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Prologue
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In writing “The Pirate Queen, A Captain’s Love,” I aimed to create far more than a potentially boring historical novel! I wanted to tell a human story of love and loss during the conflicts in the shadow of the war between England and Spain in the late 16th Century. While some settings and main characters are drawn from history, a few twists and turns were added to the story. The character of Donna was born from an idea suggesting: “What if this woman who has been lost to history is the same one who has also been lost from the heart of a British Naval Captain, in Her Majesty’s Fleet? The twist of fate is that she has also become, not only a legendary pirate, but the most feared pirate ever to sail the Spanish Main!” Captain Thomas Penner, in turn, represents the bridge between the past and the future, a man navigating the tempestuous seas, not only in battle, but with a heart that has suffered loss. I hope this first book of my trilogy carries you through the action, betrayals, espionage, and the rediscovery of the only woman the captain had ever loved! Follow Captain Thomas (Tom) Penner, the loyal captain aboard Her Majesty’s warship Dreadnought. A man haunted by the loss of Donna Moreau, the woman he loved but who is now presumed to be dead. Recently, whispers surfaced about a beautiful female pirate raiding Spanish treasure ships on their way to Spain. Rumors that suggest these whispers may be based on truth, and Captain Penner believes they describe his long-lost love, Donna! When Captain Penner finally encounters the enigmatic and elusive ‘Pirate Queen,’ known as “The Black Dove,” he’s stunned to discover that the whispers were true! It is Donna - alive, changed, and commanding her ship. 
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Chapter 1
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The harbor was like a millpond, its dark waters smooth and thick with the scent of tar, salt, and wet timber. A grey, smoke-filled fog hung low across the wharves and jetties, clinging to the rigging of countless moored vessels as if reluctant to let them go. Yet atop the masts of one ship in particular, the red-and-gold standard of Queen Elizabeth 1st flapped in the wind with proud and regal defiance. This was Her Majesty’s ship Dreadnought, a forty-seven-gun galleon of imposing stature, her timbers groaning as if impatient to meet the sea. 

Below decks, the smell of damp oak mingled with salted beef, pitch, and the lingering musk of unwashed bodies. Rats scurried unseen, and sailors shouted and cursed. Above deck, the rhythmic pounding of caulkers echoed like war drums across the harbor. A solitary figure stood at the starboard-side gunwale, his boots braced against the sway of the tide and his eyes fixed on the harbor’s mouth. Captain Thomas Penner held a spyglass in one gloved hand, as it was cold to the touch. He was a tall, battle-hardened man, forged by service, not sentiment. Yet his thoughts were not wholly with the Queen’s war or the Spanish fleet stirring beyond the channel. They lingered with someone else. A shadow from the past. A woman! A woman he had loved! 

Captain Penner’s expression betrayed nothing. But the knuckles, within his glove and around his spyglass, had whitened. “Sir, Vice-Admiral Drake says we’re to be underway with the next tide, Sir,” came a voice behind him. He turned to see young Master Quince, barely twelve, his face still smooth with boyhood, yet his eyes already dimmed by the sea’s cruel and relentless education. “Carry on!” Captain Penner said, then he glanced toward the quarterdeck. There, commanding the flow of men with the certainty of nobility and steel, stood Sir Francis Drake. He had decided to come aboard to observe Captain Penner and how he handled his ship during the exit from the harbor and into the English Channel. The Vice-Admiral’s posture was regal despite his rough seaman’s coat, and although his voice was coarse, it carried the weight of command. “All hands to make ready!” Drake barked. “Sails aloft, powder secured, and let no man slack his rope or I’ll have his wages!” “Captain Penner, if you please, Sir?” said Drake. A young Marine stood ready for instructions he knew were coming. 

Thomas Penner shouted, “Beat to Quarters!” The young Marine instantly began to beat a steady rhythm on his drum, ‘beat to quarters,’ not for battle, but for departure. A flurry of motion followed. Short lines were cast off. Below decks, the gunners prepared their cannons: twelve-pounders that gleamed in the lantern light, their range no more than a mile in truth, but fearsome when close. Among the crew, new characters emerged. There was Mr. Selby, the ship’s carpenter, a giant of a man whose silence was matched only by the strength of his mallet. Rumor suggested that he once built gallows for the Queen’s justice before turning to the sea. Beside him, Gil Bentley, a surly quartermaster with a fondness for hoarded coin and too many secrets whispered among a cluster of lower-deck men. 

Among them was the young and quick-fingered thief Adam Wren, and the younger Milo Fen, a powder monkey with a missing ear. Oddly enough, young Fen had a talent for eavesdropping. Also, the Surgeon’s mate, Thomas Quill, tended to the wounded from a recent skirmish - bandaging a wound here, extracting a rotted tooth there, his work carried out with quiet efficiency and more than a touch of goodwill. There was talk of spies in the dockyards, men paid to chart English sailings, for Spanish gold. Some believed Dreadnought carried more than guns and ambition. Rumors of a sealed mission from the Queen herself were widely considered among the crew. Below decks, in the powder hold, a heated quarrel simmered between two men over a missing set of tools, a theft that could see a man flogged or worse. The punishment options at sea were few and brutal: “kiss the gunner’s daughter, twelve or more lashes of the cat,’ or the most severe, ‘keel-hauling,” beneath the barnacled hull of the ship. “Avast there, stop your squabbling!” barked Mr. Selby, storming in. “We’ve no time for thieves and cowards, not with Spain breathing down our necks!” 

Above them, the incoming tide surged, and Thomas Penner moved toward the helm rail. “Mr. Burney, prepare to cast off!” “Aye, Sir.” As the great ropes, the thick long-lines, slipped free, Dreadnought eased away from the dock and Plymouth began to recede behind a veil of mist and history. The sounds of merchants and church bells faded slowly, their sounds replaced by the creaking of timber and the flapping of sails. Women lined the shore, throwing flowers into the water. A long-held tradition that is for the benefit of sailors lost at sea, so their spirits would be able to smell the flowers within the ocean currents, and find their way back to their homeland, instead of wandering beneath the sea for eternity. But, on the horizon, where the sea met the sky, danger and destiny both waited. Captain Penner stood beside Drake now, watching as the harbor mouth began to widen a little. The Admiral gave him a look. “You’ve served me long, Tom,” Drake said quietly. “And you know our course won’t be charted on any map.” Thomas Penner nodded. “We sail for more than war, don’t we, Sir?” Drake smiled grimly. “Aye. There’s treasure in the wind, and old ghosts as well. You’ll see.” From a distance, the cries of dockside children and the barely distinguishable toll of church bells faded altogether. The Dreadnought slipped into the remains of the fog as sails unfurled like wings of defiance against the gathering storm, and the other ships following, twenty-five or more, began to catch the wind. Tom, the Captain, turned his gaze forward, toward the rising sun and the lingering shadow of a name long buried in his heart - Donna. She had once been his whole world. Now, Rumor held that she was a pirate called The Black Dove, and her course, like theirs, was set to collide with fate, but only if fate had its way!

The wind had stiffened by dawn. Great rolling banks of cloud chased the Dreadnought on her course, south-by-southwest, the sails heavy with wind, the hull creaking and groaning like an old warhorse eager for the charge. Salt air stung the nose, crisp and cold, but there was a briny vitality to it that quickened the blood. Below, the gun deck buzzed like a hive, as men prepared for the possibility of Spanish contact. The sea had changed its mood as Tom stood at the forecastle rail, one boot by a scupper, watching the waves rise and fall like dark, shifting dunes. 

His mind wasn’t on the weather! It was on the low shape he saw on the horizon - a smear of smoke against the otherwise clean line of blue. Spanish perhaps. Or worse, a decoy. “Sail Ho!” called the lookout from the crow’s nest. Tom called out, “Where away?” The lookout replied, “Two points of the Portside Beam, Captain Sir.” Tom raised his spyglass. Indeed, it was a ship, heeling hard into the wind. Her sails were tattered, ragged, and scorched black in places. No flags flew, neither standard nor pennant. Drake emerged from below, his coat flaring open in the stiff wind. His expression hardened the moment he spotted the ship. “She’s running!” he muttered. Tom glanced sideways. “Fire or sabotage?” 

Drake took the spyglass and peered through it for a long time. “Fire! Likely attacked. She’s flying no colors because she can’t.” Tom replied, “English, Sir?” Drake answered, “I can’t tell as yet.” Drake issued a command for Tom to shout out, and he did. “Beat to Quarters!” The crew immediately began preparing for action. Drums pounded out the call to action, gun ports flew open, and orders were shouted from deck to deck. Buckets of water were handed up, just in case the approaching ship was aflame. The scent of burning tar and scorched wood soon began to reach them on the breeze, thick, acrid, and unmistakable. On the main deck, powder barrels were rolled back into safe storage and doused with water, while marines took positions at the forward railings. The surgeon’s assistant, Thomas Quill, secured his satchels, spread sand on the deck floor, anticipating carnage. He looked worn from days of treating bruises, fevers, and festering wounds, yet he moved with a purpose honed by years of experience that no apprentice would yet have! Captain Penner descended to the main deck. “Prepare to lower boats if she’s abandoned!” he ordered. “And be wary. She moves and smells of a trap.” Just then, the lookout called again. “She’s wallowing, Sir. Dead in the water!” Drake cursed. “Ready a boarding party, Captain!” 

Captain Penner moved fast, choosing a small team of loyal hands: the carpenter Selby, the musket-man Hodge, the lanky young Quince, and a grizzled sea dog named Jonah Pierce, an old hand who had claimed to have survived the sinking of two ships in his life. Their longboat slapped the waves as they descended, oars biting deep into the brine. The derelict loomed closer; a merchant Carrack with her hull blackened by fire, her sails hanging like the wings of a wounded gull. A large hole gaped near the stern, where a cannonball had shattered her decking, and no sign of life as the crew approached her. “Watch for movement!” Captain Penner said softly.

He climbed aboard first. The deck was charred and still warm to the touch. There were bodies, two sailors slumped near the hatch, their faces frozen in surprise, their throats cut clean. The scent of blood and smoke clung to everything. “Sweet God,” Quince whispered. “This was no accident.” “No!” Tom said grimly. “This was a message.” Inside the captain’s cabin, the walls were scorched, and everything of value looted. Tom ran his hand across the smashed drawer of a writing desk. A fragment of parchment still clung to the wood, bearing half a seal, Spanish, with the cross of Castile. “Spanish!” Pierce muttered. “But they took their time.” Mr. Selby opened a chest and found it empty, save for a length of rope slick with blood. “They made someone talk,” the carpenter said darkly, “then they tossed the lot overboard.” Captain Penner’s eyes narrowed. This wasn’t just an act of piracy! 

It was calculated and precise. Whomever had done this had known exactly what they were after and had taken pains to destroy every trace of it. Outside, cries from the Dreadnought reached their ears. “Sails to the south!” They rushed back to the longboat. A fresh vessel had appeared fast, low, and sharp in silhouette. Not a galleon, or a merchantman. A Brigantine! Her sails were black, her hull painted deep grey, to seemingly vanish against the sea. From her mainmast flew a flag of deep crimson with a single obsidian dove, wings outstretched, beak open. Tom felt his breath catch. He’d heard the name whispered in English ports, cursed in Spanish ones. A privateer turned pirate, a woman reputed to command a vessel like a shadow and strike with unnatural precision. Some said she was mad. Others, divine. But Tom knew the truth, or he had, once, long ago! “Donna...” he murmured under his breath. The others didn’t hear.

The Brigantine didn’t approach. She merely lingered, as if watching. Then her sails shifted, and she vanished back into the fog. Thomas Penner stood silent in the boat as they rowed back to the Dreadnought, the blackened hulk smoldering behind them. Drake met him at the rail. “She left us a witness!” Thomas Penner said, handing over the fragment of parchment. “And a warning.” Drake’s brow darkened. “The Dove’s in these waters, by God, we are not even out of the Channel yet!” Captain Penner nodded once. “Aye, and she saw us!” The sound of Tom talking to Drake, joined with the clamor of rigging and the whip of sails cutting sharply through the April wind, as Her Majesty’s ship Dreadnought beat a measured path through the grey and churning waters of the English Channel.

The sound of gulls crying echoed overhead, their wings flashing white beneath heavy skies, while below deck, the air was thick with tar, sweat, and the groan of straining timbers. Tom Penner stood upon the quarterdeck, flint-eyed and steady, the heel of his boot pressed firmly against the damp oak boards. Around him, the crew went about their business, topmen aloft wrestling with canvas, powder monkeys were busy scrubbing the gun decks, and Bosun’s Mates barking orders like hounds from hell let off-leash. All was in motion, purposeful and alive. But beneath the rhythmic pulse of shipboard life, something darker stirred. “Captain Penner, Sir,” called a voice behind him. He turned to find Thomas Quill approaching from the belly of the ship. His gait was easy, but his eyes were sharp beneath his weather-faded brow. There was a salt-stained weariness to him that Tom had come to respect. 

Quill was a man with hidden depths. A mariner forged in the belly of Spanish chains and English tempests. “She rides true enough!” Quill said, nodding toward the masts. Tom gave a tight smile. “She’s eager for the wind to carry us! The wind favors us more than I dared hope.” Quill grunted and leaned beside him. “Aye, Captain, though I’ve known a few vessels to meet ruin on fair winds and bright mornings, Sir!” Tom studied him. “Something on your mind?” Quill hesitated. “Aye, Sir. Some of the men grumble below. They are but idle words for now, Sir, but worth your ear. Too many don’t know where we sail, and sailors hate an empty chart and not knowing our compass!” “They’ll know soon enough. When Drake is ready.” Tom replied. “Aye, Sir, but men talk when they lack certainty. Some whisper of the Azores. Others of Cadiz. And a few...” he trailed off, eyes narrowing. “A few also talk of Spanish gold.” That gave Tom pause. Treasure Rumors aboard a ‘Royal Man of War’ can be as dangerous as flame in a powder room. They kindled greed, loosened loyalties, and drew the worst sort of ambition from the dark corners of a man’s soul. 

He looked at Quill. “Do you believe it?” Quill scratched at his beard. “I believe we’re not on a mere patrol, Sir, not with this many ships, and I believe Sir Francis doesn’t shun risk when there’s reward. Beyond that...” He shrugged. “I trust you’ll keep firm hands on the tiller, Captain Sir?” Tom nodded, but he could feel it, the slow curl of intrigue coiling below decks. Men did not sign away years of their lives for Queen and country alone; they signed for prize money, for plunder, for glory, and revenge. As if summoned by the thought, the ship’s bell rang out four bells for the mid-morning watch. Crewmen shifted to their stations, while the ship’s master, Mr. Hargrove, came up the ladder from below. “Vice-Admiral Drake requests your presence, Sir!” Hargrove said, tight-lipped. “In the ‘Great Cabin,’ Sir.” Tom descended from the quarterdeck, his boots clicking with purpose across the planked gallery. 

The Dreadnought groaned around him, alive like some great wooden beast. Men tipped their heads as he passed, most out of respect, a few out of calculation. He reached the captain’s quarters and gave a sharp knock. “Enter,” came Drake’s voice. The great cabin was lined in varnished walnut, its high windows letting in silver sunlight. Charts littered the table, drawn with care, their inked coasts crawling with compass roses and red X’s. Sir Francis Drake stood by the window, hands clasped behind his back. He turned slowly, eyes cool and steady. “Captain Penner,” he said, motioning him in. “Close the door, Sir.” Tom obeyed. Drake spoke without ceremony. “Our mission is no longer a secret to me, but I have not passed it to the crew. You’ll understand why soon!” Tom nodded, waiting. Drake stepped toward the chart table and unfurled a fresh parchment, one marked with the Spanish coastline, and farther down, the Caribbean. “Our true destination,” Drake said, tapping the southern waters, “is not just Cadiz, it is the New World, the West Indies. We sail to intercept treasure galleons bound for Spain, fat with silver and spices. The fleet leaves from Tortuga and Havana. And we mean to seize it before it crosses the Atlantic!” Tom’s brow tightened. “With how many ships, Sir?” “Not to worry, Tom!” Drake said. “We rendezvous with others off the Canary Isles. The Swift and the Dread Sovereign, to name but two. Together we’ll form a wolfpack, and if the Spanish are ready?” Drake’s grin turned wolfish. “Then we’ll fight!” Silence held for a moment. Tom finally asked, “Sir, I must ask, does Her Majesty know?” Drake raised a brow. “She knows what she needs to know!” Drake said, smiling slightly. “And she’ll learn more when the silver arrives in her treasury.” Tom nodded slowly. 

The Queen’s shadow loomed over them all, but her favors were often barbed, and her agents more dangerous than any Spaniard afloat. Drake poured two fingers of brandy into a pewter cup and handed it to him. “To fortune!” he said. Tom took the cup. “And fire!” They drank. Suddenly, a knock came at the cabin door. It burst open a moment late. It was Midshipman Arlen, panting. “Sir, there’s been a fight. Below deck. Seaman Rowe’s been stabbed.” Drake’s face hardened. “By whom?” “We don’t know, Sir! But Quill’s with him. Says he heard someone mention ‘El Tigre’ before the knife struck!” ‘The Tiger.’ Tom froze. This was a name from whispered stories. A privateer turned assassin, a man whose blade held its edge for Spain and whose victims seldom lived to speak his name. Drake locked eyes with Tom. “Find who’s spilling blood aboard your ship, Captain, and if you find a traitor, cut him out by the root. I shall return to the Bonaventure, so please, send them a signal as I pack my bags.” Tom bowed and left at once, the cabin door swinging shut behind him. The smell of freshly spilled blood carried an omen. The hunt began as Drake boarded the longboat and returned to the Bonaventure. Among the crew, Rumors of gold and shadows of betrayal began to gather. 

Aboard the Dreadnought, the wind held steady from the northwest, crisp and sharp, whispering through taut lines and canvas above. The land loomed green to the northeast, while the Atlantic stretched vast and gray beneath low clouds. The Dreadnought rocked gently, the swell gathering strength, masts creaking like old bones, hull groaning with the weight of oak, cannon, and men bracing for what was to come. Below decks, the mood had shifted. 

The warm camaraderie of departure, the bawdy jokes, the rib-poking banter, the shared cups of ale, had given way to something tighter, leaner. Men moved with wary glances and quickened steps, their instincts sharpening like whetted knives. Whispers passed behind backs. Eyes lingered too long in the dim lantern light, and amid it all, Captain Penner moved like a blade through smoke, quiet, controlled, watchful. He knew tension when he tasted it. It was in the bread now, in the air. He stood in the gun deck’s forward passageway, flanked by rows of twelve-pounder culverins, black barrels looming like silent judges ready to cast their verdicts. The gunners were at drill again. 

Vice Admiral Drake, before he had left the ship, had ordered daily readiness exercises, and Tom had taken the hint: “Sharpen discipline or risk rot.” A red-haired gunner named Orme stood ready with a ‘linstock,’ sweat trickling down his temple despite the chill. “Be ready to load and prime!” barked Master Gunner Henry Bell, his voice crisp. The gun crew sprang into action, readying the heavy cannon to winch them forward on their wheels until the muzzle protruded through the open gunport. Ropes groaned, and blocks were placed. Sand was scattered beneath their feet for traction. “Load powder!” A paper cartridge was rammed down the barrel, followed by wadding and a twelve-pound ball. The men moved with precision, their faces set, lips thin. They knew the drill, but Tom watched their posture. A shoulder is too low. A glance too long toward the hatchway. Little signs of distraction. He stepped forward as Mr. Bell prepared to issue the next command. “Hold fast!” Bell turned, surprised. “Captain Penner?” Tom’s voice was soft but firm. “Let the men rest. We’ve run this battery twice since dawn.” Henry Bell hesitated. “Aye, Sir.” He nodded to the crew. “Stand easy.” 

As the men lowered their tools and wiped their hands, Tom leaned on the cannon barrel, watching them. “How many of you have seen a gun fired in anger?” he asked quietly. A silence fell. Only half or so raised their hands, including Orme and an older sailor named Clegg. Tom nodded. “You’ll know then, how quick the line breaks when men flinch. The rest of you will learn, but we’ll make sure you do it with all your fingers intact!” A nervous chuckle passed among the crew. Tension eased, if only for a moment. But Tom turned before it could settle too deeply. He had other matters gnawing at him. Above deck, sails loomed furled in the yardarms. The mainmast stood regal, its shrouds strung like a web, and atop the quarterdeck, Tom had returned and stood with hands clasped behind him, eyes on the horizon. Tom approached the ‘Watch Commander.’ “Report, Mr. Harris, Sir?” “Aye, Sir, Gun crews are steady and they’ve improved since yesterday, Sir!” Mr. Harris said. “And the mood?” Tom asked. “Restless. As if they sense something has been kept from them, Sir.” A breeze lifted his cloak as he spoke. “They’re not wrong.” 

Tom folded his arms. “We’ve already passed Porto on our Port side, John! And we’ve taken on powder and biscuit beyond what’s needed for France or Holland.” “There’s a rumor,” Mr. Harris said. Tom turned, his eyes dark and amused. “You think they guess?” “They guess we’re not hunting smugglers. They don’t yet guess we’re going straight for the heart, Sir.” Tom smiled faintly. “Spain John, Cádiz. That’s where we’ll strike! Then the bulk of the fleet will leave for England, and we will go westward.” John’s breath caught, though he’d suspected it. Cádiz, fortified, proud, the jewel of Philip’s naval might. 

A direct assault was madness or genius. Or both. “They’ve begun massing galleons for the Armada,” Tom said. “Drake said we sail south to burn them before they ever leave port, and doing so, we will singe the King of Spain’s beard! And the Queen gave her consent, but only implied, never written!” Tom’s grin was wolfish. “But we’ll give her cause to cheer once we’re done.” 

Tom looked to sea, jaw clenched. “You’ll need your crew tight, and they must trust us, Sir!” Harris said quietly. “I’m counting on you and the other officers to see to that!” John Harris gave a short nod and turned to go. But Tom’s voice halted him. “There’s more!” he said. “Tonight. Officers’ meeting below. We’ve a new passenger joining us. You’ll want to be there!” The wardroom was dimly lit, the candlelight flickering off polished tankards and damp charts spread wide across the table. Thomas Quill, former privateer and escaped Spanish slave, stood in the shadows as the officers gathered. He had the bearing of someone who’d endured more than most men dared imagine, with scars that laced his forearms like memories etched into flesh. His eyes were a dark, piercing gray. When Tom introduced him, murmurs passed between the lieutenants. “Master Quill brings us intelligence from Cádiz,” Tom explained. “He was kept aboard the San Felipe, bound for the Armada.” Quill stepped forward, voice rough with salt and gravel. “The galleons sit crowded in harbor, fat with cannon and not yet crewed. They load silver even as they repair hulls. A strike now, swift and ruthless, could cripple Spain’s hopes for the rest of this year.” A silence followed. Then Bell asked, “And how did you escape?” Quill’s eyes flicked to Tom. “I was never theirs to keep!” Tom recognized something deeper than pride in the man. Pain? Or was it vengeance? 

Later, as the officers dispersed, Tom caught Quill on the stairs. “You said you were aboard the San Felipe?” Tom began. Quill met his gaze, a shadow of a grin forming. “Aye. Before that, I sailed under Captain Franklin Thomas Penner aboard the ‘Sable Wren.’ Would you be his kin, Sir?” Tom froze. “I am his son.” “Then you’ve salt in your blood, Sir,” Quill said, smiling. Quill nodded once, respectfully. “Your father saved my life, and he told me freedom is earned, not gifted.” Tom felt something shift in him. A door cracked open, one leading back to a man he’d thought gone with the tide. He extended a hand. “Then welcome aboard, Mr. Quill.” Quill clasped it tightly. “To Cádiz, Captain!” “To Cádiz!” Tom replied. 

In the dim night, as the stars revealed themselves one by one, a low bell tolled aboard the Dreadnought. Two bells, and all was well. But below, among the hammocks and the rumblings of uneasy sleep, darker currents stirred. In the shadow of the ‘orlop deck,’ two sailors huddled near the powder store and a pile of rolled ropes. “Captain is mad, he is!” one muttered. “Spain will gut us in yon ‘arbour and for what? The Queen’s favour? No letters of Marque.’ No glory if we die nameless.” The other spat, “Let the Spaniards see our guns. They’ll not care for our flag!”  The first man glanced around. “Word is, if we slip away near Gibraltar, we can sell to the Moors. Better to profit than die for a queen who’d deny us in death!” 

Their plan simmered like tar on a fire. They would wait and watch! And if the captain’s madness led them too close to the lion’s jaws, they’d cut their path, even if it meant blood.

––––––––
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Chapter 2
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The Bay of Biscay was behind them now. It was the deeper and darker sweep of the Atlantic. The Dreadnought rolled heavily through long Atlantic swells, her prow slicing foam with a low groan, her sails full-bellied and strained with power. 

Above, gulls gave way to their cousins, the Shearwaters, and the air carried the distant warmth of southern currents. But tension clung to the ship like the barnacles on the keel. Captain Penner stood alone on the quarterdeck, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. His eyes searched the empty horizon to the west, not for ships, but for answers. The memory of Thomas Quill’s words still echoed in his skull: “Your father saved my life!” He had been a boy of twelve when news came that Franklin Thomas Penner’s ship had vanished in Caribbean waters, her last dispatch vague and desperate. That a survivor of those years now walked the Dreadnought’s deck, bearing tales of captivity and revenge, clawed at Tom’s long-buried grief. 

A voice pulled him from his thoughts. “Captain Sir,” said Boatswain Jory Marsh, approaching with an air of urgency. Marsh was a veteran of twenty years at sea, his face lined like tanned hide, his gait uneven from an old shrapnel wound. “Word from below, Sir. There’s talk among the mid-deck hands, strange talk.” Tom turned fully. “What kind of talk?” Marsh lowered his voice. “That we’ve no royal warrant, Sir. That Drake’s acting rogue! Some say we’re privateers again, some say worse, Sir.” Tom sighed. “And what do you say?” “I say men with empty purses grow quick to mutiny, Sir!” Tom nodded. “Double the rum ration tonight. Quiet the nerves and be sure to keep a close watch on those who talk the loudest.” Marsh grunted. “Already marked them ones, Sir! An Irishman named Kerrick. Another from Plymouth, Jack Loring. Slippery hands, them two, both!” Tom filed the names away. “Keep them close.” 

He returned to the quarterdeck to find Master Gunner Wallace there already, arms folded, deep in thought. When he saw Tom approach, Master Wallace greeted Tom by tipping his hat. “Captain.” Mr. Wallace said, eyes glinting beneath his broad hat, “I hear our men are stirring like rats in a barrel, Captain Sir!” “I’m keeping it in hand,” Tom said. Wallace gave a dry chuckle. “You know what makes men mutiny, Sir?” “Fear!” Tom raised a brow. “Wrong, Sir! Hunger! Fear makes them pray, while hunger makes them kill. Make sure the biscuits and the rum flow tonight. I’ll handle the rest!” A heartbeat or two passed. “I’ve seen it before,” Tom said. “On the Gloriana, off the Horn. A few dissenters grew bold after dark. We put them down clean!” Mr. Wallace gave him a hard look. “May I remind you, Master Wallace, we do not spill English blood aboard the Dreadnought, Sir, not unless the Queen herself commands it! And since I represent the Queen on this ship, it is I who will present the Queen’s wishes on board the Dreadnaught, have I made myself clear, Sir?” Captain Penner said. Master Wallace replied, “Of course, Captain, I understand!” Tom knew better than to argue the idealism of a man whose days in the navy began when he was only seven years old. Master Wallace excused himself and left to go below. 

Below decks that night, the candlelight flickered low. A circle of sailors had gathered by the water casks, murmuring, cautious, voices low like rustling leaves. Kerrick, the Irishman, stood at the center, rolling a knife between his fingers. “She’s heading south,” he whispered. “Too far, too fast. This ain’t no coastal patrol!” “And Drake won’t say a word!” With that, Loring replied. “Even the lieutenants are guessing.” Kerrick leaned in. “So, we guess too! Aye, lads, we guess where we’ll sell what we seize, and to whom? Moors,  perhaps, or the Dutch. Or even the Spanish if they pay enough!” A third voice joined in, thin, reedy. “You lads ‘ere speak treason!” Kerrick turned, the knife vanishing into his sleeve. “No, lad. I speak survival. You’d better learn the difference!” The warning lingered as the men drifted apart, pretending to piss or sleep. But above, Thomas Quill stood in the shadows near the ladder, arms crossed. He had heard it all. By morning, the wind had shifted southeast, and with it came a sky bright and golden. Sunlight shimmered on the rolling crests, and the crew moved about the deck with practiced ease, but beneath the surface, wariness simmered. 

Captain Penner made his rounds. He inspected the stores, walked the gundecks, and checked the lashings of powder casks. The routine settled him, took his mind off Donna. Anchored him. But even in his calm, he watched the crew’s eyes and the way they lingered too long at the officers’ cabins, how they gathered in twos and threes when they thought no one noticed. At midmorning, Thomas Quill found him near the Capstan. “Captain, Sir, there be word from the bilge, Sir,” Quill said. “There be rot aboard this ship, good and deep it be, Sir.” Tom kept his expression neutral. “Names?” “Kerrick, and Loring. A few others with old debts and no honour.” Quill looked out at sea. “Give ’em a few more days, they’ll test the timbers, Sir!” Tom studied him. “You didn’t have to say anything, Mr. Quill.” “I owe your father, Sir!” Quill said plainly. “That debt remains unpaid, Sir!” 

That evening, as the ship moved through a calm stretch of water, a storm brewed not above, but below. A cry rang out from the middeck: “Thief!” Tom reached the hatchway in time to see two men grappling near the hammocks. One held a dagger. The other, bloodied, clutched a torn satchel. It was Kerrick. He had tried to rob the paymaster’s chest, blaming it on hunger, then confusion. But even before the “Court of Officers” convened, Tom knew the truth: this was a test. Vice-Admiral Drake came aboard to hold the late afternoon trial. Captain Penner stood beside Drake and read the charges loudly in front of the ship’s entire crew. “Stealing from Her Majesty’s coin is treason!” Captain Penner announced. “But I offer mercy to those who speak true.” Kerrick stared ahead, silent. 

Vice Admiral Drake stepped forward. “Who else walks with you?” Kerrick’s lips curled. “No one, my Lord, only those who watch fools drown!” Drake’s gaze turned to Tom. “Then you will walk alone!”  

The sentence came swiftly after Drake quietly discussed the sentence with Tom and the ship’s officers. Captain Penner spoke. “Seaman Kerrick, all are agreed that you shall kiss the gunner’s daughter! You shall be tied over the barrel of an upper-deck cannon and flogged with thirty lashes of the cat across the back. Enough to scar a man for life, but not to kill!” Kerrick smirked, and then Drake added, “Because stealing from Her Majesty’s Coin is a treasonous offence, you shall feel the cat’s talons, and not her knots!” Kerrick’s smirk faded into concern. The Queen’s Vice-Admiral had delivered the Queen's sentence, and the prisoner returned to the brig below!  

The next morning, as the sun rose blood-orange over a still sea, the entire crew gathered on the main deck. Kerrick was lashed to a deck cannon, shirtless, and his skin was already wet from a cold sweat! The Boatswain stood behind him, the cat in hand, its nine strands each tipped with a lead hook, like that of a cat’s claw! The men watched in silence, their breath misting the air. Tom didn’t flinch as the first lash cracked and watched as the Boatswain dipped the nine tails of the ‘Cat’ into a bucket of seawater after each lashing. He counted each one, not with relish, but with resolve. Discipline meant survival. Mutiny meant death. After the final stroke, Kerrick collapsed. He would live, but he would not rise easily again. The crew dispersed, their silence louder than any cheer. Drake then returned to the Bonaventure. 

Later, as the sun climbed and the gulls returned to circle the mast, Tom passed Quill by the longboat davits. “You said it yourself, Sir,” Quill said, “rot runs deep.” “It does,” Tom answered. “But we’ve begun to carve it out and for now, put Kerrick in the brig and dress his wounds!” “Aye, Sir,” Quill said. Tom looked westward, toward a sky filled with red-gold clouds. Soon, the coast of Spain would rise over the horizon. And fire would follow. 

The coast of Andalusia emerged from the fog like a phantom. Low hills rolled toward the sea, crowned by white villas and rust-colored towers. Farther east and almost out of sight, the fortress city of Cádiz jutted out like a clenched fist, its harbor bristling with masts, galleons, and gun platforms. Smoke curled gently from hearths and foundries, unaware that death approached from the western sea.  

Aboard Dreadnought, the crew stood braced at stations, rigging taut and breath held. They sailed under no colors, their banners furled. Only a single pennant flew high; the Cross of St. George flying bold, defiant, unmistakable. 

Vice-Admiral Drake stood at the prow of the Bonaventure like a statue carved by Neptune himself. His eyes scanned the Spanish harbor with ruthless calm, reading it like a book he’d studied all his life.  He said to his ‘Watch Commander,’ standing behind him, without turning. “Ready the boarding party and light kits, and small casks of powder. Blades sharp and no muskets unless fired upon!”

Captain Penner watched Drake through his telescope and noticed the officers around Drake suddenly scurrying around the deck. “This is it, then? Cádiz?” Tom said to himself and gave a thin smile. “A nest of wasps. And we’ve come to burn it down.” Tom turned back to view the Bonaventure and saw Drake had issued the order for the fleet to raise their gunports and make ready, just in case they were needed! This was followed by the signal that stated, “All ships to follow tight in a staggered line.” The ships Bonaventure, Golden Lion, Rainbow, and Dreadnought shall lead the way into the harbor!” With that, Drake signaled his fleet to follow the Bonaventure into Cadiz harbor. 

The men had long suspected their voyage held a darker purpose, but when the true target revealed itself, an awful silence passed among them. Cádiz was no pirate cove or rogue outpost. It was the very heart of Spain’s naval preparations. Anchored in its harbor were no fewer than fifty ships, including supply hulks, war galleons, and treasure vessels, each destined for the “Great Armada, or La Empresa,” rising against England. Destroy them, and Spain would bleed. Tom moved swiftly among the Lieutenants, assigning squads, marking landing positions. Thomas Quill stood at the head of a strike unit of ten men armed with boarding pikes and sabers. His eyes were bright, almost eager. He had burned Spanish ships before. But never in sight of their fortress guns. “We strike at the rise of the evening tide, dusk, me thinks!” Drake announced from his quarterdeck aboard the Bonaventure, his voice rising above the wind. “Make signal to the other ships, we enter the outer harbor on the rising tide. No cannon, no broadside, and we board, we torch, then we vanish. Every ship we destroy here is a blow the Armada won’t recover from!” One young sailor muttered, “It’s suicide!” Drake’s gaze found him instantly. “No lad, it’s war!” That night, three longboats slipped into the harbor like ghosts, cloaked in shadows and silence. From the decks of the anchored Spanish fleet came only the occasional voice or glint of lanternlight. Many of the ships were barely crewed, harbor moored, awaiting orders, awaiting gold. But gold would not come this day. Captain Penner crouched in the lead boat, hand on the tiller, eyes on the fat galleon nearest the harbor wall. She bore the sigil of Castile on her stern and sat low in the water, obviously fully loaded, most likely with munitions. Perfect! The English longboats slowly pulled alongside her without resistance. Ropes were silently tied to secure the longboats. Steel whispered. 

Men climbed like rats up the hull. Tom was first over. His boots hit the deck without a sound. He drew his cutlass and slipped through the shadows toward the forecastle. Behind him, Quill and the others fanned out, igniting oil flasks and securing hatches. A single Spanish sailor emerged from the hold, yawning. Quill silenced him with a single thrust. Within minutes, the deck was theirs. “Now!” Tom whispered while waving a flag at the Dreadnaught. A flare arced into the air from the Dreadnought, a red bloom against the sky. The English struck! Flames poured from the oil-soaked hold. Barrels burst, sails ignited. On the second galleon, sparks met powder, and a fireball erupted that lit the entire harbor in sickening orange. 

From the shoreline, the fortress guns finally awoke. “Boom!” A cannonball screamed overhead, just missing the Dreadnought by mere yards. Another struck the water near the longboats, sending up a tower of spray. Bells rang from the docks. Spanish soldiers, barely awake, rushed from the gates, weapons drawn. But they were too late. Already, five Spanish vessels blazed. Anchored tightly, they could not maneuver. Sails caught fire before they could be hoisted, and the fires jumped from ship to ship as the chaos grew and the evening breeze blew in from the sea! English raiders vanished into smoke and darkness. Captain Penner leapt from the flaming deck into a waiting longboat, soaked in sweat and soot. Behind him, the great galleon cracked and groaned as her masts toppled in flame. From across the water came the voice of Sir Francis Drake, rising with cold triumph: “Let the world know: Cádiz is no sanctuary and Spain bleeds tonight!” 

By evening, the Bonaventure and the fleet were miles offshore. Behind her, a black column of smoke marked Cadiz, rising like a funeral pyre. Below decks, wounded were tended in silence. A seaman named Davies had taken a musket ball in his thigh. Young Broome had lost two fingers to splinters when a powder keg exploded nearby. They would live, and so would England. Tom stood at the stern rail, watching the smoke shrink behind them. 

Quill approached, wiping ash from his face. “Eighteen ships burning, and seriously damaged thirty or more, Captain!” Quill said. “Maybe more!” Tom nodded. “And made enemies of every Spaniard south of the Pyrenees.” Quill grinned. “Then we did something right, Sir!” A laugh escaped Tom’s throat - brief, bitter, and full of fire. That afternoon, Drake summoned his senior officers to the captain’s cabin on the Bonaventure. A chart lay spread across the table, dotted with notes and wax seals. “We’ve lit the fuse,” he said, his voice low, “and now we must strike again! I’ll not return to England until we’ve crippled every staging point the Armada owns.” 

He looked at Tom. “You’ve proven yourself, Captain. From this point forward, you are to act with full authority in the field. Select your men. Plan your strikes. We will scatter Spain’s plans to the wind!” Tom felt the weight of those words settle on his shoulders. “Aye, Commander.” Drake grinned. “Good! Because next, we sail from Cadiz to Madeira - and beyond that...” 

He placed his finger on a name scrawled in ink. Tortuga. Tom’s heart thumped once, hard. Tortuga, the pirate haven. The last place he’d heard that the name Donna was spoken aloud. The place where she was said to have disappeared, or to have risen. He looked up, eyes burning. “I’ll be ready, Admiral!” Drake then ordered the rest of the fleet to return to England, keeping the Dreadnought, the Golden Lion, and the Rainbow. 

On route to Madeira and the open Atlantic. The wind had turned warm. Not the brittle cold of English waters or the briny sharpness of the Spanish coast, but the breath of the southwestern seas - lush and wide, tinged with something sweet and foreign. It carried the scent of oranges, of jungle trees, of things that grew under sun-soaked skies. The sails of the Dreadnought strained with it, and her timbers groaned with eagerness as she cut west into the blue swells. Captain Penner stood alone at the forecastle rail, his eyes fixed toward the horizon, where the Atlantic waited. His hands, calloused from rope and blade, gripped the wood so tightly his knuckles ached. He could feel her. Was she out there, close, or far?

Somewhere out there, where the sea turned silver at dusk and the air thickened like molasses, Donna was waiting! Hunting or hiding, he didn’t know which. He only knew her name was whispered again, for the first time in years, and not as a lover, nor a ghost, but as a legend! She called her ship ‘The Black Dove,’ while she is also known as ‘The Black Dove,’ or just ‘The Dove.’ Below decks, the mood among the men had changed. Victory at Cádiz had made them bolder, louder, drunk on glory and stolen Portuguese wine. But beneath the boasts and barrel songs, another note had crept in, low and uneasy. They had heard tales. Not from London and certainly not from Drake. But from the Portuguese sailors taken as prisoners and pressed into duty. From traders at Madeira and intercepted letters. 

A name passed from mouth to mouth in hushed tones, never loud, never twice. ‘La Paloma Negra - The Black Dove!’ “She flies no flag!” one prisoner had confessed, eyes wide with fear. “But her sails are black as sin, and her hull is lined with gold. She appears from the mist like a dream, but leaves only wreckage behind!” “She wears no armor, yet no cannon dares find her!” another had said. “A woman commands her!” the third whispered. “Skin like ivory, voice like a bell, and eyes... eyes that do not blink!” Quill had laughed when he first heard it. “A Pirate Queen? At sea, with her ship? That’s piss and fancy!” But when he told Tom, the color had drained from Tom’s face. He had heard that name once before, in another world. Three years earlier, Donna Moreau had been left for dead on a bloodied shore. She was the daughter of an English noble and a German mother, bred for gowns and grace, not saltwater and blood. But her father’s enemies had come by sea, Spanish corsairs flying false flags, and they had taken everything. Her estate, her future, her kin. And Tom? Tom had believed her lost forever. Now Rumors said otherwise! Now she ruled a ship, and the stories said she would strike like a ghost in the waters between Tortuga and Trinidad. 

No man could trace her port, and no navy dared pursue her. They said she had escaped the devil’s noose and now wore it as a belt. And her ship, sleek, a Brigantine, swift, and bearing a single carved figure on its prow. By May 25th, the Dreadnought had crossed into deeper waters. Portugal faded behind them like a myth. Ahead lay open sea, and beyond it, the smoldering nest of pirates, exiles, and lost souls of the biggest cesspool in the Caribbean, the island of Tortuga. 

In the Captain’s quarters aboard the Bonaventure, Drake traced the edge of a Caribbean chart with his finger. “The Spanish will be rebuilding,” he said, voice rough with the weight of strategy, “they will divert ships south, to their colonies, to ensure no gold is lost. That’s where we strike next.” His Watch Commander, Julius Fletcher, leaned in. “You mean to intercept their treasure ships, Sir?” “Aye. We’ll hit them between Jamaica and Cartagena, before they reach Guadeloupe Island and the open Atlantic. No fortress there! Just open sea and fat galleons stuffed with gold, pearls, and Rumors!” Drake looked up then. “You’ve heard the name, haven’t you?” Julius hesitated. “The Black Dove?” Drake smiled, but not with mirth. “She’s real. Half of Spain’s Captains refuse to sail the “Windward Passage” unless she’s accounted for. They say she’s cursed. I say she’s a liability.” Fletcher kept his voice measured. “What’s her allegiance, Sir?” “She has none,” Drake said. “No crown, no creed. She speaks Spanish, French, and even English when it suits her. She’s not a patriot, she’s a mercenary!” A pause. “But a beautiful one, from what I’ve heard!” Fletcher said nothing. He had heard whispers once that she might be the death of any Englishmen who dared to confront her, and if the Rumors were true, maybe she was real? That night, a storm broke. Not a violent one, but a strange storm of warm rain and red lightning that forked silently across the sky like fire drawn on silk. 

The crew on board the Dreadnaught worked in eerie calm, adjusting sails, eyes looking upward, while Tom stood watch on the quarterdeck, soaked through but alert. Quill joined him, also soaked from the rain, dripping and scowling. “Have you ever seen lightning like this, Sir?” “No,” Tom said quietly. “Not like this.” They stood in silence. Then Quill added, “You believe she’s real, don’t you, Sir? The Dove, I mean, Sir?” Tom didn’t answer. “I do!” Quill said at last. “Not because I’ve seen her. But because the men are afraid of her. And men don’t fear ghosts. They fear what ghosts leave behind.” 

Far to the west, just above the horizon, a black shape flickered briefly against a lightning flash! It was gone as quickly as it came, but Tom’s heart gave a sudden, savage thump. He looked to the heavens, rain slicking his brow. Somewhere out there, the Black Dove was watching. And she had not forgotten him. 

The dawn broke slow and heavy, bleeding pink and gold across the restless waves. The Dreadnought cut through a mirror-slick sea, her sails were billowing softly as if breathing in the warm Caribbean air. The heat was different here - thick and heady, a powder keg waiting to ignite. Tom Penner stood near the helm, his eyes narrowed against the rising sun, as he saw that the map before him was a patchwork of coastlines, shoals, and whispered dangers, but his mind was elsewhere. Every mile closer to Tortuga tightened the coil of anticipation in his belly. Behind him, the low murmur of the crew drifted up. Men swapping Rumors, sharpening blades, squinting toward the horizon where the line between sea and sky blurred like a dream. Tom’s thoughts were interrupted by a shadow falling over the deck. He turned sharply. Thomas Quill approached, his grin edged with something dangerous. “Looks like the men are restless, Sir?” Quill said, voice low and rough like gravel. “Restless and right to be.” Captain Penner answered. “We’re sailing into the lion’s den, the home to pirates, cutthroats, and worse!” Quill laughed, shaking his head. “And yet, here we are. With Queen’s colors and hell in our hearts, Sir!” Tom’s jaw tightened. “What do you know of Tortuga, Mr. Quill?” Quill’s eyes gleamed in the morning light. “Stories, mostly, Sir! A haven for thieves and broken men. But more than that... It’s a nest of vipers, and at the heart of it all? The Black Dove, Sir.” 

Tom’s pulse quickened. “Have you seen her?” Quill shrugged. “Not the woman herself, but her shadow. Ships sank without warning. Men who vanish overnight. That kind of terror travels faster than a cannonball, Sir!” Tom took a breath. “We can’t afford fear.” “No! But we need cunning, Sir!” As the sun climbed higher, the sound of the drums beating on the Bonaventure met Tom’s ears. He followed suit as his order echoed through the ship. “Beat to Quarters!” The crew snapped into action. The clatter of wood, rope, and crew filled the air as the Dreadnought approached a rocky island crowned with a smoldering fort; it was Tortuga. Smoke curled from makeshift dwellings clinging to the cliffs, and dark sails clustered like crows on the horizon. The pirates were waiting, and Fletcher found himself beside Drake on the quarterdeck. The Vice-Admiral gazed steely and unyielding. “Eyes sharp, Mr. Fletcher!” Drake said, his voice a low growl. “This is no raid. It’s a reckoning. Signal Dreadnought to lead us in!” 

Suddenly, a horn was heard blaring from the island, a deep, mournful note that seemed to shake the sea itself. From the cluster of black sails, a single ship emerged. A sleek vessel, hull painted midnight black, sails billowing like storm clouds. On its prow, a carved dove with wings outstretched, painted jet black. It was The Black Dove. Tom’s breath caught. The woman who commanded her stepped forward, standing tall on the quarterdeck, wrapped in a cloak dark as night. Her hair was a cascade of raven waves, eyes sharp and burning with fierce intelligence. She lifted a hand, and her voice rang out clear and cold across the water. “English dogs!” she called. “You sail into the heart of our lair. What say you to this trespass?” Tom stepped forward, hand resting on his sword. “We come with fire and justice!” he said. “The Armada’s plans end here!” The woman smiled, a slow, cruel curve of lips. “Then let the games begin!” 

What followed was a whirlwind of chaos. The Dreadnought surged forward, cannon roaring thunder into the calm seas and grappling hooks finding their mark. The Black Dove’s crew answered with fierce volleys of their own, muskets flashing as they fired! The Dreadnought’s blades found the sun as they were drawn upon boarding the Dove. Tom fought like a man possessed, sword slashing, dodging between pirate and sailor alike. Quill was at his side, a tempest of steel and grit. Amid the smoke and roar, Tom caught glimpses of the ‘Black Dove’ herself, moving like a shadow, striking with deadly grace, her eyes locking with his across the deck.

For a moment, time seemed to freeze - a duel of wills beneath the burning sun. Then a cannonball tore through the rigging, fired from the Bonaventure, sending a shower of splinters, canvas, and rope into the air. The battle surged on, and what seemed like hours later, the smoke finally cleared and the tide pulled back. The Dreadnought lay battered but unbroken, its wounded already below and being worked on. The Black Dove had cut all the ropes and grappling hooks, then slipped away, disappearing like a phantom into the maze of small islands without having boarded the Dreadnought. Tom stood on deck, sweat and blood mixing on his face, his heart pounding with fierce pride and aching questions. Quill clapped him on the shoulder. “She’s no ghost, Thomas Penner Sir, she’s real. And she’s coming for us.” Tom looked out toward the horizon, the sun dipping low. “And I’ll be ready!

[image: Create a 16th century-style map of the Island of Tortuga in the West Indies, featuring aged parchment texture, compass rose, sea monsters, and decorative cartographic elements.]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Darkness fell swiftly over Tortuga, a velvet curtain pierced by the glow of campfires and lanterns scattered like stars across the island’s ragged shore. The Dreadnought rocked gently in the sheltered cove, her timbers creaking softly as the men below deck tended to wounds and whispered Rumors too dangerous to speak aloud. Above, the night air was thick with the scent of salt and smoke. Tom Penner stood on the quarterdeck, the cool breeze a balm against the sting of battle still fresh in his muscles. 

He was not alone. Thomas Quill leaned against the rail, lighting a clay pipe with the careful flick of a match. The orange glow danced in his weathered eyes. “You've seen her close, Captain? The Black Dove?” Quill asked, voice low. Tom shook his head. “Only glimpses that were like a shadow flitting through smoke and cannon fire.” Quill exhaled a plume of smoke. “That woman, Sir... she’s more than a pirate. She’s a force of nature. Half the men whisper that she’s  cursed, others say she’s a witch!” Tom frowned. “A curse or not, she commands loyalty few men would dare question!” Quill nodded. “And a crew who’d follow her through the gates of hell. I heard she’s got a way with words and makes men see gold where there’s only death.” 

Tom’s thoughts drifted to the woman who haunted his memory, Donna. He remembered her voice, soft and fierce, the violet ribbon she wore like a promise. Had she truly become this Black Dove? Below deck, the crew gathered in small clusters. Some nursed wounds, others sharpened blades, or cleaned muskets by lantern light. The air was thick with tension - half fear, half the thrill of the hunt. Later, Tom found himself alone in the captain’s cabin, poring over stolen Spanish charts and intercepted letters. The map depicted a web of routes taken by a mixture of merchant ships, treasure galleons, and hidden coves that harbored secrets. A sudden knock at the door startled him. “Come in,” Tom called. The door creaked open, and Quill stepped inside, eyes glinting. “Captain, I’ve been talking with some of the crew, Sir,” Quill said quietly. “They’re scared. Not of battle, but of what comes after?” Tom raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” “The Black Dove’s not just a pirate. She’s a symbol of freedom, rebellion, and danger. Some men want to follow her, and some want to kill her. She is not here, but she is tearing the crew apart, Sir!” Tom clenched his fists. “We need unity. Or we’ll lose more than a battle!” Quill nodded solemnly. “We do! And the night is young, Sir.” 

Outside, the wind whispered through the rigging. Somewhere in the shadows, the Black Dove’s flag, a stark black dove against a blood-red background, fluttered defiantly. The game had changed, and Captain Thomas Penner was trapped between past and future, honour and survival, love and war. 

The sky was a bruise of purples and deepening blues as twilight settled over Tortuga, swallowing the horizon and casting shadows on the ocean. The Dreadnought rested in the sheltered bay, her hull creaking faintly with the gentle swell, like the breath of a sleeping beast wary of the coming storm. Below decks, the atmosphere was thick with tension and the sharp tang of blood, salt, and sweat. Lanterns hung low, casting flickering pools of orange light that danced on rough-hewn beams and the faces of men whose nerves were frayed by battle and uncertainty. Captain Penner moved slowly through the cramped corridors, each footfall muffled on damp wood. 

His hands itched for the familiar weight of his sword, though he dared not draw it here. The crew's whispers seeped through the walls, amid tales of the Black Dove, the elusive female pirate Captain who haunted their dreams as much as the seas. He paused outside the galley, where a knot of sailors huddled around a barrel. Their eyes darted nervously as he approached. “Speak plainly,” Tom said, voice low but commanding. “What is this unrest?” 

A wiry seaman named Penn stepped forward, his face etched with fatigue and worry. “Sir, it’s the crew, aye! They’re divided. Some want to hunt the Black Dove. Others...well. others say she’s the future in these waters. Some are thinking mutiny!” Tom’s gaze hardened. “Mutiny is certain death. We will not tolerate it aboard this or any other of the Queen’s ships. To partake in a mutiny is to see the entire keel of this ship or to drop through the hangman’s floor, then your head on a spike on the wall by Traitor’s Gate!” Penn swallowed hard. “Aye, but words carry weight, Sir. They say the Black Dove’s charm is strong and her promises sweeter than any queen’s decree!” 

Tom’s mind flashed to Donna, with her eyes fierce, a voice like silk and steel. Had she truly become this shadowy Siren, luring men away with whispered dreams? Above, on the quarterdeck, Thomas Quill stood alone, his silhouette outlined against the star-studded sky. He surveyed the dark waters and the flickering lights off Tortuga, his thoughts tangled with memories and wary anticipation. The soft sound of a not-so-soft footstep interrupted him. It was Tom. “Trouble below?” Tom asked quietly. 

Quill exhaled slowly. “Aye, Captain, it’s the men, and they are fracturing like old rope. Fear, hope, loyalty - they’re all tangled up. And the Black Dove? She’s not just a threat; she’s a promise to some who see her as freedom from crowns and codes!” Tom’s jaw clenched. “Then we fight not just for England, but for the souls of these men!” Quill’s eyes gleamed. “And for the truth of what’s right.” Suddenly, a sharp cry cut through the night. “Fire! Fire on the lower deck!” The alarm spread like wildfire. Tom and Quill dashed below, joining a frantic crew battling to contain the blaze that licked hungrily at barrels of gunpowder and stacked supplies. Flames painted the walls with orange and red, smoke choking the air and turning breaths into ragged gasps. Men shouted orders, forming bucket brigades to douse the fire, while others fought panic’s grip. 

The threat was more than the flames - it was the suspicion that this inferno was no accident. Tom’s eyes scanned the faces around him - fierce determination mixed with shadowed fear. Was this sabotage, or mutiny taking a darker turn? Quill gripped Tom’s arm. “Someone’s trying to burn us to the depths, Captain!” Tom nodded grimly, feeling the weight of command settle heavily on his shoulders. The fight was no longer just against the Black Dove or the Spanish; it was within their ranks. Hours later, as the last embers smoldered and the crew collapsed in exhausted relief, Tom retreated to the captain’s cabin. There, amidst charts and scattered letters, he found Drake, having arrived for an unannounced meeting. 

The Admiral’s face was drawn and pale under the flickering candlelight. “We’re fighting more than ships and pirates,” Drake said, voice heavy with weariness. “We’re fighting shadows within.” Tom nodded. “We must root out the traitors before they destroy us from inside!” Drake’s eyes bore into his. “And you, Tom? Do you trust the men you command?” Tom’s heart thundered in his chest. “I must, or we’re lost already!” Outside, the Black Dove’s flag still flew just as boldly against the night sky. The war was far from over, and the ship lay under a cloak of silence. The sea was a vast, black mirror reflecting a sky spattered with cold stars. The gentle rocking of the Dreadnought was a steady rhythm beneath the muffled footsteps of watchful men. Tom Penner moved silently along the dimly lit deck, cloak drawn tight against the cool night air. His eyes, sharp and searching, scanned the shadows between masts and coils of rope. Tonight, the usual comfort of the dark was edged with unease, as a subtle tension that prickled the skin like the bite of a coming storm. He paused near the mizzenmast, where Thomas Quill awaited, leaning against the rigging with a quiet grin that failed to mask his seriousness. “You feel it too?” Tom said softly. Quill nodded, blowing out a thin stream of smoke from his pipe. “Aye, Captain, the crew’s restless! Whispers travel faster than the sea breeze, and none of them speak of the Black Dove. They talk of betrayal... and secrets!” Tom’s jaw tightened. “We’re surrounded by shadows - some in the water, some in our hearts.” Quill glanced toward the captain’s cabin. “Admiral Drake’s not blind to it, Sir. He suspects someone close, but he’s careful. Too much suspicion can tear a crew apart faster than a broadside, Captain!” 

Tom’s thoughts flickered to the fire, the blaze that could have ended them all. Was it merely an accident, or deliberate sabotage? The questions churned, unanswered. Below deck, the murmur of voices crept through the bulkheads like restless ghosts. In the dim confines of the officer’s mess, a small group gathered, loyal men united by duty and doubt. Penn, the wiry seaman, was among them, his face pale but determined. “We need to find the traitors!” Penn said, voice low but urgent. “Before the Black Dove or the Spanish take advantage.” Another sailor, young and grim-faced, nodded. “We can’t let fear fracture us!” 

Captain Penner stepped into the light, his presence commanding silence. “Fear is a weapon, lads,” Tom said firmly. “But so is trust. We’ll root out the darkness, but we do it as one.” The men exchanged wary glances, but a flicker of hope stirred in their eyes. Later, Tom found himself alone on the quarterdeck, the stars wheeling overhead in endless silence. His thoughts drifted back to Donna, the woman beneath the Black Dove’s mask. How cruel had fate been to twist their past into this tangled web of war and loyalty? Could love survive in a world built on shadows and steel? A soft voice broke through his reverie. “You wonder too much.” Tom turned sharply. Donna stepped from the shadows, her eyes bright and unyielding. “I should not be here!” she whispered, but her gaze held no fear. “Then why did you come?” Tom asked, voice low. She smiled, a mixture of pain and defiance. “Because some truths cannot wait for dawn!” Their eyes locked, the space between them charged with unspoken history and promises broken, and those still to be kept. Donna took Tom’s hand and said, “I can stay only an hour, no more than that.” The night deepened, and forgotten passion grew, as the Dreadnought rocked gently with the turning tide. Two lovers, caught between past and future, shadow and light, found time to make new memories together. 

The Dreadnought lay still, wrapped in the hush of darkness and the murmurs of restless waters. But beneath the deceptive calm, a storm of intrigue brewed, unseen, insidious, like the slow weaving of a spider’s web, capturing all who strayed too close. Donna left as silently as she had arrived, quietly climbing over the midship rail into a waiting longboat manned by four of her trusted crew. As they pushed their boat from the Dreadnought, from the other side of the ship, a sound creaked softly as a shadow detached itself from the shore and slipped aboard. A middle-aged man with a dark beard flecked with grey and eyes sharp as a hawk’s, Captain Nathaniel Blackthorn came aboard with the measured grace of a seasoned predator. His reputation preceded him: a privateer, notoriously cunning, feared and respected among both English and Spanish sailors. 

Blackthorn’s gaze swept the deck, noting the weariness etched into faces, the quiet tension in every movement. He was a stranger to these waters, yet his instincts whispered that here, more than those at sea, battles would be fought in whispered conversations and veiled glances. Tom Penner met him near the mainmast, the younger man’s wary stare meeting Blackthorn’s calm certainty. “Captain Blackthorn,” Tom greeted cautiously. “Your timing is...interesting?” Blackthorn inclined his head with a faint smile. “Tides and fate are seldom punctual, Captain Penner. I come bearing news and a proposition.” Tom folded his arms. “Then we shall listen.” Below decks, a small group convened in the captain’s cabin. Sir Francis Drake, who had arrived shortly after Blackthorn, had decided to spend the night on board, Thomas Quill, Captain Penner, and a new face, Eleanor ‘Nell’ Hawkes, a sharp-witted intelligence agent recently assigned by the Queen herself. 

All being unaware that the ‘Dove’ had not only been aboard the Dreadnought, but had, only moments ago, left. Nell was known for her resourcefulness and keen mind, a rare woman who had earned her place among men in the dangerous game of espionage. “Gentlemen, Captain Blackthorn brings word from the Caribbean!” Nell said, her voice steady but urgent. “Spanish treasure fleets are preparing a massive convoy, guarded like a moving fortress. The Black Dove’s influence has spread far! Perhaps, far enough!” Drake’s eyes darkened. “If the Black Dove’s reach grows, our mission is imperiled. We cannot let her, or the Spanish, control these waters!” Quill leaned forward, voice low. “Mutiny festers like a wound. We need to strike at the heart, find the root before it kills us all!” Tom Penner nodded grimly. “And trust is thinner than ever. Men whisper in shadows. Some think Blackthorn’s arrival will tip the scales!” 

Nell folded her hands. “Then we use that to our advantage. Blackthorn’s loyalties are questionable, but his ambition can be turned. He wants a share of the prize, and perhaps revenge against the Spanish!” Drake’s gaze was steely. “Then we play the game on his terms - but carefully. One wrong move, and we lose everything!”

The meeting was over, and all left the cabin. Quarters were arranged for those who were staying on board that night. The morning found the ship humming with restless energy. On the gun deck, young sailors practiced loading and firing muskets under the watchful eye of Master Gunner Hawkins, a grizzled veteran with a booming voice and a temper to match. “Steady, lads! One misfire and we’ll lose more than pride!” Hawkins barked, pacing among them. A nervous recruit, Thomas Weaver, fumbled his matchlock, sweat beading on his brow. Beside him, Robert “Red” Cassidy, a cocky but loyal seaman, clapped him on the back. “Relax, Weaver, soon you’ll be laughing while the Spanish run!” Weaver forced a smile, though his hands trembled. Later, in the shadowed recesses of the captain’s quarters, Tom met with Nell Hawkes. “You trust Blackthorn?” Tom asked quietly. Nell’s eyes glinted with wary calculation. “Trust is a luxury we cannot afford. But information is a weapon, and he may be the key to cutting through the web!” Tom frowned. “And what of the Black Dove? She’s no ordinary foe.” Nell’s voice softened, tinged with something like respect. “No! She’s a storm - unpredictable and dangerous! But storms pass. It’s the calm after that we must fear!” 
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