed like a rather severe punishment for something as insignificant as that.


    And her parents had lied to her. All her life, she’d believed her father had died when she was young, but he hadn’t; he was married to another woman, and Caroline was the product of a torrid and infamous affair.


    She was a bastard—the stunning revelation thrust upon her on the way out the door as abruptly as a slap in the face.


    “Darling, it was time I told you the truth. And now that his wife has died, your father and I can finally be together. We love each other.”


    Caroline shook her head with disbelief. “I don’t understand. After all these years of lies, of me believing my father was someone else, why tell me the truth now? Did neither of you think of what this would do to me? What this means?”


    But the truth was so much sadder. Her real father had never claimed her—nor would he ever publicly. He was a great man, and he had legitimate heirs. What was one more insignificant girl when he’d had five before her?


    “Caroline, rumors have spread, and who knows what people will believe. I’m telling you this because, should someone find out your secret, it could be used against you. Knowledge is protection, and your father’s power reaches far and wide, should you ever need it.”


    After endless hours of reflection in her solitary confinement, two questions were foremost on Caroline’s mind: Did my mother know trouble was afoot? And if so, how could she send me into imminent danger?


    With a loud crack, the hull jolted to the larboard, and a large, icy tidal wave poured down the hatch, filling the hold. She screamed, the sludge around her dropping in temperature as the water rose to her waist.


    Her fate was sealed. Death by drowning it would be.


    I don’t want to die! Not this way.


    Her heart took off in a sprint, thundering in her chest and throbbing in her ears. With a will of iron that could only have come from her powerful, stoic father, she fought back, steadying her racing heart and quenching adrenaline’s thirst for action with slow, even breaths. But she was tired, ever so tired, after days’, weeks’, nay months’ worth of crying and begging for her freedom. Instead of fortifying the rampart and battening down the hatches, she surrendered the fight with conviction and the throwing of a white flag. No more. It would all be over soon, and she would know peace, even if it was the hour of her death.


    Closing her eyes, Caroline faced her fate, for her life had been torturous since she’d been dragged from her beautiful passenger frigate, Queen Bess, and condemned to hell on earth.


    At the very moment she’d resigned herself to dying, the hatch clicked open, and a light was thrust into the hold, so tiny that it rivaled a firefly in the summer sky.


    It was a lantern!


    Excitement and burgeoning hopes started anew.


    Someone was coming.


    “Help! Please, help! The water is coming into the hold. I don’t have long! You must get the keys! I’m shackled to the wall.”


    The lantern was thrust farther into the hold by a long, specter-like arm as a head popped down from the hatch. Only the whites of the man’s eyes were visible in the darkness. “I hear you. I’ll get help.”


    The hatch slammed shut with the clatter of the metal grate hitting wood. Again, the ship rolled to the larboard, allowing more water to pour in through the grate, submerging her up to her shoulders.


    She was running out of time. Fast.


    “Please hurry! Please!”
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    Chapter Three


    “The Queen Bess? Are you sure?” Merrick asked, and Lieutenant Sykes nodded.


    Carlisle Shipping’s luxurious passenger frigate had disappeared without a trace on its way from Plymouth to New York not five months before, and since then, rumors swirled that it had sunk during a storm due to poor navigation. But if the people below were the frigate’s passengers, then their fate was something different indeed—victims of French pirates.


    “Mr. Sykes, bring up the prisoners, now. We can question them later. The Culloden’s about to go under.”


    “Yes, sir.” Sykes rushed down the companionway, disappearing into the darkened world below deck.


    Merrick lifted the spyglass he’d pilfered from the captain’s quarters to one eye, taking another glimpse at the ship incoming from the east. Through the fog, Merrick could see a hint of wooden masts and rippling canvas sails, but there was no flag and no way to identify friend from foe.


    “Make haste!” he yelled to his men. In twenty-four hours, he might have accomplished his greatest triumph and lost it all at the hands of the damned French. That would not do.


    Up the companionway, Lieutenant Gates dragged a rugged-looking man with blond hair, overly tanned skin, and a long, scraggly beard. “Captain Merrick, I believe this is who we’re looking for.”


    The man glowered, then let out a snicker when he caught sight of Merrick. Not the reaction one anticipated, especially when sitting at the feet of his captor. Merrick’s curiosity was piqued. “What say you, Frenchie?”


    The man cleared his throat ceremoniously and started singing in a warm Scottish brogue, all too familiar to Merrick’s ears. “Who killed Cock Robin? I, said the Sparrow, with my bow and arrow, I killed Cock Robin.”


    The prisoner’s lips curled into a grin. “Heard that song, haven’t ye, McKesson?”


    McKesson. No one had dared call Merrick that name in nine years, and his crew knew better than to refer to it. That family, his family, was dead, having gone down like traitors—not in glory on Culloden field, but at the hands of King George II.


    Merrick shook his head. “You know not what you’re talking about.” Years of denial had given him stoicism and a quicksilver lie that could force the most convinced minds to question themselves.


    “I know who ye are, Dane McKesson. Don’t you remember me?” There was provocation in the prisoner’s rebuke, but just as Merrick started to deal out a bit of his own, Lieutenant Sykes popped up the companionway again, lantern in hand.


    “Captain, there are crates in the orlop from the Queen Bess; some of them are victuals, but others are—”


    “Mr. Sykes, we have no time! Just bring the prisoners up!” Merrick turned his attention to Gates and pointed to the hatch. “Hurry your men; we’re running out of time.” With one last look at the prisoner kneeling at his feet, Merrick added, “And lock him up in our hold, along with the rest of the crew. There will be no clemency for you or your men.”


    In a taunting, ominous tone, the man’s refrain started anew. “I killed Cock Robin. Who saw him die? I, said the Fly, with my little eye. Sing it with me, all!”


    The words filled Merrick’s ears like a funeral dirge—one he’d never forget.


    “You dare to turn on me, Brother! I’ll make you pay!”


    Right then, two women scurried up the companionway, one of them with a small boy in her arms, looking barely alive, his chestnut curls filthy and sweat-slicked to his forehead.


    Merrick rushed over to the women. “I am Captain Merrick of HMS Boudica. You’re safe now.” Urgently, he gestured to the wooden plank that served as a walkway between the two ships. “Now, if you’ll forgive me, you must hurry across. The Culloden is about to go under, and there’s another ship incoming. I fear we may yet face battle.”


    “No, please!” The younger of the two women squeezed her eyes shut as though trying to force away reality behind closed lids.


    “Not to fear. The Boudica can hold her own, but we must hurry.”


    He rushed them across the deck, motioning to one of the midshipmen on the other side. “See that they get over safely. Any word from Mr. Parks on our incoming?”


    “No, sir,” the midshipman yelled as he stepped on the platform and made his way across, grabbing the older woman’s hand.


    “Captain,” she yelled over her shoulder as she took her first step on the walkway. “There’s one more woman on the ship. You must find her!”


    Another one? “Where?”


    The old lady shook her head. “No one’s seen her since we were captured, but I know she’s here somewhere. We cannot leave her, not after she saved us.”


    “She’s probably dead by now, Sister. It was her they wanted in the first place,” the younger woman added, rushing past the Sister onto the deck of the Boudica. “I thought I saw them bring a body up from the hold not long ago. Yes, I’m sure it was her.”


    The wind stoked up, rippling the sails, both ships swaying to the lee side, causing the plank to slide back and forth. The Culloden was taking on copious amounts of water, which meant it was only a matter of minutes before its fate was sealed in Davy Jones’s locker.


    Merrick gave a terse order to his midshipman, “Get them to safety.” Then he turned back to the Culloden, ready to search her high and low for the missing prisoner.


    Suddenly, the Culloden’s heavy stern dropped several feet while simultaneously thrusting her head up, water rushing into the lower decks. The force sent Merrick sprawling on the deck, sliding aft towards the quarterdeck, his hands scraping across the wood, until he slammed into the doors to the captain’s cabin.


    Damn. Pushing himself up on smarting palms, Merrick threw the doors open to the cabin, searching everywhere for the missing woman. A large wooden desk lay on its side, papers strewn all over the floor, along with a compass and octant, the precious navigating tools haphazardly discarded. He scanned the room quickly, then tore through the desk, searching for something, anything, to explain the fate of the Queen Bess.


    The Culloden pitched again, water filling the office through the stern windows. He grabbed what papers he could find, rolled them up, and stuffed them in his waistcoat.


    “Captain Merrick!” Sykes yelled from below deck.


    Merrick threw everything else he found into his pockets and rushed down the companionway to the lower deck. The belly of the ship was dark; the smell of putrid water rushing up from the hold was enough to pitch even the strongest of stomachs.


    “Captain, quick! There’s a woman trapped down here! She’s chained to the wall. We need something to get her out. Look for keys or something to break a lock.”


    Merrick inhaled deeply and thrust a shaking hand through his hair. They were fast running out of time. Turning in a circle and then back to the right, he searched the deck; all around him there were six-pounders lashed to the walls, rammers, worming irons, linstocks, but nothing he could use to pick a lock. Damn.


    “Hang on!” he yelled.


    The galley. Merrick rushed around the companionway and through the archway into the kitchen, then got down on his knees and dug through the mess of utensils lying on the floor. He managed to find a butter knife and a large cast-iron poker.


    It would have to do.


    The Culloden creaked, the wood protesting the weight of the water straining the hull, threatening to rend the ship in two. He grabbed a rammer from the deckhead above and went for the hatch that led down to the hold.


    “Sykes!” Against the larboard hull, he could see the flicker of a lantern, the loud grating of metal rubbing against metal reverberating back at him. The woman’s head was the only part of her visible above the water, her chin thrust up, trying to keep from submerging completely. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, the water was already above his hips, the skirts of his tunic feeling heavy as they saturated and clung to his legs.


    “Captain, help me.”


    The woman’s wrists were clapped in irons and chained to the hull above her head. Sykes, using the hilt end of his cutlass, pounded the metal fastener, leaving behind little nicks but doing nothing substantial to break the lock.


    “Here, let me.” Merrick took the blunt end of the rammer to the iron ring several times, giving it every bit of strength he possessed. The woman squeezed her eyes shut, but she didn’t yell or scream; it was as if she had unyielding faith they would free her, though Merrick wasn’t quite so sure.


    He pounded again at the lock—once, twice, three times—while she kept her eyes closed, never once looking up, only flinching with each blow of the rammer against the metal.


    “I’ll get you free. Just hang on,” Merrick said, more for his benefit than hers.


    As he went for the lock again, Merrick stopped with his hands in mid-thrust, arrested by the most exquisite aquamarine eyes he’d ever seen. Their color was so brilliant and blue that even in candlelight, they rivaled Caribbean waters after a summer storm. She was cloaked in darkness, but he could tell the woman had fair, porcelain skin and delicate, high cheekbones, though the left side of her face was smeared with a thick layer of sludge and dirt that stretched from the corner of her eye to her lips like a half-mask.


    His heart took off in an impassioned sprint, an instant connection forged between himself and the mysterious, unfortunate woman at his mercy. He felt rather like a romantic hero or a knight on a white horse come to the rescue, and she the damsel in distress. If he could get the damned shackles to open, he could see their fairy tale through to completion. “These irons are a pain in my arse.”


    Not the most gallant first words to his lady fair, but there was no time for propriety. “Just hold on, miss. Don’t be afraid.”


    Not much better.


    She nodded and closed her eyes, water rushing up, submerging the woman to her chin, filling her mouth.


    “Mr. Sykes, hold on to her.”


    She came up in the lieutenant’s arms, coughing and gagging on water and thick, putrid sludge. When Merrick looked into her beautiful eyes again, the fear he saw there gave him the strength of ten men drawing up the Boudica’s anchor through mud with an old, moldy capstan.


    He pulled back and rammed the shackles several times, expelling his pent-up angst into the metal until it finally succumbed to his will and bent. “I think I’ve got it!” Mustering up a groan from deep in his gut, he thrust the rammer into the irons again, only this time, the ring gave way. The woman let out a gasp a split second before she slipped through Sykes’s arms and submerged into the darkness, her shackled arms weighing her down.


    “Captain, she disappeared!”


    “I’ll find her.” Merrick ripped off his tunic and dove underwater, sliding his hands down the side of the hull, feeling around for her. It was so dark and murky that he could see nothing, made worse by the filthy, freezing water that burned his eyes, blinding him. When his feet touched the hull, he could feel a current, the water swirling as she thrashed about, using her feet to propel her towards the surface.


    Merrick reached out and grabbed her foot. Thankfully, she didn’t fight back, sensing it was him. When his hands were on her upper leg, he pulled her into his arms, and with both feet on the deck, he vaulted them up to the surface.


    He gasped, his mouth the only thing he could get above the waterline, the woman no longer thrashing about, now deadweight in his arms.


    “Sykes!” Merrick shouted, submerging again as he tried to hold her above water.


    “Take the rope!”


    Merrick grabbed onto the blessed hemp lifeline, using it to pull himself and the woman closer to the stairs. “Take her. She’s barely breathing.”


    Once Sykes had the woman in his arms, Merrick helped them both up the companionway and onto the main deck. The Culloden was almost completely submerged, the Boudica looming high above like a giant benevolent goddess. The only place for the three of them to go was into the water. If they stayed on the ship, they’d surely be sucked down with it.


    “We have to jump.” Merrick glanced at the unconscious woman in the lieutenant’s arms, her shackled hands limp against her stomach. “I’ll take her. You go first, then I’ll send her up.”


    “Captain, you should—”


    “Sykes! Do not question my orders,” Merrick said tersely. “Go. And send a line down.”


    Merrick pulled the woman into his arms again and whispered in her ear, “We’re going to make it. Just stay with me.” With a deep breath, he jumped, her body held tightly in his arms as the two of them plunged into the icy depths of the North Atlantic. He swam for the surface just as a ray of sun shone on the water, and her lids opened, allowing him a glimpse of her haunting blue eyes, her blonde hair swirling around her face in golden waves. Effervescent bubbles floated up, tickling and caressing his skin as he drew his arm down, pulling himself and the woman towards the surface.


    “Captain!” Merrick heard a voice yell from above. The Boudica was only a few yards away, yet it seemed like miles with the burden of an unconscious woman in his arms.


    “Hang on, milady, we’re almost there.” He kicked his feet and pulled his free arm through the water until they reached the darkened hull of the ship, where he could grab the rope—their lifeline. Making a loop with the rope, he wrapped it around her chest, allowing her arms to fall through, their shackled weight working to his advantage. Merrick gave the signal, tugging on the rope, and she was lifted out of the water, the men above pulling her onboard the ship.


    While Merrick waited his turn, he glanced around at the wreckage, flotsam and jetsam littering the water, but the Culloden was gone—claimed by the deep. The morning fog had relented to the summer sun, and in the distance, he could see the incoming ship, a large schooner with its tall fore-and-aft rigged sails rippling in the wind, thankfully bearing the Union Jack on the topmast.


    “Oh, thank you, Lord.”


    Grabbing the rope, Merrick tied it around his chest, allowing his men to pull him aboard, the balmy June air warming his cold limbs on the way up.


    When he reached the deck, Merrick ripped free from the rope and rushed over to the woman, who was sprawled out on the deck, unmoving.


    My God.


    “She’s not breathing, Captain,” Sykes yelled from behind. “She’s dead.”


    “Like hell she is! I didn’t almost drown saving her to lose her now.” With a roar and a look that could frighten the dead, Merrick yelled to Lieutenant Parks, “Get the surgeon! Now!”


    Turning back to the woman, Merrick leaned into her and listened for breaths, but there was nothing, only stillness, her slight, fair torso unmoving, her lips turning an unnatural shade of blue.


    “No!” Clasping his hands together, he pressed down on her soft belly, pumping quickly yet carefully, trying not to fracture her delicate bones while he worked to clear her lungs.


    “Dammit, woman, breathe!”


    Opening her mouth, Merrick pressed his lips to hers, giving her his wind in several hard puffs, watching her chest rise and fall before he started pumping her belly again.


    “Dammit, woman! Do as I say. Breathe! That’s an order!”
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    Chapter Four


    “Dammit, woman! Do as I say. Breathe! That’s an order!” A panic-laden voice roared in Caroline’s ear with persistent repetition. “Wake up, woman! Wake up!”


    Woman! Huh? A rather unkind affectation.


    “Do you hear me? I command you! Wake up!”


    Yes, she could hear him, but when she tried to open her mouth, nothing happened. It was as if she were outside her body, unable to answer back. Not even a groan escaped her lips, no matter how hard she tried.


    “Where’s Stephen?” her rescuer yelled frantically. “Parks, where the hell is the surgeon?”


    “I’m here, Merrick! Right next to you.”


    Where am I? What happened? Caroline could see herself lying on the deck of a ship, sailors standing around, leering at her nude form, while some strange man pumped on her belly. Which hurts! How she’d like to give him a piece of her mind, but her mouth still wouldn’t obey. With each powerful jolt, pain radiated into her back as she slammed into the forbidding wood beneath. When he finally pressed his lips to hers, breathing life back into her lungs, it was like a lightning bolt to the system; her soul was yanked back into her body with a painful, nauseating result. Her stomach pitched as water and stomach contents rushed up through her mouth, spewing all over the man’s white waistcoat and breeches. She coughed out the bitter, putrid stuff several times, trying to clear her lungs, and rolled onto her side, seeking comfort from the solid strength of the wooden deck.


    “Thank God,” she heard her rescuer say, but she dared not open her eyes yet, their dry, sandpaper surface not ready to receive the harsh light of day. With another painful pitch, she emptied her stomach again, clearing her lungs enough to draw in a full breath of saltwater air.


    “There you go. Keep breathing, lass. Just cough. ’Twill help.” That was not the same frenetic voice she’d heard earlier, but a kind, gentle one with a thick Scottish accent.


    Caroline coughed again, bringing on another round of kindly encouragement.


    “It’ll just take a few minutes. You’ll be alright. I promise.”


    She dared to open her eyes, at first a crack, and then slowly, a little more, letting in the overcast, muted light of morning. The first sight that greeted her were soft blue eyes and a head full of messy blond locks.


    “There ye are, lass. Welcome back to the land of the living.” The kind man patted her back gently.


    “Stephen, take her to the sick berth. I have a ship to get up and running before those Frenchies come back for more.”


    There was that voice again—deep, resonate, with an almost menacing inflection that trickled across her raw nerves, setting her on edge.


    “The rest of you, back to work. We have to repair the mizzenmast and get the sail rigged so we can be on our way. Mr. Parks, I want a full report of our damages; have Mr. Castor meet us in my office. Someone get Mr. Pelham, the bosun, to remove the shackles from her wrists. I’m sure one of his tools will do the job.”


    Craning her head, Caroline saw a barrage of sailors dressed in navy, weather-beaten coats, staring down at her with wide, curious eyes. It dawned on her once again that she was lying nude on the deck of an unknown ship. Sadly, it wasn’t the first time that had happened to her in the previous months, but it would be the last, and damn it all, they’d show her some respect. Best to set the slack-jawed sailors to right from the start.


    Embracing her inner virago, Caroline turned to the kind voice on her left and bellowed, “Instead of staring at me, can one of you give me your coat? Have you no manners?”


    “Someone give me a coat!” the blond man yelled. Not a second later, there were thirty threadbare coats thrust in her face, but the man reached over his shoulder, grabbed a dark navy one trimmed with gold thread, and covered her with it.


    Slowly, Caroline pushed herself up and grasped the edges of the giant navy tunic closed as best she could with her still-shackled hands. Though her vision was somewhat blurry, she could tell all eyes were on her; the only sound to be heard was the snapping of canvas sails and the sliding of fabric against the rigging.


    Mustering up as much decorum as she could while nude and wearing some man’s foul-smelling tunic, Caroline tried to stand, but her knees buckled before she even got to her feet.


    A few hands reached out to catch her, but she barked out, “Don’t touch me!” Like a wounded animal, she fell on the deck and curled into a ball, protecting herself.


    “Back to work, everyone. Leave the lady be.” From aft, Caroline heard the deep, familiar voice of her rescuer as his heels clicked on the wooden deck and stopped at her side. She blinked a few times, clearing her vision, and craned her neck just as the sun peeked through the clouds, blocking out his face yet illuminating a head of wet, fiery-red hair. She could see the outline of his form and how his hands rested on his breech-clad hips with authority. The great fortress of his torso was covered in a white waistcoat that bore what was left of her morning scraps, and his long, puffy sleeves were rolled up at the elbows, exposing powerful forearms roped with long, corded muscles. When the sun finally hid behind the clouds, she got a glimpse of the right angles and straight lines of his face. Not one inch of him was soft, with his thick, slash-like eyebrows drawn together curiously over large blue eyes, his nose straight and not too large, and cheekbones much too high and prominent to belong to a man. But it was his lips that were most intriguing, large and perfectly pointed, accented by a chin that thrust out defiantly and a jaw that was sharp as a razor and perfectly shaved, despite how severely it angled.


    By God, she’d been rescued by Eric the Red, and this was a Viking ship turned into one of His Majesty’s Royal Navy vessels.


    Instead of succumbing to fear, Caroline opted to be bold. Have I not just stared into the face of Death and lived? “What are you staring at? Not a gentleman amongst you. I’m sure King George would like to know how his seamen behave in the presence of a lady who’s clearly at a disadvantage.”


    Eric the Red chewed his upper lip, fighting a grin that deviously tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Miss, my name is Captain Merrick. This is HMS Boudica, and you’re safe here. No harm will come to you.”


    She snorted and rolled her eyes. “That’s what they said to me on the Culloden, and you can obviously see how well I fared.”


    “Milady, I fear you have no choice but to trust me. If not, you’re welcome to lay here on my deck, unclothed, baking in the morning sun; just mind the sailors as they start cleaning the sand and blood away. I have no doubt the scraping of holystones will eventually see you move. It’s a rather annoying sound.”


    Again with his smirk, but he didn’t offer her a hand. He just turned to the man at his left, dressed in an officer’s tunic, and said, “Mr. Sykes, help the doctor here, and Mr. Pelham, get our guest out of these shackles. Then move her and the other guests into my old quarters; provide them with water for washing and something to wear. I’ll come down later to question them once we’re on our way.”


    When her rescuer turned away and started back towards the quarterdeck, she yelled after him, “Food. I could use some food.”


    “Victuals,” Captain Merrick said, over his shoulder to the officer. “And some rum. I have no doubt they could use it after what they’ve been through.”


    Glancing up at the mast, he yelled, “Mr. Castor, up spirits! We’re victorious this day! God save the King!”


    “God save the King! Huzzah!” the sailors yelled in unison, and the deck came to life, the men going about their work as if nothing had happened.


    Suddenly, the blond man next to her, who she realized was the ship’s doctor, swept her into his arms and started to carry her away.


    “Put me down! Where are you taking me?” Caroline wriggled about, trying to break free, but he held fast with efficient strength.


    “Stop moving, please, milady. I’m taking you to the sick berth.”


    Being carried around like a doll was rather frustrating; she needed her hands to protect herself . . . to . . . There was nowhere for her to run. Again. She prayed that Captain Merrick was just and honorable. Sailors, including those in the Royal Navy, had a reputation for being nasty dogs for a reason. She’d found that out firsthand.


    “Mr. Pelham will remove those shackles, and I’ll see to those cuts on your arms and wrists. Your face is filthy, and it looks like there’s a cut beneath all that dirt that needs to be cleaned.”


    “It’s not dirt; it’s a poultice,” she muttered, putting a hand on her cheek, feeling the wet, encrusted mixture of herbs and linen plastered there.


    “Yes, well, it’s so caked on, it didn’t even come off in the water. It must be removed and cleaned properly. How long has it been there?”


    She shook her head. “I don’t know; a month, maybe two? Don’t you have injured sailors that need your attention? I need only clothes and some food, and I’ll be fine. Please, put me down.” The thought of another strange man touching her made her stomach pitch. Caroline ducked her head as he carried her under the fo’c’sle towards the bow of the ship. Around them, the crew was righting the deck, rolling guns back into place, and lashing them to the wall while a team of men navigated a long, wooden yard from the hold up through the shaft to the main deck.


    “We were thankfully spared a lot of injuries, though we did lose our captain and his steward. One of our boys was hit, too. But that’s not yours to worry about, lass. And I’m good at my job. We’ll see you right as rain in a few minutes.”


    The man seemed pleasant, despite what she knew of navy surgeons. They were notorious butchers who cut off arms and legs without rum or opium to ease the injured through the ghastly procedures. Thank goodness none of her limbs needed tending.


    When they reached their destination, he pushed the door open and carried her inside. It was a small yet well-lit room, a lantern hanging from the ceiling and a table that also hung from the deckhead above, suspended by ropes. Against the wall were several large cupboards, all closed, the handles tied together with rope so they wouldn’t open and expel their contents in rough waters.


    Caroline looked around, confused. “Where are the rest of the injured?”


    “They’re one deck below, in the cockpit. We use that space during battle. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get Mr. Pelham.”


    The skirts of the much-too-large coat she was wearing covered the top of her thighs just enough to hide her most private parts from view, but it in no way protected her modesty.


    Modesty? She’d been forced to discard that luxury the moment those brigands had taken her prisoner.


    “Où se trouve, Caroline von Wallmoden? Dites-le-moi!” the man yelled, yanking the boy by the arm and hoisting him over the rail. “Je vais tous vous tuer!”


    She could take no more; throwing herself against her captor, she went for the boy’s hand, his arm, whatever she could reach, trying to stop him from going overboard. “S’il vous plaît, laissez le partir. C’est moi que vous voulez.”


    The dark-haired man’s eyes widened as if he beheld a beautiful, priceless jewel. “Je savais que tu étais là, Caroline. Bonjour, Caroline. Tu es très belle et courageuse.” He dropped the boy between them, the little one hitting the deck, then scurrying to the safety of the other passengers. A large, sinewy hand reached out for Caroline’s cheek, caressing it softly, reverently, before it pulled back and slapped her. She felt the sting all the way to her toes as her head whipped to the side. “You are a beautiful whore like your mother. Oh, yes. You will play the role you were born to nicely. And your father, your real father, will pay.”


    The captain shouted his orders as the sailors grabbed the prisoners from behind, all of them shackled and chained together, forcing them up to the rail. With that, he made a slashing motion across his neck.


    “No!”


    Caroline shut her eyes, trying to drown out the vision of innocent men and women being thrust over the railing into the water, their screams like a lament to the damned. And what came next for her was a never-ending nightmare that led up to the very moment she was enduring: another prison full of unfamiliar men leering at her like a prize to be bartered over.


    “Miss, I’m Edwin Castor, the ship’s master. Our bosun is busy fixing the spanker sail. I’m going to have a go at those shackles if you don’t mind.”


    When she looked up, there was a stout, dark-haired fellow with a wide, surprisingly fleshy face smiling back at her. In her experience, men who lived at sea were usually underfed and underwed with voracious appetites for both wine and women, but he appeared to be healthy and robust, and his grin was kind.


    “Don’t touch me.” She pulled back, shaking her head.


    “No, milady, you can trust him.” The surgeon stepped between her and the chubby man, imploring her with big blue eyes. Not that it made a difference. Being a doctor didn’t give one a patent on trustworthiness; on the contrary, training did not an honorable man make.


    So she’d also learned.


    “I don’t think so.” She shook her head.


    “Please, tell us your name,” the doctor asked.


    “No.”


    “Alright. How about I start?” The doctor dropped into an elegant, practiced bow of one who’d been to court and said, “You may call me Doctor Stephen, or just Stephen, as most of the sailors do. Were your hands free, I would kiss one, as is appropriate in an introduction between a lady and a gentleman. Forgive me this one faux pas, milady.”


    He seemed genuine, but so had the last doctor she trusted—and then he’d raped her.


    Caroline scooted back on the table and pulled the tunic closed with her hand. “Leave me alone.”


    “Here, let’s try this.” From his pocket, Stephen produced a small jackknife, flipped it open, and handed it to her. “If it makes you feel better, you can have this. For your protection.”


    She cocked a brow. “How do you know I won’t use it on you?”


    “I trust you. Now, hopefully, you’ll trust me.” Stephen gestured to the man nearby. “Mr. Castor is a good servant of His Majesty’s Navy. I promise he’ll behave as a gentleman. He has a daughter of his own and a wife. We’re not savages. We don’t wish to hurt you, but those wounds on your wrists need to be tended, and I have no doubt they hurt something awful. Can you not trust us this once?”


    Damn her naïve heart, the man’s kind eyes having already, somehow, endeared her to him in a matter of seconds. It didn’t help that he was handsome and rather gallant with his courtly bow and offer to kiss her hand. His long blond hair was pulled back tight in a queue, with messy waves falling into his eyes, giving him a boyish charm. The weather-beaten navy tunic and buff waistcoat he wore were the clothing of a sailor, yet he moved with the pride and grace of a man from another station in life—a higher one. She knew a gentleman when she saw one. He was no mere navy surgeon.


    “Lass, you have nothing to fear.” Stephen rolled his r again, melting her heart in its icy, fear-laden cage.


    Nodding, Caroline thrust out her hands, the flaps of the coat opening, exposing her nude torso to the men’s eyes, but to her surprise, both averted their gaze, staying focused on removing the forbidding iron shackles from her wrists.


    “Our friend here is quite good at picking locks.” The doctor leaned in so he could get a better look. “He learned his trade in rather questionable company, but it has served us well on the Boudica. God forbid any man should try to keep you in irons, Castor.”


    The rotund man’s jowls jiggled as he laughed, though his eyes focused on the iron pin he was digging into the lock and twisting side to side. “This one’s a real bugger. It’s stripped and rusted out.” He pulled at the shackles, the metal cutting into her tortured flesh, making her wince, and she yanked them back. “Sorry, miss. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m going to have to take a hammer to them.”


    From the belt at his hip, Mr. Castor pulled out a hammer, then he pointed to the edge of the table. “Lean down and hold your hands right over the corner.”


    Jumping down from the table, she positioned herself as she was told, and he banged on the pin several times, the metal vibrating from the anchors into her hands, causing them to ache with such intensity that her eyes watered.


    “Just hang on, lass.” Stephen wrapped the tunic around her, holding her steady.


    “Here we go,” Castor said. With one bone-shattering hit, the pin broke, and the metal fell on the wooden planks with a loud clatter.


    Castor slid what was left of the pin out of the lock and removed the U-shaped cuffs from her wrists. She clasped them to her chest, crossing them over her heart. It was the first time she’d seen her wrists in months—both raw and bloody, but blessedly free.


    “There you go. Well done, mate.” Stephen patted Castor’s shoulder as he cleaned up his gadgets and walked to the door.


    Caroline rubbed her wrists and pulled the coat closed around her. “Thank you, sir.”


    Castor nodded, his fleshy cheeks turning up in a grin. “You’re most welcome.”


    Stephen reached behind him and grabbed a stack of linen, handing it to her. “This will have to do for now until we can get you proper clothes. Once you’re in your quarters, I’ll have water and soap sent up for you to wash. Get dressed, then I’ll tend those wounds.”


    When the door was closed, she examined the garments Stephen had handed her, scrutinizing every piece with the eye of one who’d donned silken mantuas for court and had been the envy of all.


    They weren’t even women’s clothing. There was a pair of beige woolen breeches, a plain white linen shirt, and a double-breasted navy canvas coat. Curiously, she ran her hands over the coat fabric, noticing how rough and scratchy it was and how overworn it appeared. Her whole life, she’d garbed herself in taffeta, lace, and satin but never hemp and linen. She would never have allowed herself to be seen in such pauper fabrics—but she was not that woman anymore.


    For her sanity alone, she could no longer associate herself with that poor, pitiful fool and the horrors she’d faced at the hands of her captors.


    Yes, Caroline had met her fate shackled to the walls of the Culloden.


    End of story.


    From then on, that was how it would be, and she was a different woman—one with no past and only the future before her.


    The doctor returned with a bowl of clean water and several swatches of linen. He hummed a merry tune as he started to work, soaking a piece of linen in water and wringing it out. “Now to clean that mess from your face. Would you like a drink? It might make this easier.”


    Reaching for the counter behind, he grabbed an amber bottle, uncorked it, and handed it to her. “It’s just good, old-fashioned whiskey. Have a snort. ’Twill do you good.”


    Caroline went in for a whiff and jerked her head back abruptly, her nostrils burning from the pungent, spicy fumes. “That smells dreadful.”


    “But it will ease the pain and help your nerves.”


    Just what she needed to hear. Her nerves could use the respite, and she could do without the added pain. With that, she took a big gulp and immediately regretted it. The drink was like liquid fire, burning a trail from her mouth to her stomach, then back up again, making her feel as if she were coughing flames.


    The doctor laughed and clapped her on the back several times. “Good, strong, Scot’s whiskey does the trick every time. Take it slow.”


    This time, she took little sips, circumventing the burn and allowing a permeating warmth to prevail. Yeah, that’s nice.


    Taking another swig, Caroline watched the doctor rinse the swatch again and wring it out with his taut, dexterous fingers. When he lifted the swab to her cheek, she shrank back and grabbed his wrist. “I changed my mind. Leave it.”


    “My dear, that wound needs to be cleaned or it will fester. You don’t want that. Especially on your face. It could be devastating.”


    Oh, it was devastating. But the doctor was right; the injury did need tending, and it pained her something awful.


    “Please, let me help you.” The way his brows drew together, and the tenderness in his blue eyes, once again softened her hardened, fearful heart, and she submitted. Releasing his hand, Caroline prayed she would not regret placing her trust in another man.


    “This will be cold, but it shouldn’t hurt.” There were so many layers of hardened medicine and fabric on her cheek, she could barely feel the graze of the wet swab, but when he started to scrub and pick at the poultice, she gasped and slapped his hand away.


    “No more! That hurts.”


    “I know.” He nodded. “The poultice has been here so long, I fear it’s adhered to the skin. ’Twill be better if I do this quickly.” Before she could get a word in edgewise, the doctor grabbed the corner of the fabric and ripped it away with a quick swipe of his hand. She screamed and thrust the little knife at him, cutting his wrist, blood trickling from the wound as he pulled his hand away.


    It felt as if he’d torn her skin off.


    “Don’t touch me again.” Through her own teary eyes, she saw his widen as he clapped a hand over his mouth and gasped.


    “Poor woman. What did they do to you?”
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    Chapter Five


    Merrick stifled a laugh. Damned ungrateful woman. After all the effort that went into saving her life, she had the nerve to rebuke him and in front of his own men. Had the crew not been stunned silent by her scandalous predicament, they might have given him a ribbing: a captain being called to task by a shrew who’d washed up on deck bare as the day she was born. The whole situation had the makings of a raucous Shakespearean comedy, were their current situation not so dire.


    Merrick pushed open the door to the captain’s quarters, suddenly thrust into a dubious reality that it was now his dining room, and he was in charge. In a split second, everything in his life had changed, though it wasn’t the way he’d dreamed such an esteemed honor would be placed upon his shoulders.


    In awe, he walked the room as if he were seeing it for the first time. It was painted pale blue, and the deck beneath his feet was well polished, the center of it covered in a navy and maroon Persian rug. All the furniture was made of mahogany, from the table and chairs to the cabinet that held what were now his serving plates and silver. The walls that separated the dining room from his office and bedroom were made of wood with metal joints between the panels so they could easily be folded down and stowed during battle, leaving the gun deck completely accessible. There was one six-pounder lashed to the larboard wall with a rammer and linstock hanging from the deckhead above, ready for action. The doors that led to his quarters were made of etched glass and walnut, and on the other side of them, he could see the red and gold of the marine sentries who stood guard, protecting the captain.


    Me.


    Merrick walked into his office, taken aback, as he always was, by the incredible view out the stern windows, which extended the width of the ship. Just beneath the windows, there were benches covered in overworn cushions made of brocaded navy-blue fabric. He unlatched one of the windows, pushing it open, allowing the salty sea air to waft into the room and fill it with the sweet, familiar odors of the ocean in summertime.


    The office was modestly decorated, as one would expect of a ship’s captain. Against the hull, there were cabinets made with the same mahogany and etched glass doors as the set in the dining room. The shelves were full of books and cubbies for him to place his navigation tools and maps. Inside one of the cabinets, Merrick knew there to be a decanter of Madeira and crystal glasses he’d seen the former captain use on special occasions to celebrate. On the opposite wall hung a picture of the Boudica in Portsmouth when she’d first launched in 1720.


    The desk was in the middle of the room, still littered with maps and tools Berrington had been reviewing to plot their course before the fighting began. A quill sat neatly in a brass pot, mounted to the desk on the right side, ready to be used. As Merrick took a seat in the lush, brocaded chair that had become his, the door opened, and Lieutenants Parks and Sykes walked into the room, followed by Mr. Castor, the ship’s master, and a tall, dark-haired fellow with a tightly cropped beard that Merrick didn’t recognize.


    Lieutenant Parks stepped forward, addressing Merrick for the first time as a superior. “Sir, this is Captain Denny of the Dauntless, the ship we saw incoming earlier. He has some information for you. I think it is most valuable.”


    “Thank you.” Merrick nodded. The merchant captain looked more like a pirate, but a devilishly handsome one, with long, dark hair hanging to his shoulders, topped off with a black-leather cocked hat. He wore a muted blue jacket over a threadbare buff waistcoat and beige breeches. Slung on each hip, clipped to a thick leather belt with a gigantic silver buckle, were two British Sea Service pistols—obviously stolen.


    “Captain Merrick, I’m from Carlisle Shipping. I work for Lord Carlisle. I must thank you. I think you might have just saved my Dauntless from an intended hit. Were those two ships to have attacked us, we surely would not have fared as well as the Boudica.”


    “No, you would not have.” The Boudica was a Royal Navy fourth-rate ship of the line, built to withstand the battle theater—a man-o’-war—and the most fearsome class of ships on the high seas. Merrick pointed to the chairs opposite his desk and nodded. “Please, join me. Mr. Sykes, can you send for Mr. Johnson? Have him bring us something to drink.”


    Before the lieutenant could get up from his chair, Denny waved him off. “Please, don’t worry yourself. It is I who owes you the drink. Those Frenchies have been targeting Carlisle Shipping for months. First, they got the Temperance, then the Caspian, and they even went after one of our passenger ships, the Queen Bess.”


    Merrick swallowed. “I know nothing of these other two ships, but we’re aware of the disappearance of the Queen Bess.”


    “Yes.” Denny glanced back and forth between the men. “Then you know how serious this situation is?”


    “Why are you all this way north? This is far from the trade triangle,” Merrick asked.


    “As I’m sure you know, Carlisle Shipping does most of its business with the Royal Navy. I was delivering supplies to Halifax from the colonies.”


    Merrick rubbed his chin, mulling over the events of the day and the details he’d just learned. “This isn’t a normal route for merchants either. They must have known you were coming. Do you happen to know where the Queen Bess was intercepted?”


    “She left from Plymouth. That’s all we know. The ship disappeared, and with it, the passengers. The Caspian and the Temperance were both set upon in the Caribbean and sunk, but a few of our sailors made it to port to tell their tales. Lord Carlisle is very concerned; there’s insurance that will have to be paid out and lost supplies that must be accounted for. This could be the end of Carlisle Shipping—nothing short of seventy-five thousand pounds was lost plus the cost of the ships.”


    Merrick clucked his tongue curiously. “I have three women and a boy on board who say they were from the Queen Bess. We intercepted them on the Culloden.” Merrick turned his attention to the officer sitting opposite him. “Mr. Sykes, did you find the logbooks from the Culloden? Was there anything there from the Queen Bess?”


    The lieutenant nodded. “I found the logbook, but the only thing documented was navigation coordinates to this exact location. The rest was blank. It was purposely done to make it appear like the Culloden didn’t exist before this crossing.”


    “Alright. We have some work to do on our end. Mr. Castor, what’s our current situation?”


    The ship’s master sat up proudly and smiled as if he suddenly had good news to offer, but what came out of his mouth was to the contrary. “Our spanker is still down, and the mizzenmast is damaged beyond repair. The carpenter and Mr. Pelham are doing their best to temporarily fix the mast so we can get back to Halifax. But there’s thick, dirty weather incoming north by northeast.”


    Not what Merrick wanted to hear. Damned perfect timing. “Captain Denny, if some of your men can help us with repairs, we’ll escort you safely to Halifax. But for now, we’ll have to wait out this weather together.”


    “Of course,” Denny replied. “I’ll return to the Dauntless and send some of my men over. Please, keep us abreast of what you find out.”


    “Aye.” Merrick nodded, pushed out his chair, and started for the door. “Mr. Parks, you have the helm. All hands on deck until we ride out this storm, idlers included. I’m going to have a word with our guests.”


    As he crossed the threshold into the dining room, the wind whipped through the open gun port, blowing spray in his face as the ship rolled back and forth on cresting waves. “Best to hurry, gentlemen. It looks like this weather is coming faster than anticipated. I’ll meet you on deck in a few minutes.”
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    Chapter Six


    “Notre situation?” René Léveque slammed his fist on his desk, sending a mess of papers flying into the air. “Dites-moi, imbécile!” He stared down his nose at the first lieutenant of the Chevalier and demanded answers, but the man, new to his post after the death of the previous occupant, was stunned silent.


    “Dites-moi!”


    The Boudica was a ship of the line, notoriously svelte and fast despite her two gun decks, but without a mizzenmast and spanker sail, she should’ve been an injured giant at the mercy of the Culloden and the Chevalier as they slowly picked at her like crows feasting on a rotting carcass. But much like their King George, the Royal Navy was frustratingly resilient, always getting the weather gauge. One would think Queen Elizabeth had long ago made a deal with Poseidon, signed in blood, to gain control of the seas, for the English Navy had dominated since her illustrious reign.


    “Sir, we’ve taken a severe hit to the larboard hull, and the foremast is down. We had no choice but to run for Louisbourg.” The lieutenant was shaking, his hands drumming on the edge of the desk. “The Culloden is lost.”


    Léveque let out a chain of expletives and reached for the bottle of Bordeaux that, thankfully, hadn’t toppled over when he’d pounded his fist into the desk. Pouring a drink, he downed it, then threw the glass across the room, watching it smash against the bulkhead with a clatter and a crinkle of glittering shards. “The whole point of this mission was to bring back the Queen Bess and take out Carlisle’s ships. Now, we’ve lost everything.”


    “But, sir—”


    Léveque ripped the knife from his belt and thrust it into the lieutenant’s face. “Ferme là!” Excuses. René had no room for excuses. Everything they’d worked so hard to obtain was now at the bottom of the ocean or in the hands of the English, the woman included.


    It would take a day to repair the Chevalier, and by that time, the Boudica would be repaired and out searching for them. Alone, the twenty-four-gun, Galathée-class, Fregates de Legeres Chevalier couldn’t take on a sixty-gun Royal Navy fourth-rate ship of the line, both outgunned and outmanned.


    Without the Culloden, their plan was sunk.


    Anger leeched through his every pore, though he stifled it, resisting the urge to beat his new first lieutenant into the ground.


    “Sir, we still have half the cargo from the Queen Bess and the ship’s logs.” From the desk, the lieutenant lifted a stack of papers and shook them back and forth in Léveque’s face. “These are all that matter. They’re signed. We don’t need the woman. Besides, she was chained in the hold; there’s no way she was saved from the Culloden before it went down.”


    Léveque’s nostrils flared while he considered their predicament, and with a flick of his wrist, he brought his knife down, pinning the lieutenant’s hand to the desk with the blade. The man shrieked as blood oozed from the wound, a crimson trickle running onto the maps beneath.


    Léveque slapped the lieutenant’s hand away when he went for the knife handle. “That’s your punishment for failing to rally our men to the cause. We’re not prepared to fight again, and the English are getting away with our prize.”


    Groaning, the lieutenant looked up with pain-filled eyes as a tear trickled down his cheek, his hand still tacked to the desk by three inches of serrated steel. “Sir, perhaps our friend in New York may know how to catch the Boudica?”


    “Yes.” A resource Léveque would have to tap into, but judiciously. “I’ll send word to him.”


    Quick as a flash, Léveque pulled the blade from the table, releasing the lieutenant’s hand, a fresh flow of blood dribbling from the long, slash-like wound.


    Gasping, he snatched his hand away and quickly undid his cravat, wrapping it around his palm and applying pressure. “I disagree with you, Captain. The English have been seizing French ships all over the Atlantic, and now we’ve attacked one of theirs in return. This will look like just another act of war. It only furthers the plan.”


    The lieutenant was right. It could work to their advantage. First, a war at sea, then on land, and finally, glorious revenge!


    “You poor thing. I owe you an apology.”


    Another tear slid down the lieutenant’s cheek, and Léveque, seizing the opportunity, caught it with his fingertip and raised it to his lips.


    Pain.


    Grinning, he remembered the sweet-salty taste of fear on the porcelain cheeks of his English rose. Like pork and wine. So good. He’d shown her the rules, beaten her into submission, but no matter how hard he tried, he could never break her spirit. Perhaps that’s why I enjoyed her so?


    ’Twas a pity she was dead.


    “Sadly, Lieutenant, I don’t apologize.” Léveque whipped out his espingole, cocked it, and fired, the lead ball hitting the lieutenant between the eyes.


    He let out a bloodcurdling scream, then fell back on the deck. The door to the captain’s quarters flew open, Lieutenant Rousseau thrusting his head inside. “What happened?”


    “You just became my first lieutenant, and we’ve had a change of plans. Set a course for New York. Get our mast fixed.”


    “Aye, aye, Captain.”


    Grinning, Léveque added, “Now for a little subterfuge.”
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    Chapter Seven


    The wind picked up, gales blowing from the east, throwing the ship in the opposite direction, causing it to roll and yaw to the starboard. Merrick’s stomach rumbled that distinctly familiar sensation of impending mal de mer that had plagued his nine years at sea and made him the butt of many villainous jokes. He should’ve long since been over the affliction, but the body, with a will of its own, doesn’t always bow to the mind. No matter how he tried to breathe it out or pray to the gods for mercy, he would inevitably end up hanging over the larboard wall, serving up his accounts. Putting a hand to his breast, he fought back a burp and took the stairs down to the lower deck as the sailors prepared for the weather by lashing the guns, closing the gun ports, and putting out the galley fires.


    The sick berth was the farthest aft you could go on the ship, just below the fo’c’sle, the short-raised deck forward of the foremast. Some of the injured from the morning’s battle were already lying in box hammocks that hung from the deck, rocking back and forth as the Boudica rolled with the waves. But it was the chirping, high-pitched strains of a young boy’s voice and the dulcet tones of a woman’s that caught Merrick’s attention. He nodded to his men, noticing the bosun’s mate had a large, bloody bandage wrapped around his head.


    “Mr. Norgiel, what happened to you? Should you not be the one dealing out punishment instead of receiving it?”


    “I’m fine, Mr. Merrick . . . I mean, Captain. My head just collided with the boom when the mast came down.” The gray-haired man laughed and bowed his head in respect to his new captain. “It be strange calling you captain, sir. I remember taking the cat to you a few times myself. You won’t hold it against me.”


    Oh, yes, Merrick remembered the sting of Mr. Norgiel’s cat, even unweaving the rope in preparation for the timely event.


    “My friend, no one is punished for doing their duty to the fullest. And I’ve no doubt you took it easy on me a few times.” A wink of admiration was shared between the two men. “Get well quickly, Mr. Norgiel. We’ll need you on deck.”


    “I be on my way right now. Doctor Stephen got me fixed up. I’m good as new.”


    Past the hanging cots, Merrick found the two women he’d helped off the Culloden and the little boy, lying on his side with his thumb tucked between his lips.


    Merrick went to remove his hat and remembered he’d lost it on the quarterdeck. Instead, he bowed, hoping to ease his guests’ tension with a bit of chivalry and a proper greeting from their captain. “Ladies, I bid you welcome to HMS Boudica, though I’m afraid it’s been under rather difficult circumstances, which are about to get even more so. We’re heading into inclement weather, so for the next few hours things will be a bit rough. I would see you provided with victuals, but seasickness tends to set in during storms, and we’ve already put out the galley fires for safety. For now, we’ll do everything we can to make you comfortable. There’s a spare room on the other side of this deck. Mr. Castor will take you to it. Please stay put until we ride out the storm. It’s for your safety. The deck can be a dangerous place when the ship is rocking and things are flying about.”


    The older of the two women nodded, her brown eyes cast down demurely. There was something sweet and gentle in her countenance, a relaxed surety that seemed otherworldly in her current predicament. In a soft, melodious voice, she replied, “Of course, Captain. We’re grateful for your help. Were you able to find the other woman? Did you get to her in time?”


    The old lady had provided him the right opportunity to broach the next topic—a rather delicate one. “We did find her, and she’s safe. Would you mind telling me more about what happened to the Queen Bess? I know this must be very trying, but it would help us greatly.”


    “I’m Sister Alice Bates, and this is Mrs. Helen Castle.” The woman pointed to the boy lying next to them. “This is Master Phillip Kent.”


    “Mrs. Castle, Sister.” Merrick nodded to both ladies and brushed a stray lock of his red hair from his eyes, smoothing it back into place. He must look a sight and smell just as bad, still half-soaked and covered in bilge and vomit. Not how he liked to make a first impression, but under the circumstances, decorum would have to remain lax. “Please, can you tell me anything that you remember? Do you know why they would lock this woman in the hold? Do you know her name?”


    Sister Alice’s doe eyes leveled on Mrs. Castle, a look of understanding passing between the two women before the younger one spoke. “I was sailing by way of Plymouth to New York City. My husband died recently, and my brother, who lives in the colonies, invited me to come stay with him.” The woman’s huge, blue-green eyes shifted back and forth suspiciously under her trimmed, tapered brows. She looked almost cherubic with her full cheeks, small, stubborn chin, and perfect lips that resembled a little pink bow. Her light-brown hair was pulled up under a white cotton cap that appeared surprisingly clean, and her muted, blue wool dress was also spotless when compared to the tattered remnants of Sister Alice’s dress and little Phillip’s clothing.


    “I don’t know the woman’s name. She came on board the same time I did, but she never left her cabin. I’ve only seen her once . . .” Mrs. Castle’s voice was soft as it trailed off, tinged with an accent he couldn’t quite place—not French, definitely not Scottish, perhaps German?


    The ship pitched again, causing the lanterns hanging above to sway and throwing shadows on the starboard wall, a warning of the impending storm. “Sorry to rush, but would you mind telling me what you remember quickly?”


    “Well, you see, it was all very distressing—”


    “Let me, my dear,” Sister Alice interrupted the younger woman and was expeditious with her information. “Our ship was set upon about three days into our travels by another vessel, the Chevalier. Once the enemy captured our ship, they boarded and forced us all on deck. They were looking for someone, but my French is paltry at best, so I could barely understand them, and they spoke fast. It was all very frightening.”


    “Did they ever find who they were looking for?” Merrick asked. Now we’re getting somewhere. “What happened to the passengers and the crew?”


    The Sister’s dark eyes welled with tears. “The woman, the one they took prisoner, she tried to stop them, but they started throwing passengers overboard—men, women, children, all chained together. I believe she was the one they were looking for.”


    “What did they do next?”


    “They threw the rest of the crew and passengers into the water and forced her to watch as they drowned. After, they took her below deck, and that was the last time I saw her.”


    Something the old woman said made no sense to him. Merrick interjected, “I’m confused. What about when you were moved from the Queen Bess to the Culloden? You didn’t see the woman then?”


    The Sister shook her head, a lock of her gray hair falling from the messy bun at her nape. “We never left the Queen Bess.”


    “Excuse me?” Merrick eyed them both, confused.


    The younger woman nodded in agreement. “That’s correct.”


    “So, the Culloden was really the Queen Bess?”


    “Yes,” the two women said simultaneously.


    “Do you know why they didn’t throw the three of you overboard, too?”


    Mrs. Castle stiffened with outrage and clutched her chest like she was reaching for an elegant string of pearls. “How could you ask such a thing, Captain?”


    He shook off her rebuke as feminine gentility, though it smacked of guilt. “No offense was meant, Mrs. Castle. I’m simply trying to understand.”


    “’Tis all right, dear.” Sister Alice patted the younger woman’s arm. “Captain, I think it’s rather obvious why I was spared. I’m a good Sister, and they were French and children of Saint Peter’s Church. I believe my vocation was my salvation. I’m traveling to Albany and then to the frontier to convert the heathen savages to the glory of the good Lord’s word. Your coming to save us was divine intervention.”


    Merrick held back a snort. Divine intervention, not quite; more like Royal Navy reconnaissance in enemy waters—wrong place at the right time.


    “But what about you and the boy?”


    Mrs. Castle released her imaginary pearls and relaxed, though the words she spoke were both grave and solicitous. “They murdered the poor thing’s mother and father, threw them both overboard with the rest of the passengers and the crew. They were using poor Phillip for their pleasure. You should see the bruises and scars they left on him, though I fear it’s nothing compared to what all of this has done to his mind.”


    Merrick shook his head. Buggery. Not something new to a sailor. But to do it to a child? His stomach rolled with the ship as he fought back the urge to serve up his morning victuals on the floor right then.


    Mrs. Castle shook her head and said nonchalantly, “I don’t know why they spared me. They just locked me up in a room and left me there. Perhaps to tend the boy?”


    Merrick clucked his tongue and played along, though he didn’t believe a word she said. “And neither of you spoke to this woman or know who she is?”


    “No,” both women replied in unison.


    Placing a hand on the boy’s forehead, Merrick caressed its soft suppleness, noticing that it was cool to the touch. “Master Kent,” Merrick said, using his captain’s voice, causing the boy to sit up abruptly and look lively.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I’m in need of a new cabin boy. Do you think you might be up to the challenge?”


    “Can I?” Little Phillip looked to Sister Alice, as if seeking encouragement, and found a twinkle in her eye and a smile of support.


    “Yes, sir.”


    Merrick nodded dramatically and threw his shoulders back as if he were about to give an order. “It’s an important job with lots of responsibilities. I need you to take this very seriously.”


    The boy grinned, his saucer-like brown eyes lighting up.


    “Your job will be to help me maintain my office and dining area. Also, you’ll deliver messages for me to the other officers. You’ll help me keep my queen running smoothly. Can you do that?”


    Phillip nodded vigorously.


    “And if you do a proper job, you’ll have the privilege of messing with the other youngsters, and the midshipmen will teach you all they know about sailing.”


    The boy stood and threw back his shoulders, imitating Merrick’s commanding stance. “Aye, aye, Captain. Did I do it right?”


    “You did just fine.” Merrick nodded, tousling the boy’s hair. “Alright, Mr. Kent. You must listen to Doctor Stephen and eat your victuals, and when you’re feeling healthy, report to the quarterdeck for your orders.”


    Both ladies smiled, and so did Merrick. How could one not appreciate the vigor of youth—if only it lasted throughout life.


    “Ladies, I must get back to work. The weather will not wait—nor will my sailors. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll have Mr. Castor see you to your quarters.”


    Merrick bowed and excused himself.
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    “Stephen!” Merrick pushed the door open and fell across the threshold, landing face-first on the damp wooden planks of the infirmary floor. Grabbing the table rather unceremoniously, he pulled himself up to standing. “Excuse me.”


    “Brother, you have the grace of a young buck at his first society ball.” Stephen, elbows deep in a bucket of hot water, glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “I know I taught you better than that. Now, say hello to the lady. ’Tis proper.”


    Merrick sheepishly adjusted his coat, his eyes shifting quickly to the woman sitting with her legs hanging over the edge of the surgical table. Her head was lowered, allowing him a glimpse of shiny, white-blonde locks cut haphazardly short to her shoulder on one side yet they hung down her back on the other. She didn’t lift her head, only those arrestingly beautiful eyes under a fan of ebony lashes that contrasted against the pure white sand of her skin, drawing him in. Merrick’s heart stirred in his chest when those aquamarine jewels tracked up and down his length, observing his person.


    He mustered up a breathless, “Are you quite recovered?”


    When she finally lifted her head, Merrick was left slack-jawed. Though filthy and wearing sailor’s garb, she was beautiful—not the warm prettiness of a lively brunette nor the plump, pale pink of a young maid at her coming out, but an austere, cool beauty with a stolid demeanor and practiced, rail-like posture. Besides those giant, close-set blue eyes, she had high cheekbones and sculpted features that could rival a Grecian effigy of Venus herself. And just like most ancient, weathered statues, the woman was almost perfect. Almost. Her right cheek smoothed gracefully into hollow curves and dips like the finest Chinese porcelain, but the left one was marred by a devastating S-shaped scar that stretched from the outer edge of her eye to the corner of her mouth, where it bisected her upper and lower lips, turning the corner up unnaturally.


    She winced, and he could see that the left corner of her mouth did not move, paralyzed permanently in a gentle smirk. The rest of the scar appeared to be slowly healing, the skin shiny and taut, though the rim was red with signs of infection.


    Afraid to add further insult to her injury, Merrick refused to look away, both entranced and mortified simultaneously. The horror of what she’d been through had been laid bare in the scar on that poor beauty’s face, and in her eyes was heart-wrenching sadness, like a ship lost at sea, never to be found again.


    “I . . .” There were no words. Damn. Why are there no words?


    Her pert little nose wrinkled, and one of her perfectly tapered brows cocked. She chewed her lower lip for a moment before she finally spoke. “You’re the captain? The one who saved me.”


    There were a million things he could’ve said and should have. This was his moment to throw back his shoulders, her captain, the hero of the story, and boast, but damned if the words didn’t escape him. Why am I never good with women? He felt inept. Perhaps nine years at sea, confined to a ship full of men, had something to do with it, or the lack of exposure to society in his youth. Or perhaps it was because he knew himself to be unattractive to women: red hair, freckled, and entirely too fair skinned—his mother’s ugly little one, or so she called him.


    “Ahh . . . Yes.” Now I’m stammering like an idiot.


    Stephen turned around and chuckled, saving Merrick from total, unequivocal embarrassment. “This is my brother, Captain Merrick. Apparently he’s tongue-tied, which is a rather unusual affliction for him.”


    A rush of heat started from Merrick’s cheeks and chased its way under his collar, surely tracking red in its wake. Damned if I’m not blushing. “Yes . . . Well, my second lieutenant, Mr. Sykes, and I saved you. Miss . . . ?”


    She offered no name; instead, the woman nodded, but so curtly that her head barely dipped, though her cocked brow stayed arched in place. “Thank you, Captain Merrick.”


    “I know it’s been a very trying day, but I must ask you a few questions.” He swallowed, choking a bit on his words as his eyes again tracked over the ugly, yet impressive, scar on her cheek. Who would do such a thing? It was barbarous. “Do you know why they did this?”


    Stephen stepped around Merrick and lifted the woman’s arm, pulling back her sleeve to reveal several inch-long cuts on her forearm, all of them clean, as if done with a precision blade. When Stephen went to show Merrick her other arm, she slapped his hand away.


    “Don’t touch me.”


    Merrick waved his brother off. There was no more that needed to be seen.


    Shyly, the woman pulled down her sleeve, flashing Merrick a quick glimpse of her wrists, small boned and graceful, yet they’d never be delicate again, the flesh torn open, red and meaty from the iron shackles.


    “Who did this to you?” With the ardency of a besotted fool, he added, “Please, tell me, and I’ll see them pay.”


    In a quiet yet stern voice, she replied, “It won’t change what has happened. There are scars you don’t see, much worse than the ones on my arms and face.”


    Merrick nodded and threw out a bit of provocation as an inducement for her to talk. “Nothing can repair the damage that has been done to your person, but revenge can be sweet, and these Frenchmen have been poking the bear of King George’s ire for a while. This is one more atrocity to add to a long list.”


    “King George, you say?” She snorted and shook her head, the asymmetrical curls of her hair swishing back and forth, glinting like spun gold in the candlelight. “He cares nothing for the likes of me. Am I not just a woman?”


    “You are not just a woman. Don’t devalue your sex. And it is I who wields the king’s power as captain of this ship.” Suddenly, Merrick felt protective of her, a rush of chivalry he’d never known in his life and an earnest desire to see her avenged—this strange, mysterious rose the wind had swept onto his deck. “You can trust me.”


    The woman nodded curtly but said nothing.


    “What’s your name?” Stephen asked, though Merrick had long since dismissed his brother’s presence, so caught up in the ardency of the moment. Wringing out a piece of wet linen, Stephen started cleaning the ugly wound on her wrist with gentle, skillful fingers.


    She winced. “It doesn’t matter what my name was. That woman died on the Queen Bess. Call me whatever you like. But don’t ask that question again.”


    Merrick drew in a breath, his chest aching from the nullity of the woman’s despair, but trust was imperative if he was to learn her secrets. “I, too, have wanted to forget the man I used to be and start anew, and so I did. I’ll respect your wishes. Shall we make a deal? If you answer a few of my questions, I’ll leave you alone. For now.”


    “For now?” She clucked her tongue as if considering his proposal and nodded.


    “Sister Alice and Mrs. Castle said these pirates were looking for you. Why?”


    “I don’t know why. I was traveling to New York with my dowry to meet my intended. He’s an older, wealthy man, but no one of importance. All I have left in London is my mother; she was a lady-in-waiting to Queen Caroline before her death. Those men never told me what they wanted. Not ever.”


    The woman’s anger was tangible, her hands tightening into fists at her sides. Whatever web of lies she was weaving, that part was truth; one could not fake such passion—or hate. “They threatened to kill the passengers and the crew if I didn’t reveal myself. I came forward, and they still threw those poor people overboard. They were chained together, and like an anchor, one went over the rail, dragging the rest of them down. They forced me to watch as every last one of them drowned.”


    She closed her eyes, a solitary tear rolling down her savagely marred cheek. “The man that did this to me . . . He called me by that damned, cursed name as if it meant something to him, like retribution from a jealous lover who’d been spurned for another beau. But he never told me why. Not once. He just forced me below deck.”


    There was no comfort Merrick could offer her except safety; everything else she would push away out of fear. He glanced at Stephen, who was quietly tending the cuts on her lower arm, his eyes connecting with his brother’s for a moment. “Did he do this to your arms?”


    “Yes, except the one on the inside. I did that.” She flipped her left arm over and rolled up her sleeve, exposing a cut that started from her wrist and ran the length of her forearm to her elbow. She ran her index finger over the wound, showing it to Merrick and Stephen almost pridefully. “I wanted to die, and I cared not for the mortal sin. An eternity in purgatory was nothing compared to what I had endured.”


    The woman was surprisingly earnest, as if she wanted to induce their outrage with the truth.


    “The brigand gave me the one on my cheek as payment for trying to kill myself. I have not yet seen it in the mirror, but I require no reflection to know it’s repugnant. Your expression, Captain, says all I need to know.”


    Inwardly, Merrick cringed. “Forgive me. I did not mean to offend . . .” Again, he was at a loss for words.


    “Don’t apologize. I fear I’ll have to get used to that reaction. But it means something more, doesn’t it?” She sniffed back more tears, wiping her eyes with her sleeves. “Every woman is entitled to her vanity. Without this scar, I could carry the burden of this horror with me secretly, but now, there’s no hiding from the truth. It’s there for all the world to see.”


    Her frankness only added to his embarrassment, still unable to find words to comfort her.


    “Forgive me, Captain. Perhaps I spoke too earnestly.”


    “Miss?” Stephen’s timely interruption cleared the morose air between Merrick and the woman. Sidestepping him, Stephen started working on her other arm. “Do you know this man’s name? The man who did this to you?”


    The woman watched intently as Stephen scoured the dirt from the wound on her wrist. It was surely painful, but she didn’t flinch, not once.


    “No. They were very careful around me. I saw only him and the surgeon until I was moved to the hold. I did hear the man talking to someone through the door. They mentioned changing course and going after the Dauntless. That’s all I know.”


    Merrick turned to his brother. “Anything else you can think of?”


    Stephen shrugged and leaned down, examining the woman’s face carefully. “No. I think we’ve asked the lady enough questions. What say you, Captain?”


    He was right, and with the inclement weather fast on their stern, it was time that Merrick joined the crew on the upper deck. “Miss, the gentleman who removed your shackles, Mr. Castor, will see you to your quarters. It’s just off the wardroom. You’ll be safe there, and you’ll have some privacy, which I’m sure will do you good. You’ll have to stay in your quarters until we ride out the storm. I’m sorry we don’t have proper clothes for you, but a warship is no place for a lady. We’ll do the best we can to see that you’re comfortable.”


    Before Merrick could retreat for the door, Stephen said, “Brother, we have to call her something.” He gave the woman one of his comforting doctor smiles that always worked to ease patients’ fears. “Or we can just settle with milady for now?”


    She shook her head. “After what they did to me, that title no longer applies. I am no lady. Call me whatever you like, but never use that word. Ever.”


    The bitterness in her voice left both men speechless. After a moment of awkward silence, Merrick looked to Stephen for one of his notoriously intuitive comments but was afforded no such assistance. Merrick cleared his throat and opted to do exactly as she asked. “If those are your wishes, then the least my crew and I can do is respect them.”


    She nodded. “Thank you.”


    “But we must call you something.” What did one name a taciturn, austere beauty with the calm waters of the Caribbean in her eyes and the roar of wind in her demeanor? There was only one name he could think of that evoked such memories that his blood stirred and his mind amorously wandered. “India.” The name rolled off his tongue before he could bite it back, making it sound rushed and impulsive, despite how introspective his thoughts were. “How about that?”


    “India?” Stephen’s eyes narrowed, and the corner of his lips ticked up curiously as he glanced at Merrick. “That’s not a name, Brother. That’s a country.”


    Instead of protesting, she nodded and whispered it sweetly, “India. Yes, I like that. Very much.”


    “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance.” Merrick took her hand, but instead of kissing it, as was appropriate, he shook it firmly. “I’m your captain, milad—” He stammered, remembering her wishes, and continued, “Forgive me. Miss India.” Then, with all seriousness, he dropped a kernel of provocation again to see if she would bite. “Don’t discount the satisfaction of vengeance; it can be quite fulfilling. And I have a bone to pick with this brigand who attacked my ship and killed my superior.”


    “You speak from experience,” the woman said curtly. “Does the captain of the Boudica bear his own scars?”


    “I do,” he replied, grinning. “Trust me when I say revenge can be sweet indeed.”
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    Chapter Eight


    When India was finally alone, she exhaled and allowed her rigid frame to collapse against the wall, grateful for its wooden, stalwart resolve. There was something intriguing about Captain Merrick; he was chivalrous, emotive, yet violent all at the same time. But in the end, were not knights courtly killers? Sailors, too? He was also arrogant, handsome, and she sensed an undercurrent of desire in his sky-blue eyes, something she understood all too well. To ask for help from him would require a payment she was not willing to give, ever again. Better to trust no one and stay on her guard.


    More than anything, India wanted to hide under a rock and lick her wounds until she was ready to come out and start anew. Her whole body ached from too many days of being beaten and chained in a hold, her skin perpetually chaffed and itchy. How she longed for her mother’s arms and her soothing words, for someone to care.


    But India would find no softness or comfort on a warship, only men with their own agendas. She had no doubt that Captain Merrick and his brother stood outside the door talking about her. The future would hold many leering eyes and whispers behind hands when her sad truth was revealed to the society set.


    No, she would never show her face again at court—not ever. This India she’d become was not a lady, nor did she flounce around in a mantua and powder her hair so she could play at being married to a lord. India was a doxy, a common harlot who’d been used by men for pleasure. At least whores were paid for their service; she couldn’t even boast that much.


    But that was over now. Thank God. She’d been to hell and lived to tell the sordid tale.


    Her wrists smarted against the linen bandages that encircled them, wound tight and tied off with a knot. Getting up from the table slowly, her wobbly legs and sore ankles protested as she took her first step in weeks—or was it months? She’d been in that hold for so long that she’d lost track of time. Buttressing herself with the edge of the table, she made her way to the door, putting her ear to it.


    “Dane, she’s not being honest with us,” she heard the doctor say.


    “Of course she’s lying. Why would she trust us? English or not, we’re still a ship full of sailors, no different from the ones that took her. But none of this makes sense. Why would they take her prisoner but not ransom her? And why maim her so severely? It’s counterproductive.”


    India recognized the captain’s voice, even in a low whisper; its once-acrid timbre had evolved to rival thick, heavenly cream being poured into a cup of warm black tea.


    “You’re besotted with her, Dane. Pull yourself together.”


    When the two men started to murmur, India leaned in closer, the skin of her ear grazing the aged wooden door.


    “Nonsense, Brother. I’m just intrigued. These pirates were targeting Carlisle Shipping. After they captured the Queen Bess, they murdered the crew, then turned it into the Culloden. For what? To go after the Dauntless? That doesn’t explain why they wanted her. Either way, we must help this woman.”


    The doctor countered tersely, “Dane, you forget you’re only the acting captain of the Boudica. When we berth at Halifax, the Admiralty will decide whether you keep this post. You cannot go around making promises to the woman that you don’t know if you can keep.”


    “This is my ship. She has been since the day I was forced onto her decks nine years ago.” Merrick matched his brother’s tone with an added side of authority. “I earned the right to be her captain, and I’ll defy anyone who tries to take her from me. I’ll get to the bottom of this mess. Now, I must see our ship safely through the weather, then we can further investigate this problem. See to the injured, and meet me on deck. We may need all idlers to prevail.”


    India grabbed the edge of the table, eased her hip onto the wood, and scooted back, resting against the bulkhead once more.


    The latch on the door clicked as it started to open. It was Mrs. Castle.


    “How are you, Helen?”


    The woman’s lips curled in the corner with a smirk, betraying her serene façade. “I fared quite well, Caroline. Unlike you.”


    India flinched, her name delivered like the crudest quip from a powerful bully before he beat a weaker adversary to a pulp. “Please, don’t call me that. I’d rather you call me India.”


    “India? Really?” The woman cackled. “India or Caroline, it matters not. You can’t hide who you really are. I know you’re trying to run. I heard you beg the captain of the Queen Bess not to take you to New York. I know you promised to pay him off.” The woman’s eyes lit up as she put a hand to her mouth with mock outrage. “Perhaps you promised him other things but got more than you anticipated.”


    “I did no such thing.” Panic gripped India’s heart, sending it racing up her throat, choking off her words. She grabbed the edges of the table, her head falling forward with shame. “I never meant for any of this to happen.”


    “Well, it did. They killed those passengers because of you. I could tell you were nothing but an overindulged chit when you first boarded the ship—just like your mother—only she managed to score a much higher prize than a viscount living in the colonies.”


    India grabbed Mrs. Castle’s arm, stopping her before she could race to the door. “I shared my secret with you in confidence. You were supposed to be my maid and companion for this journey. You were appointed by my intended to see to my needs.”


    “Weren’t you a naïve fool? Now unhand me, woman!” Helen slapped India’s hand away, but she held fast.


    “Please, don’t do this.”


    “I can set this all to rights now. I’ll tell the captain the truth about you. Yes. That’s what I’ll do.”


    Sliding off the table, India stood and threw back her shoulders, using her height to tower over the smaller, slighter woman. “I won’t let you do this. I can have my father deal with you.”


    Their eyes met, anger thrust between them so potent it was almost tangible. “You could, but you don’t want your father to know where you are any more than your betrothed. What will you give me to keep quiet?”


    Bribery. So, there would be no clemency afforded to her, even after everything she’d been through. “What do you want from me to keep silent?”


    Helen rolled her eyes playfully and grinned. “I want passage back to New York . . . and I want five thousand pounds.”


    India shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t have that kind of money.”


    Helen laughed. “Oh, yes, you do. I know what’s in your dowry. Most of those crates were brought on board before the Culloden went down. I’m sure you can find something amongst the silks and jewels you brought with you.”


    India bit back her ire. It seemed every person in the world had an ulterior motive since the day she’d left her gilded, sheltered home. “How am I supposed to get that for you?”


    As expected, the woman replied, “That’s not my problem,” neatly pushing one of her stray curls under her cap. “Money and passage back to New York, or I’ll tell everyone on this ship who you really are and why those brigands wanted you.”


    India relented. What choice do I have? “Fine. I’ll find a way to pay you. Just please, say nothing more.”


    “Do as I say, and no one will know your secret. If you cross me, I’ll make you regret it.”
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    Chapter Nine


    As Merrick stepped on the main deck, a squall threw salty spray and bits of debris into his face. The wind whipped around him, causing the wooden masts, held firmly by taut shrouds and sturdy backstays, to bend and flex with the sails. But his queen was made to withstand the weather, ready to bear down and scud through the storm. The twenty-six guns on the main deck were housed, ports closed, the muzzles jammed up at a forty-degree angle and secured to the eyes of the housing bolts. Tarpaulin cloths were placed in the weather rigging, and the hatch was battened down. Behind him, on the quarterdeck, the helm was manned by three sailors, all holding the wheel against wind and waves that could easily take control of the rudder and steer them off into oblivion.


    The only sails left billowing in the wind were the foresail and fore topsail; the rest of the precious canvases were furled, and the upper ones taken down and stored below deck.


    Merrick breathed through a potent round of nausea and climbed the stairs to the quarterdeck. Next to the helm, the quartermaster, Marcus Tilbury, called out his orders, “Stay the course! Steady, men, steady!”


    Rain and hail balls pierced Merrick’s skin like pellets of shot, and the ship pitched, the bow still yawing to the larboard, a good sign if they could stay the course and make some headway while riding out the storm. He looked aft, and behind them, barely visible, was the Dauntless, also scudding with sails furled.


    Halifax was one hundred nautical miles away. They just needed to stay with the wind and put some distance between themselves and Louisbourg or risk being discovered flat-footed by incoming French vessels. A rush of wind swept up from the stern, raking a tidal wave over the quarterdeck. Merrick grabbed the railing and held on as the wheel swung to the larboard, sending two of the helmsmen sprawling across the deck and the ship lurching in the opposite direction.


    The men recovered quickly and took control of the helm, but it was the rolling and heaving of the ship that sent Merrick’s stomach into a tailspin. Up and down. Up and down. He swallowed hard and rushed across the deck, throwing the doors to his new chambers open just in time to grab a fire bucket and heave what was left of his morning victuals into the sand.


    Two bells chimed behind him, the clatter of metal on metal just loud enough to be heard over the wind and the thrashing of water against the ship’s hull.


    “Captain Merrick?” Lieutenant Parks appeared with a sparkle of humor in his brown eyes and a sardonic grin on his lips.


    “A moment, please, Mr. Parks.” Though Merrick loathed to do it, he slammed the door in his first lieutenant’s face and heaved into the fire bucket again. At one point, Merrick was sure he’d find his wet socks and shoes in the sand, for surely nothing else was left in his stomach to offer up.


    Oh, for the love of God.


    Ripping the cravat free from his neck, Merrick wiped the sweat from his brow and his upper lip, grabbed a bottle of wine from one of the shelves, rinsed his mouth, and spit into the bucket.


    Tucking the cravat into his pocket, he turned and opened the door, trying to look as composed as possible while thoroughly green. “Mr. Parks, what’s our status?”


    “We’re two points on the quarter, heeling the ship to the leeward. Winds are coming east by northeast.”


    Merrick nodded. “Excellent.”


    There’d always been tension between the two men, even more so after Merrick was promoted to first lieutenant over Parks. Merrick’s whole career was nothing short of a miracle, having started at the bottom of the proverbial ladder of hierarchy on a ship as an impressed able seaman who’d worked his way to a cox’n’s mate and then to midshipman and, finally, to lieutenant. Since becoming acting captain, Merrick had assumed the crew would have mixed feelings about him being in charge. His friends from the lower deck, the warrant and petty officers, would surely look upon his advancement as a feat of accomplishment, while many of the commissioned officers would find it appalling that a man of Merrick’s lowly station could rise to such heights, Parks included.


    “Lieutenant, you have the helm. I have some work to do in my office. Should you need me, don’t hesitate. We ride out the storm, then make for Halifax. Keep the Dauntless in our sights.”


    “Aye, aye, Captain.” Parks nodded, heading for the door.


    “By the way, my old quarters are to go to Miss India. You’ll remain in your current ones until we’ve returned our guests to their destination.”


    Merrick knew that would infuriate Parks. The first lieutenant’s room was the largest one on the lower deck with stern windows, and it was situated off the wardroom, across from the officers’ head. The only other person on board who could boast quarters so nice was Mr. Gates, the marine lieutenant.


    “Yes, sir.” Parks’s reply was curt, as expected.


    “You’re dismissed.”


    Parks retreated with much ado, eyes rolling and nostrils flaring at Merrick’s purposeful snub. It was time Mr. Parks learned some respect, and fortunately for Merrick, the lady provided just the opportunity.


    Now to find a tonic or something to calm his sea-weary stomach. Berrington kept a bottle of ginger in his office, also an occasional sufferer of mal de mer, but only Merrick knew that. Opening the door to the bedroom, he glanced at the closed gun port, a gun lashed sideways against the planking, and then at his cot that hung from the deckhead, a five-foot-eight-inch box with curtains drawn around it. How he’d love to climb in and sleep away the sudden exhaustion that leached from his every pore. Instead, he opened Berrington’s trunk and rifled through his things until he located the little jar of root stuffed at the bottom.


    There was just enough left for one dose. Grimacing, Merrick pulled out a piece of the pungent root, chewed it up, and swallowed it down. Grabbing Berrington’s flask from the washstand, Merrick took a long swig and then another. His stomach groaned in protest, the aftertaste filling his mouth as he burped up the spicy herb.


    Suddenly, the door to his quarters swung open; the captain’s steward, Mr. Johnson, walked into the room, followed by Mr. Browell, the ship’s clerk.


    “Sir,” the elderly Johnson said.


    Merrick glanced over his shoulder and nodded. “Can you see that Captain Berrington’s cot is taken down and have a new one put up for me? Also, we’ll need to prepare the captain’s body for burial tomorrow morning. It will take place at noon. Please, let the chaplain know.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Merrick glanced at the hanging cot, an idea forming. “Mr. Johnson, can you have the carpenter make my cot long enough for me? I’m tired of sleeping on my side. Being that I’m the captain now, I’m entitled to one or two indulgences, am I not?”


    Johnson nodded. “Yes, sir.”


    That sounded heavenly. Merrick hadn’t slept in a bed built for his size in almost three years, and even then, it was only for one night at an inn. Not exactly high quality either. His sore back already felt better as he thought about stretching out on a soft mattress while the ship’s swaying lulled him to sleep.


    “When you have time, can you bring my things up from my old quarters? There’s my locker, my books, and my ledgers. Also, once the weather has fully abated and the galley fires are relit, can you see that Mr. Casey sends food to our guests? There’s a lady who’ll be taking my old quarters for now; her name is Miss India. Mrs. Castle and Sister Alice will take one of the officer’s rooms off the wardroom, and the boy can share with them. Wait, forget that.” Merrick stopped and turned back to his men. “Have the boy stay in Miss India’s quarters.”


    Merrick reached into his pocket, feeling around for his lucky trinket. “Also, Johnson, can you look around for my cross? Search the ship until you find it. I may have left it in my room.” He grimaced. “God forbid I dropped it during battle.”


    “Not to worry, sir. I’ll find it.”


    “Thank you.”


    “And will you be wanting anything to eat, sir?” The older man was rather like a stern but caring father, just as he’d been to Berrington before he died.


    Merrick inhaled a long, calming breath and shook his head. “You know how I fare in bad weather. Perhaps just some tea and hardtack. Please make sure they’re free of bargemen. My stomach couldn’t handle seeing weevils squirming about in my food.”


    The steward laughed and excused himself, allowing Merrick to turn his attention to the ship’s clerk. “Mr. Browell, I know you’re here to discuss the logs. Could you give me a few moments? I’d like to change into something dry, and then we can get to work.”


    The man nodded. “Yes, sir.” Just as he turned to leave, Mr. Browell hesitated, still clutching the door handle. “Captain Berrington had total faith in you, sir, and so do the rest of us. I know of no other man on this ship who could do the job as well. Have faith in yourself. No one ever dreams of becoming a captain this way, but we all know it must happen. You’ve had a big first day.”


    His words of reassurance were welcomed. Browell, along with the rest of the ship’s crew, were the only family Merrick had known, save Stephen, and even they’d been separated for many years at one point. No, these men were Merrick’s family, and the Boudica was his home.


    “Thank you, Mr. Browell.”


    “Aye, aye, Captain.”


    Merrick walked back into his office and took a seat behind his desk, running reverent hands over the wood, reflecting on the gravity of the moment. After all those years of fighting, of working to prove he was worthy, that he was good enough, the Boudica was finally his to command. Finally.


    “My queen, I swear to serve you well.”
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