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				Laura London is the pen name for the husband and wife writing team Tom and Sharon Curtis. Married more than forty years, Tom and Sharon published ten historical and contemporary romance novels from 1976 to 1986, many of which have come to be regarded as classics in the genre. The Windflower is in numerous top 100 lists of best romances of the twentieth century, including on Goodreads, The Romance Reader, All About Romance, and Dear Author.

				Find out the latest at www.facebook.com/lauralondonauthor.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise for Laura London:

				‘This sophisticated romp takes readers into the Regency period with charming, colorful imagery that describes all the sights, sounds and smells of the period. Sharp, witty dialogue, sweet romance and unforgettable characters are all hallmarks of the classic novels by this incomparable writing team. Don’t miss this oldie, but goodie’ Romantic Times

				‘From its very first sentence, The Windflower seduces the senses with lush, lyrical, evocative prose. It is a brilliantly-plotted work full of wonderful details, subtle eroticism, clever humor, and heart-wrenching emotion, yet it is the characters that really capture the reader. Not only are the hero and heroine unforgettable, but a wealth of secondary characters are drawn with a richness and depth rarely equalled’ All About Romance
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				Can a pirate learn to love a woman? Or will true love be lost at sea?

				Merry Wilding is a lady of breeding, innocence, and breathtaking beauty. Mistakenly swept aboard an infamous pirate ship, Merry finds herself at the mercy of a wicked crew . . . and one sinfully handsome pirate. Soon she’s spending her days yearning for escape, and her nights learning the pleasures of captivity.

				Devon Crandall believes Merry is in league with his greatest enemy. He’s determined to slowly urge her secrets from her. Yet along the way, he discovers her beautifully unbreakable spirit . . . and a desire unlike any he’s ever known. She might be hiding something from him, but each day that passes brings her deeper into his heart . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				

				We would like to dedicate The Windflower to George Blakslee, who continues to teach us that heading toward the horizon is the best direction in life.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				Fairfield, Virginia, August 1813

				Merry Patricia Wilding was sitting on a cobblestone wall, sketching three rutabagas and daydreaming about the unicorn. A spray of shade from the swelling branches of the walnut tree covered her and most of the kitchen garden, but even so, it was hotter here than it had been inside. A large taffy-colored dog with thick fur stole past the fence; she noticed it as a flicker of movement in the corner of her vision. Light dust floated in the air and settled on the helpless leaves. The breeze brought the scent of baking ground and sun-burnt greens.

				There was no one about to disturb her solitary concentration, or to mark the intriguing contrast she made with the homey products of the earth that grew freely near her soft-shod feet. Her appearance suggested a fragile, pale icon: lace and frail blossoms rather than fallen leaves and parsley plants. She was a slender girl, with delicate cheekbones set high in an oval face, and dark-lashed eyes, lazy from the day. Early that morning she had put up her heavy hair in anticipation of the heat, but the ivory combs and brass hairpins were working loose and silky red-gold strands had begun to collapse on the back of her neck. It never occurred to her that some might find the effect charming; it merely made her feel hot, untidy, and vaguely guilty, as though she ought to return to her bedroom and wind her hair back up. She would have been so much more comfortable, she thought, if she dared sit as the housemaids did on the back stoop in the evening, with the hems of their skirts pulled up past their knees, laps open, bare heels dug into the cool dirt. A slight smile touched her lips as she imagined her aunt’s reaction, should that lady discover her niece, Merry Patricia, in such a posture.

				Setting down her pencil, Merry spread and flexed her fingers and watched as a tiny yellow butterfly skimmed her shoulder to light on the ground, its thin wings fluttering against the flushing bulge of a carrot. The beans were heavy with plump rods, and there would be good eating from the sturdy ruby stalks of the rhubarb. Merry looked back to her drawing and lifted her pencil.

				The rutabagas weren’t coming out right. The front one had a hairy, trailing root that jutted upward at an awkwardly foreshortened angle. Though she had corrected the drawing several times, the result remained an unhappy one. It would make a better exercise to continue reworking the picture until she had captured the very essence of the vegetable, in all its humble, mottled-purple symmetry. . . . Merry was disappointed to discover in herself a flagging interest in the rutabagas . . . discipline, discipline.

				Discipline and a hot afternoon sun are the poorest allies, and while Merry forced her pencil back to its labor the dream invaded her mind once more.

				Last night the unicorn had come again.

				Ten years ago she had had the first unicorn dream, after seeing an impression of the creature fixed into the sealing wax of a letter to her aunt from England. Merry had been eight years old then, and as she slept the unicorn had come to her, like a tiny toy with great soft eyes, and she could pull it after her on a string. As she grew the dream had altered. She would dream of meeting with the unicorn in an enchanted wood, and they would run between the trees, a race which neither won, and afterward they would drink from a secret spring. She wasn’t allowed to have pets; but her dream unicorn was satisfying, exclusively hers, and would always come again if she went to the edge of the woods and called. Her aunt would never find out about it because it lived in the wild and was only tame for her.

				Then it left her dreams and hadn’t returned for years—until last night. It had burst through the window in a frightening rush of energy, glass flying everywhere, and it had reared in the corner of the room, pawing and snorting, looking bigger than it had been before, its muscles white and glistening beneath its creamy hide, its chest broad and heaving, its horn poised and thick. She had cowered beneath the covers, but curiosity caused her to look in small peeps and then long gazes. Its eyes were different now, still big, but there was knowledge there, a frightening intelligence, and it tossed its head, beckoning to her.

				He wants me to ride him, she had thought in her dream. Am I too afraid? She was going to leave her bed and go closer, but before she moved, it turned in a sudden dash and leaped through the window, hooves flashing in the moonlight.

				The fantasy hoofbeats faded slowly from her daydream, slipping away into the dimly lit part of the mind where dreams lie in safekeeping. Merry came back to reality as the soft walking rhythm of a flesh-and-blood horse prosaically replaced her midnight creature.

				She had been expecting no visitors, so she looked up quickly toward the sound, toward the narrow pebbled carriageway that split her aunt’s two-story red-brick house from the old frame barn. From behind the potent green of a ridge of lilac bushes, she saw her only brother emerge and watched with unbelieving elation as he worked his sweaty animal over to the shaded wall beside her.

				“Carl! Oh, Carl, hello! Hail! Salutations! Guten Morgen!”

				Leaning forward in the saddle, her brother said, “I take that to mean I haven’t arrived at an unwelcome moment? Who’s been teaching you German?”

				“Henry Cork—but that’s all he knows, so it was a short lesson.” Grinning her delight in a way she was sure must look foolish, Merry set down her sketch pad and extended her hand. Three months it had been since she had seen him, a comparatively short interval. Heroes, it seemed, didn’t make the most attentive brothers. “How did you know to find me back here?”

				“One of your abigails told me—Bess, I think. She’s sitting around front, shelling peas and dickering with a trunk-peddler over a card of buttons,” he said, taking her offered hand. “I imagine it will ruffle April’s feathers that I didn’t have myself announced.”

				It was clear from the unemotional tone of his observation that this was not a circumstance that would trouble him overmuch, but because her brother’s casual dislike of their aunt made Merry uncomfortable, she sidestepped the ramifications of his remark and said, “Not at all, Carl. Family needn’t stand on ceremony. How glad I am to see you. But I’m surprised! I thought you were in the capital with Father.” Her expression changed. “Has something happened? Father—is he . . .”

				“He’s well. Same as always. Tough as a horseshoe, although Mrs. Madison says he doesn’t get enough rest. I don’t know. I didn’t come to talk to you about him.” He gave her hand a brief squeeze before he released it, and then removed his hat, brushed back his hair, which was red-gold like hers but not as thick, and put his hat back on. He was gray with road dust and had tired, fine lines on his lean face, around his eyes, unusual lines on one so young, mapping the intensity within. She could tell he’d ridden hard. He was wearing civilian clothes, riding clothes which flattered him less than his officer’s uniform, making him look more like the young adult of twenty-one he was and less like a man used to drilling recruits.

				He glanced around with shaded eyes. “Can we talk here?”

				“Of course.” She lifted her feet to the top of the wall and hugged her knees, looking up at him with a slight tilt to her lashes. “The only ears here are on the sweet corn.”

				“But the potatoes have eyes,” he answered with a reluctant smile. “Is that what you’ve been doing, sketching vegetables?”

				“Trying,” she said. “There are riches in shape and shading under the leaves, but I’ve a poor hand this afternoon.” She held up her sketch pad for him to see.

				“Hmm. Amazing. Like life. I can’t see what you find amiss with it.”

				Merry only smiled and closed the sketchbook. “Will you come in the house, Carl? It’s almost teatime, and we’ve got cider cooling on ice chips.”

				“Later.” He waved his hand impatiently, as though dismissing an inane courtesy. “I need you again, my girl.”

				Her heart quickened. “To draw, do you mean?”

				It was the pride of her life that twice before she had been able to help him and the American cause. He had taken her once to a coaching inn and once to market day at Richmond, where he had quietly pointed out men suspected of collaborating with the British. She would make her best effort to watch them without seeming to and later had rendered the faces in detailed sketches. Carl saw to it that the drawings were reproduced and circulated, which neutralized the British agents as effectively as if they’d been captured or hanged.

				It had been a small thing to do for her country, especially compared to the ultimate sacrifice American soldiers were prepared to make on the field of battle; the smallness of it had stirred within her embers of dissatisfaction with the useless gentility of her life. These yearnings would surely have wounded her staunchly pro-British aunt April, so Merry kept them to herself and tried to find solace in painting watercolor portraits of heroines like the courageous Mrs. Penelope Barker, who, thirty years ago in the First War of Independence, had stopped the British from commandeering her carriage horses by pulling her absent husband’s sword from the wall and slicing to ribbons the reins in the British officer’s hands. Inevitably Merry had tried to daydream herself into Mrs. Barker’s shoes, but even if she’d possessed a sword, Aunt April would never have allowed such a gruesome object to hang on the wall, and the only horse they had was poor old swaybacked, buck-kneed Jacob, whom no one would want to steal. Furthermore, if enemy troops came within a hundred miles, Aunt April would undoubtedly whisk Merry away to a place of safety.

				Carl shoved his hat back over his sweat-lacquered curls. “If you’ll do it. Want to work with me again?”

				“I dearly want to draw for you again, Carl.” She stretched out a hand to stroke the horse’s soft, damp muzzle, smiling at her older brother. Motherless, they had been reared separately; he by their austere, unloving father, she by Aunt April, their mother’s sister. If she had seen Carl twice a year as a child, that was often. His boyhood had seemed to her an entrancing miracle of kite string and fishhooks, Latin tutors and wooden boats that really sailed. Unaware that she herself had become anything more than the awkward, overprotected girl-child who knitted mittens in the winter and stitched samplers in the summer, she watched as Carl grew taller, more clever, more self-confident. He was not an affectionate man. He hadn’t once remembered her on her birthday. He rarely offered himself as a confidant or a protector, and yet, through his patriotic activities he had brought into her life a rare and precious dimension. Teasingly she told him, “You’re my only chance to grab a little glory, you know. I suppose I’m not to tell Aunt April, again?”

				“Not unless you want her to forbid you to go. Anyway, that’s been taken care of. Father wrote a letter to cover us, saying that he’ll be in Alexandria this Thursday on government business and wants you to meet him there for a visit.” He jumped from the horse’s sweating back. “Come with me while I walk the horse.”

				She slid from the stone wall and put her hand self-consciously to her hair. “I ought to fetch my bonnet, I suppose. I imagine I look all scraggly.”

				He looked surprised and irritated. “We’re just going down the lane a bit. Does it matter so much?”

				Instantly she shook her head and joined him in the bright, battering sunlight, embarrassed that she had been so petty. “Then Father knows about it,” she said.

				He glanced down at her as she caught up to him and tried to match his stride, her eyes blinking out the sun’s stinging rays. “He knows you’re going to draw for me again, Merry, but—” A bee, attracted by the sweating horse, buzzed around their heads, and he swatted at it. “But he doesn’t know where. Truth is, I lied.”

				Shocked and honored at once by his confession, she said, “You lied to Father?” Her father had been forty-five when she was born, and now his wreath of white hair, long hooked nose, and still eagle vision made lying to him seem futile. He appeared to be looking for the lie in the face of every man he met. “Why?”

				“Because it’s not a place I should take you. I wouldn’t either, if it wasn’t such a rare opportunity. There’s a man who is going to be there at nine o’clock Thursday who—no, I’ll tell you about it later. But it’s important. I would never take you to such a rough place if it wasn’t important.”

				“A rough place? Do you mean a prizefight?”

				He gave a rueful grin. “Is that the roughest place you can think of, Merry?”

				The lane angled away from the kitchen garden, into a green meadow dappled with pink clover and birdsong. Merry had been holding her skirt carefully above the path’s red dust, but at Carl’s words she let it drop and snatched up the silver-seeded head of a thistle. She held it before her, flourished a hand over it, and said in an important voice, “This, my dear brother, is a crystal ball.”

				He had no particular taste for whimsy, but because she was young and female and his sister, he said indulgently, “Is it? Divine for me then, ma’am.”

				“Let me see!” A soft breath of air from her pink lips sent a powdery cloud of feathered seeds spinning off across the high June grass. Staring with comical intensity into the thistle globe, she said, “Yes, it’s becoming clearer now! I see—a room. A rough place! There are men there, some of them unshaven, and they are—horrors, they’re setting great flagons of ale upon a maple-wood table and leaving dreadful water rings! The high corners are dripping with spider webs, and the side tables beg to be dusted.” She glanced at her brother. “How am I doing?”

				“Shockingly well. A body would think you’d taken to tavern-haunting.”

				“The doors to Mr. Hardy’s taproom were open as we walked home from prayer meeting last Thursday, and I took a good look inside.” Taking in a deep breath, Merry turned the thistle in her hand and was about to blow into the remaining plump hemisphere when the breath choked short in her throat and she said in a startled voice, “Carl! Does that mean you really do intend to take me to a tavern?”

				Frowning heavily, he said, “There. I’ve shocked you, have I? There’s worse yet. The tavern’s on the coast, and isolated, and we’ll have to be there after dark. Furthermore, the place is frequented by some of the lowest rogues that . . . Look, here’s the straight truth—the tavern’s a smugglers’ den.”

				When Glory smiled, she smiled with a vengeance. The thistle’s dark-green stem slid from Merry’s suddenly numb fingers and was crushed under the hind hoof of the ambling horse. Her first instinct was to ask Carl if he really meant it, but she stopped herself. Never had he looked more serious. With experimental bravado she said, “Then I’ll be able to find a good price on some English cotton for Aunt April.”

				He was too much a soldier not to be pleased. “Well said! And things aren’t quite as bad as they seem on the surface. We’ll be in and out quickly—and things are likely to be more unpleasant than dangerous. Sal and Jason will be with us.”

				“Our Boston cousins?” They were Carl’s friends much more than hers. “I haven’t seen them in over four years! But I had thought from Father’s latest letter to Aunt April that Jason would be at Sackets Harbor with General Wilkinson?”

				“Making Jason an aide to Wilkinson was the worst idea somebody ever had. Jason’s never bothered to be discreet about his belief that Wilkinson was wrongly acquitted at the Fredericktown court-martial, and within a bare twenty-four hours of his arrival in Sackets Harbor, Wilkinson arranged Jason’s transfer down to Knoxville to fight Creeks with the Tennessee militia. He has to report to Jackson within the month, but he and Sal are eager as dying saints to run a paid agent of Britain to earth with us before Jason leaves.”

				The lane dipped to a narrow stony brook that bordered a field of Indian corn, and Carl loosed his gelding’s reins and watched as the horse dropped his head into the gurgling water.

				“And the war news?” she asked quietly.

				“Is nothing you wouldn’t have read in the newspaper. If we can get the Northern Army into Montreal before winter, we could have Britain out of North America by spring! We’ll win this bloody war yet, Merry. Justice is with us.” He scooped a round, glistening stone from the brook and lofted it hard into the corn, scaring out a large crow, which flapped tiredly away toward a far stand of trees.

				“Farewell hope, then, Britannia,” cried Merry, pulling a handkerchief from her sleeve and holding it up to wave in the hot breeze.

				As he watched her his face changed, as though a new and uncomfortable thought was first entering his mind. He said suddenly, “We can’t take you to the tavern looking like that.”

				“Why, of course not, Carl. I told you I should have returned to the house for a bonnet . . .”

				“No, not a bonnet. An old hat, felt, I think; cheap felt. And I’ll need a shabby dress.”

				She couldn’t resist it. “Oh, are you going in disguise as well?”

				He gave her a wisp of a smile. “Of course I’ll be in disguise, but not in skirts, Merry.”

				“What then?”

				“You’ll find out Thursday night.”
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				The modest home that Merry shared with her aunt had been pretty once, with its brick patterns of Flemish bond and richly detailed interior woodwork, the latter mostly covered now with muting layers of olive house paint. The kitchen alone was large, but the other rooms were high with many windows broken into small square panes that charted the faded carpets in white sunlight.

				Since Aunt April had had the care of it the house had grown homely, though it was meticulously kept. Here were neither the bleak look of poverty nor the irritating frothings of a trite taste, but rather a place made dreary by the bewilderment of a lady unable to decorate within the boundaries of a limited income. There was no money and very little access, therefore, to gilt porcelain, to chairs with graceful legs turned in the workshops of Sheraton, to fine tables with gold inlay, to paintings by men with great names, to fabrics so supple that they inhaled light and breathed it out again, made new and glowing. Gone forever were the exquisite, expensive things that Aunt April had touched and smiled at and draped on her body in the childhood spent across the Atlantic’s bitter waters.

				Only in Merry’s room had April made an effort, with chintz hangings and animals cut from nursery prints set with care into colored heavy-paper frames. The rest of the house had been left alone and clean, its fixings growing old-fashioned and paler with each scrubbing.

				That evening Merry sat as she always had with Aunt April in the “green drawing room,” never quite realizing how laughably grandiose was the title for this tiny parlor with its faded chartreuse-and-vanilla-dotted wall covering and shabby mustard-colored wing chairs. The room was always too hot, in the winter from the oversized white stone fireplace and in the summer because Aunt April was too worried about flyspecks to leave the window open. The heat filtered into the horsehair stuffing in the chairs and drew from the fibers the scent of that long-ago sacrificed animal. But tonight the warm weather had rendered the perfume of the stables so strong that even Aunt April had reluctantly agreed that the window must be opened.

				In the glowing twilight Merry could see families walking together on the village green, fathers pitching their little sons up to ride on broad shoulders and stooping to toss balls to their daughters. Sweethearts walked in pairs, sometimes laughing, sometimes earnest, and the parson was taking his nightly two turns for health, tipping his hat to the ladies as he went. To Merry it might have been another world, because Aunt April had shunned the other villagers so completely that all save the most thick-skinned had long since ceased to visit. Twenty-five years ago Aunt April’s father had packed up what was left of his once illustrious fortune in a few cloth bags, bought his family passage to the New World on a leaking, rat-infested hull of a refitted slaver, and left England and an angry flock of creditors shaking their fists from the wharf. The shock of being reduced in the course of a day from irreproachable respectability to a position close to that of the wretched poor had been the death of April’s mother, father, and older sister, and the same fate might have befallen April and her younger sister, Annette, had not Annette had the good fortune to have been knocked down by a horse being ridden by a young civil servant, who, full of remorse, had decided he was in love with Annette and married her, rescuing them from a state of dire poverty.

				Carl and Merry were the result of that union. Not five years after Merry’s birth Annette had died politely in her sleep from a weakness of the heart. Aunt April went on to run her sister’s motherless household with such sterling competence that before he was out of mourning gloves for his wife, Mr. James Wilding had decided to remove himself from the house on the slim pretext that he didn’t want to trouble April with his maintenance. Taking his son, he set up a small, comfortable home for himself along one of the rutted lanes in the nation’s brand-new capital and proceeded to make his way up the ranks of the Treasury to his current exalted position. Each month without fail he had sent to April a sum of money to maintain herself and his daughter, Merry.

				The arrangement suited him, for he had never been at ease in the company of any woman, not excepting his highborn wife, and had more than once told April that he didn’t know what to say to little girls anyway. If Merry had been a boy, well, then, that would have been different.

				And so April had stayed, raising her dead sister’s child, hating the rawboned land that was to her a prison, flaunting her royalism to her offended neighbors, and searching with desperate, secret restraint for some way to return to England and her vanished life.

				In her turn Merry had developed like a tree split by lightning, both halves continuing to grow; one side an intense loyalty to her prim, well-meaning aunt, and the other side an exciting patriotism, pride in this rough, wild, unmapped country. It seemed always that she must protect her aunt from how different the two sides really were. When Merry was little, the village children had shouted at her: “Tory, Tory, shoot the redcoat,” so she had stopped playing outside their own garden and never told Aunt April why. The other children had to content themselves with sticking their tongues out at her in church when they could get away with it, until they grew old enough to tire of the game. Merry had grown up lonely and shy, and the village, not understanding, said what a shame it was that her beauty had gone to her head and made her a snob like her aunt.

				Opening the polished marquetry cap of the sewing box, Merry pulled out the pillowcase hem she had been monogramming for Aunt April. It was tedious work after the quick, fluid pen strokes of drawing, and Merry glanced over to where April was sitting ramrod straight on the settee, the sensible lap desk balanced on her knees. She was a narrow woman, narrow everywhere—in the hips, the shoulders, the face, the hands; Carl would have added, in the mind. Her hair was light, fine, and had a tendency to wander, and her voice was marred by a tremor left from childhood measles. For as long as she could remember, Merry had felt only one emotion whenever she had looked at her aunt, and that was love.

				With painstaking deliberation Aunt April was transcribing a letter to England, to a friend who had years ago ceased to care. Faithfully every month Merry’s aunt wrote to more than a dozen ladies and received back, at the most, two letters a year. It seared Merry’s heart to watch April’s elation when letters came, but it hurt much worse to watch her aunt hide her disappointment on those days without number which came and went with a barren post. There was nothing Merry could do except ache with impotent pity and hate the callous British aristocrats who ignored her aunt and those letters filled with forlorn pleasantries.

				Merry was about to thread her needle when April, with a sudden irritated gesture, jerked the quill from the paper and slid it into its holder, and stretched her neck like a turtle, sniffing the air.

				“Segar!”

				“Aunt?”

				“I smell tobacco!” Her aunt set the lap desk with a clatter on the side table and went to the window, bending from the waist to peer out into the velvet-black evening, gesturing toward the dark lacy mound of the honeysuckle bush. “Henry Cork!” she called. “Are you smoking in those bushes?”

				Henry was Aunt April’s only male servant. He’d come under an indenture from Ireland, where, he was wont to tell the admiring maidservants, he’d not done a day’s work in all his forty years. There was only one area in which he’d ever chosen to invest his energy, and that was in doing everything he possibly could to send Aunt April into a tizzy.

				After a minute April called again, “You . . . Cork! Are you out there?”

				She was answered by silence, and a palpable waft of tobacco smoke, which even reached to the corner where Merry sat.

				“Shall I go out and talk with him, Aunt April?” she asked.

				“No, no, it’s not the least use. If he sees you coming, he’s bound to run off, and who knows what mischief he’ll get into. I suppose I should be grateful that I can smell where he is.” She came away from the window to trim the wick of a sputtering candle. “Plague take that man! How many times must I read to him from the Virginia Charitable Fire Society pamphlet: ‘May not the greater frequency of fires in the United States than in former years be ascribed in part to the more general use of segars by careless servants and children?’ ” April turned to her lap desk and pulled out the evening paper. “Why even tonight, in the National Intelligencer . . .” She gave Merry a look heavy with significance and carried the paper to the window, holding it so that the candlelight enabled her to read from it in an unnaturally loud voice. “ ‘There is good reason to believe a house was lately set on fire by a half-consumed segar, which a woman suddenly threw away to prevent being detected in the unhealthy and offensive practice of smoking.’ ” Her aunt paused and peered into the darkness again.

				The honeysuckle bush began to shake with Henry Cork’s half-suppressed laughter, a sly, roguish chuckle that filtered into the room and hung there as pungent and smoky as the spent tobacco. Aunt April blinked her eyes in exasperation and slid down the window with a certain force. The incident seemed to have put her out of the letter-writing mood. She went to the sewing box and drew from it the gaily colored alphabet sampler that she said she was designing for Merry’s firstborn child. The project had astonished and amused her niece, who didn’t know a single unrelated gentleman of marriageable age and could scarcely imagine herself talking to one, much less (very much less) creating a child with one.

				Tightening her embroidery hoop, Aunt April said in a gloomy voice, “I can’t think why your father would want to have you visit Thursday. Thursday! He’s never been one for visits on Thursday that I can remember.” She threaded pink silk on her needle in a single swift stab. “And I can’t understand why your brother wouldn’t stay for supper. Such a sudden boy.” A swirl of her forefinger knotted the thread. “I know what it is. I offered him tea. He despises me for serving tea. Sometimes I think he despises all civilized things.”

				Merry was caught in a churning muddle of embarrassment and conflicting loyalties. “Oh, no, Aunt April, I’m quite sure that . . . that is, I know tea is your very favorite drink, and . . . if we are to be free in the United States, that means people are free to drink what they want, surely.”

				“That’s not the point of view of Mrs. Patterson.”

				Merry set down her pillowcase. “From the Society of Patriotic Ladies?”

				“Oh, yes indeed. She was here this afternoon, dispensing recipes for drinks that might be substituted for imported teas. Liberty tea, for instance, can be made by boiling loosestrife. Have we any in the cow field? And one can make do with strawberry leaves, raspberry leaves, or leaves from the currant plant.”

				Merry went to her aunt, taking her aunt’s hand in her own. “I’m sorry, Aunt April. Did she . . . was she condescending?”

				Her aunt smiled wryly at Merry. “Dreadfully.” She stared at the black square of the window, and her smile faded. “A goose farmer’s daughter, at that. She has nowhere from which to condescend. In England that woman wouldn’t have been received into our home!” April’s faded blue eyes were melancholy. “That was another life. England . . . cool mists; the grass as fragrant and sweet as winter-green candies. Our home, with deep rooms scented of beeswax and fresh flowers, and filled with friends in bright silks. Oh, you’d laugh if you saw how we used to dress, with hairpieces piled in stacks on our heads, sometimes more than three feet high, stuffed with cotton bunting and doused with white powder until we looked like a crowd of grandmamas. Monstrous, the satirists called it, but that was the fashion. My, we thought we looked like something—‘prodigious elegant’ was what we used to say. I don’t believe I had a single care in the world.” April returned Merry’s handclasp. “Oh, how I wish I could have those things for you, not this savage land of heat and mosquitoes, and fathers who visit only once a year. And brothers so overcome with the heat that all they want to do is make a war.” Aunt April shook her head, her lips tight, the skin on her cheeks drawn. “What could be important enough to make a man shoot at another? For the United States to be warring with England—the idea is absurd. We are English. We speak English, we eat English food, the very gowns on our bodies are woven on English looms.”

				Yes, indeed. That was certainly true. And it was a mark of shame for Merry to walk through the streets wearing British cotton while loyal Americans had switched proudly to coarse homespun. It was useless to try to explain that kind of thing to her aunt. Instead Merry said gently, “Americans aren’t only English, Aunt April. We’re Dutch, French, German, Spanish—”

				“Criminals,” said April, “malcontents, and religious fanatics.” She thrust her needle into the pink crossbar of her sampler’s italic letter A. “There are times, Merry Patricia, when I feel I could give my two arms if only I could take you with me and travel back to England.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				“What did Henry Cork do then?” asked Jason, twisting around in the jouncing wagon’s bench beside Carl and toward Merry’s shadowed form in the wagon interior.

				“Nothing that night,” she said. “Aunt April shut the window and ignored him. The next morning he was up at sunrise, slipped out to the orchard, picked every last one of the apples on our trees, and passed them out to whoever walked past the fence. And do you know why he said he did it? Because he was tired of cider and apple pies.”

				Jason laughed just as the wagon passed over a rut and snapped the sound back into his throat. One of the marionettes that Carl used to cover his spying swung on the wagon ribs and knocked its pine legs into the back of Merry’s head. Fending off puppet feet, she studied her cousin’s rocking silhouette. He was touching twenty, and adolescence had finally ceased to ravage his complexion. The waves in his sandy hair were looser, his chin more square, his freckles as numerous, and his sarcastic tongue, so she had discovered, quite as sharp as it had ever been.

				His sister, Sally, was two years his junior and just as sandy and freckled, but without the nervous energy that had made Jason such a difficult child. She was thin as a sapling, with wide-set gray eyes and a nose that Jason had broken by accident on her ninth birthday with an errant swing of his cricket bat. Only last month she had become engaged to a hell-for-leather young captain in the Navy.

				Since Merry and Carl had met Jason and Sally at the coaching inn at Point Patience, they had been nice to Merry. Too nice. Jason was making a painfully obvious effort to rid his speech of swear words, and several times before the day’s end she had noticed Sally staring at her with the friendly sympathy accorded someone who is young and easily shocked. Merry, at a loss to know what she did that engendered this kind of response, had been trying particularly hard to hide the worst of her shyness.

				Through an open flap in the wagon’s canvas roof Merry could see the stars and the high, moon-silvered clouds passing through, making them wink in sequence. The feeble blue starlight fell across Sally, who knelt beside her on the wagon floor, busily stuffing feathers and straw into a square of homespun.

				“I think Cork is taking miserable advantage,” said Sally. “Why doesn’t your aunt give him the heave-ho?”

				“She tries. Each time she’s said ‘That’s it, get out,’ he’s developed back pains and taken to his bed. Aunt April says she doesn’t doubt that if we and our maidservants got together to throw him out, he’d likely lie on our front walk moaning and railing until we half died of shame.”

				Carl said tartly, “Aunt April will never get rid of him, take my word on it. She’s too addicted to having him around to complain about.” He pulled the team around a corner and added over his shoulder, “How are you coming, Sal? We’re nearing target.”

				“Done,” she answered him. “I’m ready to pin it on. Don’t turn around again, either of you. Right, Merry, up with your skirts.”

				“Are you absolutely sure that this is necessary?” said Merry doubtfully.

				“My word as a gentleman on it,” Jason said, staring carefully forward. “Trust us, there’s a good girl.”

				The idea for the addition to Merry’s costume had come within minutes of meeting Jason and Sally. Jason had looked Merry up and down in her disguise of sloppy black felt hat and faded calico and then said, “Carl, are you off your head? That’s not good enough!”

				Merry had sat alone on the bench seat of the unhitched wagon while her brother and cousins stood off in the coach yard and argued in low, intent voices. The upshot had been that they had decided, between them, to buy a piece of cheap bedding and reshape it to pillow Merry’s stomach into an imaginary pregnancy. Merry had stilled the horrified protests that rose to her lips, afraid of being thought a prude, and more afraid yet that Jason’s objection to her appearance might have stemmed from his thinking she looked too young.

				There was another jolt that heaved the women against the side of the wagon. “Carl, slow down, will you?” called Sally, “or I’ll turn Merry into a pincushion. Here, Merry—you hold the pin papers and hand them to me, head first, please.”

				“All right,” said Merry, gamely resigned to her fate. “What size do you want first—minikins or middlings?”

				Sally finished her work as the wagon made a last descent and skated around a fast curve onto the crisp gravel beach. To the east a flat tongue of land stretched into the black crashing sea, and at its base sat a battered tavern, reminding Merry of the biblical parable about the man who built his house upon the sand. The old frame building seemed to be participating in the party that was going on within it. From the gray look of it, it had joined in many such in the past. A square board sign saying The Musket and Muskrat, illustrated by crude sketches of same, clacked and squeaked in the wind on its rusted hinges, and a number of shingles, the livelier ones, clapped rhythmically to the skittering fingers of the breeze. As Merry watched, one of them let loose and slid from the roof to sail into the darkness like a bat. Through the dingy windows, which let squares of cheery yellow light escape, could be glimpsed a roiling scenario of flailing fiddles, stomping legs, flying skirts, and tilting flagons.

				Carl jumped from the wagon to hitch his team in the crowded horse shed while Merry climbed with Sally out of the back.

				Prodding the fake hump of stomach into place, Sally said teasingly, “Ugh! Is that realistic!”

				Behind them Jason said tersely, “Let’s hope that’s the common attitude, shall we? Sally, you know what to do. Merry, keep your eyes cast down and cling timidly to my arm. If you catch anyone smiling at you, don’t, for God’s sake, smile back.”

				“And Merry, try to walk awkwardly,” said Sally, mimicking her brother’s tone as they started toward the door, “like a woman about to give birth. Yes, that will do perfectly.” They both laughed—Merry hadn’t changed her walk at all.

				“Oh, lordy, Sal, don’t make her laugh like that or we’ll be in the soup,” Jason said.

				“Why?” asked Merry. “Aren’t women allowed to laugh in taverns?”

				“Not when they’re as fetching as you are.” Jason pinched her lightly on the cheek. “Shush now. And act cowed.”

				She looked startled and then felt like an idiot. The amazing novelty of a compliment brought the blood running high in her cheeks as she stepped over the threshold and saw her first of the smugglers’ lair.

				Earlier in the evening the floor sand had probably been swept in a fanciful pattern, and perhaps the smoke from the clay pipes of the patrons had made matching idle curlicues in the air. But now the sand had been spread into an anonymous covering by the shuffling of many feet, and the curling smoke had faded into a bone-colored haze that smarted the eyes.

				Whatever order the crude tables and chairs had begun the evening in was well broken, as were some of the hapless pieces of furniture. The air was alive with the reek of sweat, fish, and roast corn, and a roar of conversation that nearly overwhelmed the music from the fiddles and squeeze box that enlivened the near corner of the room. There were a few, not many, women scattered among the rough-clothed men in the crowd, and from the look of the river peddlers, bullwhackers, and men of the sea that were sitting, standing, and chatting, one might guess that they would have been as comfortable pulling, pushing, lifting, shouting, and breaking and entering. A plank laid over two tobacco casks formed the bar, and behind it was a stair to the sleeping room with a sign above it that read: Five Only to a Bed. No Dogs Allowed Upstairs. Organ-grinders to Sleep in the Washhouse.

				The host was a skinny, energetic Belgian immigrant with a grizzled red-and-brown beard and a bald pate. He joined them right away, clapping Carl on the arm and smiling genially at Jason. In thick accents he said, “Hey, you’re the fellows that do the puppets, right? Glad to see you! Are you going to make me a show tonight? Good. Real good! You can put the stage by the fireplace, hey?” He winked. “When folks come over to watch, they get real hot and thirsty and soak up my good wine like sponges. They have plenty to drink, they put plenty in the hat when you collect! Good for me; good for you! Ha, ha! Easier for these fellows to make it home without that heavy money in their pockets, hey?”

				Fascinated, Merry watched as her coconspirators played their parts with a brisk competence that stilled her own worries. How well they knew what they were doing, Jase and Carl in short jackets and flat-brimmed hats with frayed red and blue streamers, and Sally with her hair flattened under a triangle of paisley wool, frizzled ends lank with hair oil pulled forward to straggle over her gamin face.

				Sally pulled Merry to sit with her at a heavy gray table near the fire and gave her a cozy grin, motioning toward Jason when he returned from the wagon with the unwieldy shadow-box puppet theater. Carl followed, holding two puppets aloft in salute. The fiddles stopped scraping, and the crowd gave a cheer of comfortable appreciation. The act was a popular attraction.

				The puppets were nearly three feet in height. The first was an aristocrat with an exaggerated sneer painted on his lips and dressed in absurdly foppish clothes with glass jewelry; the other puppet was a revolutionary, outfitted in sansculotte rags, a cockade, and a wide, anarchistic grin. They were attached to long handles by very active springs and had rolling joints at the elbows and knees. Merry felt like laughing just looking at them.

				Jason talked the part of the aristocrat, in a high comical lisp, and Carl made the sansculotte the essence of hearty vulgarity. It was a routine they had developed as schoolboys, with many refinements since, and like every good puppet show, it was a delight for any crowd, children and adults. The sansculotte would bellow a republican anthem, and the aristocrat would take a swipe at him, and then the aristocrat would try to sing “God Save the King” and the sansculotte’s musical sensibilities would be violently offended. And at the end they were both yelling their respective anthems and trying to turn each other into splinters. The place was in an uproar, and when the play ended with the sansculotte shouting the aristocrat into a dead swoon, the applause was long and loud, and Carl and Jason were surrounded by backslappers.

				For all their roughness Merry began to discover a certain charm to the company, which was raw and lively, like the salt winds that seeped through the rotted moldings on the windows. A fair number sent a grin and a wink her way, but they were good-humored ones mostly, and when they seemed too bold, she looked away from them, into the fire.

				It was midway through one of these retreats that she caught an intent look on her brother’s face. Carl glanced at her and hoisted his glass suggestively toward the door.

				The man had entered whom she had been brought here to observe for later sketching. He was pale, loose-skinned, and bird-faced, his chin a fallen pouch, his ears perked forward like the handles of one of Aunt April’s china pitchers. It was the face of a man distrusted on sight. He picked his way across the room to a roly-poly bulldog of a man sitting alone by a far window, and the two greeted each other with such a show of hand pumping that you’d have thought one of the pair had just been wed.

				The entering man was a traitor, the bulldog-faced man the unknown who received his secrets, and the secrets were the departure dates of American ships trying to slip through the British blockade to trade with neutral ports in Europe. Carl had friends in the Navy who thought it might be very useful to slip false information this way, as soon as they could discover to whom the information was being sold. Using Merry’s sketches, Carl said, it wouldn’t take long to find out.

				“Can you do them?” asked Carl, come to lean over her shoulder.

				“Yes. It won’t be hard. If you and Jason want to start packing the theater . . .”

				“You’ve had enough time already? Good girl! Will you look at Jason? What a sharper! He’s been around two times already with that darn money box of his.”

				“Well, collect him, Carl, and let’s go!” said Sally, casting a glance of sisterly exasperation at her brother. “The sooner we’re gone, the better.”

				“I haven’t forgotten that for a minute,” Carl growled back. “Start for the door. We’ll meet you.”

				Following her cousin to the door, Merry paused to smile back into the room and think, That was easy, that really was easy, and then somewhere in the middle of the smile and the middle of the pride, the tavern doors opened, front and back. Simultaneously two gigantic men stepped inside, surveying the crowd impassively before blocking the doorways like sentries. The men were twinned, with shaven heads and bristling cavalry mustaches, and fat chests woven of muscles like the coiling bands of a constrictor snake. Belts of weapons alarmingly festooned their dingy white sleeveless shirts: two pistols, primed and cocked; three wicked curved knives; and each man unsheathed a short, hideously sharp sword and slapped it across his chest, sending a thrill of fear through the watching, suddenly quiet crowd.

				Beside Merry, Sally absorbed a quick gulp of air and pushed her hand on Merry’s shoulder, snapping “Sit down! Sit!” with as little respect as she might have given a jumping puppy, and Merry sank promptly and unresentfully into the nearest chair.

				They were joined almost immediately by Carl, Jason, and the landlord, whose complexion had paled like chalk dust.

				“Good girl, Sally,” Carl said, sliding into a chair beside Merry. “We want to be as unobtrusive as . . . Merry, what happened to your hat?”

				“Hat?” Merry’s hand traveled involuntarily to her uncovered hair. “I . . . Oh. I must have left it by the fire. It was so hot that I took it off and—”

				She stopped, caught in Jason’s glare, and he said to her in a stony voice, “Well, don’t as much as turn your head from here on out without permission, do y’hear? The last thing we want is to increase the chances that Carl and I will have to fight for your virtue, because, believe me, missy, we aren’t likely to win.”

				“That you ain’t,” said the landlord nervously. “Those devils by the door are from the Black Joke!”

				“Not Rand Morgan’s ship?” asked Carl.

				“The same.” The landlord seemed to shudder. “It’s said they never leave a place without taking a life with them. It was true last time they were here, let me tell you.”

				“Pirates?” Sally whispered, half to herself. “Oh, Jason—not pirates.”

				“Stay calm, will you? Sit still, don’t move, and try to act like you don’t see anything, just like everyone else is doing.”

				“Aye,” said the landlord. “Don’t do anything to draw attention. Let’s pray they’re not here looking for women.”

				Merry and Sally found each other’s hands under the table. There were footsteps outside, and the guardian of the hind doorway drew aside a step or two.

				Merry had heard of Rand Morgan, of course. Who had not? He was a legendary figure of her childhood, and she had grown up thinking that one day he would vanish with the pixies and the wizards and the dragons, that one day an adult would admit to her, “There’s really no such thing as . . .” But like tornados and wild fire, Morgan was a boogey that made the transition into her mature life without losing his fearful qualities.

				Rand Morgan. They say he wore an emerald slit from the belly of a priest when that unfortunate divine had swallowed it to prevent its theft. Ten years ago the Queen Anne had disappeared without a trace, and whispers said that Morgan had seized a fortune in bullion from her hold and then locked her captain and crew in the first mate’s cabin, setting the decks ablaze and leaving the men inside to a flaming grave. And just last October the Black Joke had seized an unarmed merchant ship and taken from it the governor of South Carolina and his five-year-old son, holding them at cost of their lives until the governor’s distraught wife had gathered a ransom of fifteen thousand dollars.

				Merry watched as Rand Morgan, the stuff of myth and nightmare, came walking through the tavern door.

				He was tall enough to have to stoop slightly as he entered, and he had black, heavy-lidded, deep-set eyes, which looked around the room seeing no one, seeing everyone, intense and sleepy at the same time. The face was impassive, as if carved in stone, with heavy cheekbones and a broad brow; it was a face made to split the sea air and crash the waves of fortune’s hurricane. His long hair was midnight black, thick and unruly on his brow, and of the same hue as his silk shirt. There was an aura about him—an air of the craftsman, one whose mastery of certain skills made him indifferent to the judgments of the uninitiated. That is what frightened Merry the most—his indifference. He didn’t look evil, only as if he did not care. If she had seen him on the street, she would have known he was not like other men. She wondered if this magnetism had been there and had forced him into a life of piracy, or if it had come to him as a mantle of the reputation he had gained.

				Morgan moved through the gaping crowd like visiting royalty, companioned by two men. The younger of the two was near to seventeen, an age that normally might have led him to be described as a “youth,” and yet there was nothing of youth in his coldly Scandinavian face, with hard, milk-blue eyes and lips that looked as though they had never known a smile. His hair was dead straight, almost white from the burn of salt and sun, and so long that it touched his hips; it was pulled across his right shoulder to lie in an ivory fall over one side of his chest. His exposed ear was pierced and held a loop of black thread. As he moved into the room Merry saw pale stripes on the chestnut-tanned skin of his naked back that she shudderingly realized had been inflicted with a whip.

				The exotic boy ranged tigerlike between the tables, oblivious to the tension around him—the indrawn breaths, the nearly exploding lungs. Finally he stopped; everyone breathed again except the unlucky patrons whose table he chose, who scurried away like lizards from fire. He gazed disgustedly at the mass of bottles, empty and full, at the table, and the unplayed hands of piquet and scattered coins which were strewn by each chair. Reaching out, he tipped the table, sending its contents clattering to the floor, followed by a single card, the jack of hearts, which flipped in the air twice and landed gently like a leaf on the floor.

				The violent little scenario caused the third man to laugh and murmur some remark which caused the spirit of a smile to pass over Morgan’s lips, so faint as to be only felt rather than seen; and the pirate’s features held fleetingly the telltale softening of affection.

				Bound by the pounding urge of fascination to see the man that Rand Morgan could care for, Merry’s gaze left the long-haired boy and the pirate captain to center on their companion.

				He was half-turned from her, his face toward Morgan, so her first impression was of a man of perhaps a little more than medium height, each inch of him hard, flowing muscles knit arousingly into a well-carried, sensuously slender frame.

				A dark jacket of supple leather hung from his wide, relaxed shoulders; below were snug, faded denims and wine-colored boots cut high to the knee, which looked expensive, despite their scarred toes. It was hardly Merry’s habit to study the male anatomy, and certainly not to admire it, and yet there was something in the shapely play of line and curve and sweetly made muscle that captured the eye, however modest.

				With a graceful movement he bent to upend a chair, and his hair, as bright and glowing as a harvest moon, swung in a lively arc. He dropped into the chair facing Merry; all at once she could see his face.

				The stranger had one of those rare, wonderful faces that truly deserve to be called arresting. It was so much more than handsome; this man was beautiful, in a way uniquely masculine, as arrogant and tender as a Renaissance archangel sitting in liquid, unattainable splendor, the half deity made mortal, with eyes that held light like faceted gemstones. It was an urbane face, stamped with humor and humanity, in marked contrast with the delicately erotic mouth, and as she stared at him Merry felt the hot embers of that same confusing blend of yearning and fear that had brushed into her soul when she had dreamed of the unicorn.

				But this man was a pirate, a member of one of the most vicious and carnal orders of men that had ever plundered the earth’s good few. Lucifer, it seemed, was too smart to appear always with his horns and tail.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				Devon Charles Crandall sat back in his chair, raising the heel of his boot to rest it lightly against the trestle table before him. He picked up his sand-scoured glass and with a gentle movement of his wrist sent the pale wine into a slow whirl. After watching it a moment he raised his gaze to where his half brother sat, the great emerald winking evilly on his chest.

				“Do you know,” said Devon, turning an interested gaze back to the wine, “I think it’s beginning to separate.”

				“The scum coming to the top,” said the pale-haired boy next to the pirate captain. “I told you. American wine tastes like it was fresh from a pig’s . . .”

				A raucous burst of laughter from the next table covered the end of his sentence. Rand Morgan reached out to pluck the wineglass from the younger man’s fingers and casually tossed the contents onto the tavern’s dirt floor. Refilling the glass from his own bottle, he handed it back and said, “Try the rum instead.”

				“Oh? Is it better?”

				“It’s worse.” The pirate captain smiled. “But it’s quicker.”

				Devon returned the grin and lifted the glass. “To my speedy intoxification.”

				The rum was worse, as it happened. Devon mentally tipped the hat he wasn’t wearing to his misspent youth, which had forged his iron palate.

				The unease of the crowd had altered little since their arrival, save perhaps that the stares had become both more frequent and surreptitious. Devon was used to being stared at. His position in life had made it inevitable, and even in those remote places where he was unknown, his looks had made him far from inconspicuous. What he saw here was different. Here they were afraid. What a heady, corrupting power it was, to have men fear you, and his half brother had been years on this coast, flashing his emerald and nourishing his reputation for stone-hearted savagery. Morgan had come here to terrify, and before the night was over, he surely would. However different Devon’s purpose, their interests were hardly incompatible. He looked back into Morgan’s sleepy gaze.

				“How do you like the natives?” asked the pirate captain, sending a slow survey around the room that made the other tavern patrons look as though they would have liked to crawl under their chairs.

				Devon shrugged. “I’ve seen them before. In Cadiz, in Le Havre. The mongrel waterfront.”

				The boy looked up from his ale and said in the purring, even voice that was the closest he came to good humor, “We can’t all of us be blue bloods. Listen, Dev, have you got the horn colic, or what?”

				It was, all in all, the kind of remark one might expect from a boy who had lived his first twelve years in a Caribbean brothel. Devon took a pull of rum and smiled. “No more than usual, I don’t think. Why? What am I doing?”

				“You’ve looked four or five times at the copper-headed wench by the puppet box.”

				Amused, he said, “Four or five? Is that so many?”

				“It is for you. Especially considering the size of her belly.”

				“Poor Cat,” Morgan murmured. “Look at her again. She’s a beauty.”

				The boy leaned his head back and shook his hair vigorously from his shoulders. “She is if you say she is. They all look alike to me.”

				As Devon watched, the girl looked at him, met his gaze, and turned quickly, fearfully away, as though in shame. She was drinking nothing, and her clasped hands lay on the table before her, the fingers fervently knit. He was too far away to see whether they trembled. He supposed she had heard by now of Morgan’s identity and was wondering what it might mean to her. There was tension in the slightly averted profile, with its Venus-on-a-seashell oval frame, and soft rose-petal lips.

				“If you want her, she’s yours,” said Morgan in a quiet, bored voice.

				Once, long ago, there had been a man inside Devon that would have been shocked by the suggestion, though even then he would have had the poise to hide it. The sophisticated corruptions of his young manhood in the years before he met Morgan had been many and varied, but raping women in an advanced state of pregnancy had not been among them. Perhaps it was the rum, but he wondered what other things he had destroyed inside himself as he had slowly exorcised the part of his soul that would have flinched from Morgan’s words.

				Underneath the peerless face of an angel Devon’s ice-encrusted spirit disdained the female sex. Every woman he had ever desired had been his for the asking, and the result on the inner workings of his mind had been unsavory in the extreme. Morgan could have told anyone interested that on the digits of a one-handed gypsy you could count Devon’s positive relationships with women.

				“I don’t think so,” said the man Devon had become. “Thank you all the same. Tonight I don’t find myself feeling sufficiently creative.”
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				“Why the devil not, Carl?” Jason was saying in an urgent whisper. Each passing minute had made him look, to Merry, increasingly high-strung. He had certainly become increasingly profane. “We’ll have to take the risk, to get the girls out of here. Even a damned-to-hell pirate knows that a woman in Merry’s condition . . . Monk’s buttocks, it doesn’t make a spit of difference whether it’s real or supposed, as long as they believe it’s real! What can they think but that Sally’s taking Merry out to use the convenience? The girls don’t look, do they, as if they’re able to up and ride off for the Army?”

				Carl leaned forward on his elbows, lifting the fist that he had been lightly and nervously rapping against the table. “Maybe. Maybe. But what if it misfires, eh? And it ends up drawing more attention to them?”

				“More attention? What in the devil does that mean?” Jason hissed back. “You’ve seen the way that gorgeous blond son of a bitch has been looking at Merry.”

				“The odds are, though,” said Sally calmly, “that given Merry’s state he won’t do more than look.”

				It was through clenched teeth that Jason said, “I’ll bet with the odds every time, Sal, but not, damn it, when the stake is Merry’s rosy pink—Here, what’s this? Carl, take a gander over there.”

				The rough fellow who had been sitting at the table with the man Merry had come to draw had gotten up and was walking toward Morgan’s table with an agonizingly set grin on his bulldog face and a reluctant shuffle, as though he had little faith in the steadiness of his knees. He nodded eagerly to Morgan and boomed a few words of greeting. Morgan stared silently back, his eyes glittering in a strange way. With great casualness he pulled a knife from his belt and held it in front of him, examining it as one would a curiosity. And it was a curiosity—the blade was a long brass crescent, with small hungry slashes running backward on the edge like shark’s teeth.

				Shaking like spooned jelly, the ruffian spread his arms in an expansive, conciliatory gesture and began to say something in a rapid voice that collapsed into spasmodic coughing. The crowd watched in horrified fascination as Rand Morgan slipped his wicked blade into the lamp chimney on the table. Blue flame licked at the serrated edge, making it glow red.

				“Carl, what’s he doing?” Merry was unable to keep the apprehension from her voice. “What are they going to do?”

				“I don’t know,” said Carl, suddenly won over to Jason’s point of view, “but whatever it is, I don’t want you in here to watch.” He glanced at his cousin. “We’ll do it your way, Jason. Sally, you and Merry slip out the back door—it’ll be less obtrusive. If there’s any talking to be done, you take care of it.”

				Sally whispered to Merry, “Lean against me and do your best to look faint. Can you do that?”

				Merry mustered the beginnings of a smile. “With dazzling authenticity—I am about to faint! Carl, are you sure you and Jason can’t come with us?”

				“They’re likely to kill us just for trying,” answered Jason. “Now go, and quickly.”

				Merry felt Sally’s arm slide around her waist. She let her head droop to her cousin’s shoulder, and they walked toward the door. Many in the tavern watched them go, with eyes frightened and curious, but no one in the tableau around the heating blade seemed to take notice of them. The pirate who was guarding their intended exit drew up and stepped in their path.

				“Go on back to yer chairs and sit down,” he growled, jerking his head.

				“Please—my sister is feeling unwell,” answered Sally. “I want to take her outside to lie in the wagon.”

				“Later.” The word was a soft growl.

				“Please let us go. She is not many weeks from her time and needs rest. A shock could make the baby come early.” Sally gazed at him wide-eyed, and in a voice that carried she added, “I beg of you. I’m sure you had a mother once yourself.”

				The pirate’s hard, impassive face seemed to flicker, betraying an unfathomable emotion. He lifted the sword blade a bit, signaling to Morgan’s long-haired companion, who looked hard at them across the room before nodding dismissively. Without another word the pirate moved aside and let them pass, his face an unreadable slab once more. The door closed softly behind them, a sound which occasioned tremendous relief for them, and they stood and inhaled the cool salty air. The moon, too bright almost to look at, was laying a burning silver trail on the surf crashing on the coast; they could see it far off over the black tree line. Sally and Merry glanced at each other and fled down the steps with such dispatch that Merry tumbled over the last two and landed hard on her knees, catching her petticoats in a tight bunch beneath her. The dozen dainty brass pins that held on her pillow were thrust hard into the soft flesh of her stomach, and giving a sharp cry of pain, she jumped to her feet, yanking her skirt away from her. Promptly she was answered by a series of tiny metallic pings that sounded like an honor guard of Lilliputian infantry firing a twenty-one-gun salute. With an audible flump the bundle of straw and feathers collapsed out of her dress, littering the damp, pebbled sand like dirty snow.

				In startled dismay Merry cried, “Sally! My pins have popped off their heads!”

				“Damn, damn, damn! If men can invent a steam engine that goes five miles an hour, why can’t they think of a way to make pins in one piece so they can’t snap apart!” Sally glared at the bundle at Merry’s feet. “Stupid things! Thank the Lord it didn’t happen indoors! Merry, you stay here, gather your stuffings as best you can, and I’ll race to the wagon for more pinheads.”

				“Sally, please! I want to come with you. It won’t matter, will it?”

				“Yes, it matters. They may well have someone watching the wagons, and if they see you’re not pregnant, we’ve lost our excuse for being outside the tavern. If they think we’ve come out to fetch the militia, we’re as good as dead.”

				“But, Sally—”

				“You’ll be fine. Just stay here, and don’t be afraid if it takes me a little while. I’ve got to move cautiously. The yard may be alive with Morgan’s men, and I want to avoid as many of them as possible.”

				“What if somebody comes?” whispered Merry.

				“Hide under the stairs.” Sally’s whisper was as hushed as the darkness into which she disappeared, and Merry was alone in the tavern’s black shadow. Before her lay the night beach, echoing with the boom of the midnight surf, stinking with the tidal litter of dying seaweed and dead crabs. Massive boulders humped the shoreline, like the backs of enormous turtles. Had one of them moved? No, no, of course not. With a shiver that had nothing to do with the night breeze, Merry knelt on the gritty sand and began energetically to gather her shedded pile into her cotton bag. Her breath came tight and quick. Not a nuance of either the absurdity or the danger of the situation was lost on her.

				As abrupt as a thunderclap on a still morning came the squeal of corroded hinges as the tavern door behind her opened, catching her in the middle of its lengthening rhomboid of light. Merry’s spine injected a paralyzing terror serum through her body that turned her muscles to damp paper. The cotton bundle slid from her fingers and opened as it hit the ground, showering her with a geyser of feathers and dust.

				The door slammed shut, and there were footsteps on the porch and steps. Merry raised her eyes, helpless, humiliated, frantic, and saw standing in the starlight before her Morgan’s companions, the blond archangel of a man and the long-haired boy. Her galloping heart sped blood through her fragile veins until she was nearly deafened by its pounding rush, and with fear-dulled senses she saw dimly that the blond man was laughing.

				In one flashing second the boy sank an iron grip into the curve of her shoulders and hauled her to her feet. He gave the fallen bundle a nudge with his moccasined foot.

				“Congratulations, little mother,” he said in a dangerous tone. “Is it a boy or a girl?”

				Three lives besides Merry’s own hung suspended in the balance. She croaked, “Don’t kill us! Please! We weren’t going to bring the militia.”

				“The devil you weren’t,” snarled the boy, his fingers pressing tighter into her aching shoulders.

				Behind him she heard the blond man say, “Softly, Cat.” Then with a laugh, “You had a mother once yourself.”

				“No, Devon,” snapped the boy. “I was spawned.” He took a handful of her bodice and shook her back and forth slowly, as easily as he might have a cloth doll. “Stupid, lying bitch. I ought to feed you to the sharks. Where’s your friend?”

				She would have died rather than expose Sally. “I don’t know.”

				This time the shake was painful. “That isn’t what I wanted to hear. Do you want to learn the hard way how little patience I’ve got?”

				He put back his hand to strike her, but even as she recoiled shudderingly from him the man called Devon stopped the boy with a gesture. “Cat, no,” he said. “I know it doesn’t seem worth the trouble to you, but there really are better ways to do these things.”

				To her surprise the boy released her. She staggered on legs that had little strength to hold her, and Devon encircled her shoulders with a light protective arm. It had been a night of one shock after the next, and Merry’s unaccustomed senses blazed as he caressed the tumbled curls from her taut cheeks.

				“If you like, don’t tell us where your friend is,” he said. “Just tell me why she left you.”

				Merry’s voice trembled. “She had to bring more pins, so that no one would see that I was really not—that I was not . . .”

				The boy swore and said, “If we get militia, yours will be the first throat I’m going to cut.”

				Devon brought the back of his hand softly down the side of her face. “You think she’s lying, Cat?”

				“Oh, I suppose not,” the boy said irritably. “It’s ludicrous enough to be true. Look, if you don’t want the wench mauled, then you’d better stay here and keep her out of sight when the crew comes. I’ll go signal. And who knows?” He swept up a hunk of the filling from Merry’s cotton sack and tossed it casually into the breeze. “Maybe this time you’ll be the one who gets to stuff her.”

				He left them, running lightly down the silver beach, his white-blond hair catching the moonbeams, gleaming like a passing banshee.

				Caught still under the drape of Devon’s arm, her body stiff, Merry raised a hand despairingly to her forehead.

				“Do you know,” he asked her in an amiable way, “that you’re white as a sail?”

				Her palm fell to her cheek; the skin was clammy under her shivering fingers. She was ashamed of her cowardice, her crying, the whimper in her voice. There were probably a hundred spunky things that a woman of spirit would have thought of to say, and all she had managed to do was plead pitifully for her life. In a bitter epiphany she saw herself as she was, an inexperienced, awkward teenager, endowed with more imagination than poise.

				Knowing she must confront this man, she turned to face him, but since the top of her head came no higher than his shoulder, she found herself looking straight at his chest and made the unsettling discovery that he had no shirt on under his jacket. Hastily she looked up at the gemstone eyes, which were tucked at the corners with a smile.

				In all her upbringing there had been nothing that taught her how she ought to behave now, and the only thing she could think of was a line from a penny dreadful that one of the maidservants had once let her read. Somehow, though, looking at the clever face above her, she doubted that a proclamation of “Unhand me, sirrah” would achieve much more than a laugh. Reworking it into the vernacular, she said, “Let me go.” It was the best voice she could produce, but it was a forceless one for all that, and it cracked embarrassingly on the last word, so she was hardly surprised when it produced no immediate results. “Please,” she added.

				He slid his hand under hers, where it lay cupped on her chest. His hand seemed warmer than her own, and drier, and the shock of the unfamiliar intimacy made her stumble backward into the rickety porch railing behind her. She spun and clutched at it to save herself from falling. The railing gave under the pressure of her hand, sending a stream of splinters flying to the ground. The self-reproach came, instantly and automatically.

				“Oh,” she said numbly. “I’ve broken it.”

				She heard his soft laughter behind her and wheeled in fear, the broken railing held tight across her bosom.

				“Be careful, there might be nails,” he said, and in a gentle imperative added, “Hand it to me. I’ll fix it for you.”

				She put it in his hand and then thought, too late, Merry Patricia Wilding, if you had half an ounce of courage, you’d have whacked him over the head with it.

				“You’re very amusing, you know,” he said conversationally as he was sliding the railing back into place, matching the holes with the nails.

				For the first time since she’d left the tavern, she felt an emotion stirring within her that was not terror.

				“I wasn’t aware that I was being amusing,” she said, a terse edge to her voice.

				He finished the task and turned to look at her. “I never supposed you were aware of it. But don’t you think you were being a little overly conscientious? Under the circumstances.”

				It was much the kind of thing that Carl might have said, and it hit uncomfortably close to the truth. Before she could stop herself, Merry bit out, “I suppose you think nothing of knocking whole villages to the ground.”

				“Nothing at all,” he said cheerfully.

				“And terrorizing innocent women!” she said, a tremble in her voice.

				“Yes. Innocent ones,” he said, running his palm along her flat stomach where the stuffing had lately been, “and not so innocent ones.”

				She nearly fainted under his touch. “Don’t do that,” she said, her voice cracking in good earnest.

				“Very well,” he said, removing his hand. He went back to lean against the porch, resting on the heels of his hands, his long finely muscled legs stretched before him, and gave her an easy smile. “Don’t run away from me, little one. For the moment you’re much safer here.”

				Something in her face made him laugh again. “I can see you don’t believe it,” he continued. “But stay with me nevertheless. If you run off, I’ll have to chase you, and I don’t think we want to scamper across the beach like a pair of puppies.”

				She wondered if that meant he wouldn’t invest much energy in trying to catch her if she did try to run and if it might not be worth the risk.

				Reading her thoughts with alarming precision, he asked good-humoredly, “Do you think you could outrun me?”

				It was hardly likely. A man used to safely negotiating the rigging during a high wind would be quick enough to catch her before she could even think of moving, and strong enough to make her very sorry. Involuntarily her gaze dropped to his hard legs, with their smooth, rhythmical blend of healthy muscle.

				“Like what you see?” he asked her.

				Merry’s gaze flew to his, and she blushed and swallowed painfully. In a ludicrously apologetic voice she managed, “I beg your pardon.”

				“That’s quite all right.” He reached out his hand and stroked beneath her chin. “Much too conscientious. Would it surprise you to know, my little friend, that having you stare at my legs is the most uplifting thing that’s happened to me all day?”

				It was not the kind of remark she had remotely conceived a man might make to a woman, but there was something in his matter-of-fact delivery that made her suspect that he had participated in a great many conversations in precisely this style. Wishing she could match the ease of his tone, she said, “It’s a pity your days are so dull.”

				“Oh, yes,” he said with a glimmer of amusement, “in between knocking down villages and making people walk the plank, pirates really have very little to do.”

				Merry wondered briefly how she could ever have been so foolish as to have actually wished for an adventure.

				“I don’t know how you can talk about it like that,” she said weakly.

				He smiled. “I take it you don’t usually flirt with villains.”

				“I don’t flirt with anyone,” Merry said, getting angry.

				“I believe you don’t, darling.”

				For a second his kind, enticing gaze studied her face, and then he looked away to the south, where a tiny flicker began to weave through the rocks. Another star of light appeared, and another, dragon’s breath in the night.

				“My cohorts,” he observed. Offering her a hand, Devon inclined his head toward the dark-blue shadows that crept along the tavern’s north side. “Come with me. Cat is so often right about these things, and I’m sure you don’t want them to see you.”

				“More pirates?” said Merry hoarsely, watching the lights.

				“Six more. Seven, if Reade is sober.”

				She hesitated, not daring to trust him, her face turned to him with the unconscious appeal of a lost child.

				“Come with me,” he repeated patiently. “Look at it this way. Better one dreadful pirate than seven. Whatever you’re afraid I’ll do to you, I can only do it once. They can do it seven times. Besides, I’m unarmed. You can frisk me if you want.” His arm came around her back, drawing her away from the tavern. Grinning down at her, he said, “As a matter of fact, I wish you would frisk me.”

				She went with him, her footsteps passive as a dreamer.

				It seemed quite unnecessary to tell him. Nevertheless Merry said, “I’ve never met anyone like you in my life.”

				“Probably not,” he said. “Would you like to sit in this wagon?”

				His question was a baseless courtesy, because before she could answer him, before she was able to see a wagon, he had slid his arms under her knees and shoulders and tossed her effortlessly inside to land on a thick pad of dry straw and sawdust.

				The wagon had high sides, but it was open to the sky like a tumbril, its air spiced with dish timber. Gray moonlight picked out neat stacks of wooden ware: nest boxes, dumb-bettys, washtubs, sets of plates and bowls made of white ash and wrapped in jute strings.

				As he joined her Merry knelt and, bracing the heels of her hands on the high, jagged grain of the wagon’s sides, peeked through an oval knothole. The light spots were closer now, on the beach, and in their acid-yellow flare Merry could see a line of heavily armed men, moving swiftly toward the tavern.

				She turned to Devon, sitting at his ease against a wagon rib. His knees were drawn up and his wrists balanced there, the hands lightly clasped. If he had been sleeping, he could hardly have looked more relaxed. In a desperate voice Merry said, “My—my husband is still inside.”

				“Which was he, the freckled boy with the puppets? They won’t hurt him or his partner.”

				Whether or not it was the truth, she had no choice but to accept his word. There was nothing now that she could do for Jason and Carl, and nothing she could do for Sally. Sick with anxiety, she watched the pirates closing on the tavern, faces blankly purposeful, some bare-chested with muscles rippling, some bedecked in fine clothes that must be loot from some rich man’s plundered vessel, the tailored velvet jackets slit at the seams to fit over heavy biceps, the inset lace ruffles stained and lifeless. Hardly a face was unscarred, and one stout, bare-skulled fellow was missing both his ears. They carried enough weapons for three times their number: a shining, clattering inventory of axes, daggers, and pistols hung thick on them like so many pans on a tinker’s cart.

				Without planning to she began to count the pirates as they went into the tavern, her lips moving like a schoolchild’s.

				Diverted, he watched her. “How many are there, then?”

				Merry turned to his voice, to look with serious, credulous eyes at his stirring countenance. “Reade must be still in his cups.”

				“Quick, aren’t you?” he observed. “I am being honest with you, sweetheart. Your friends are safe. Morgan’s after a different man.”

				“The man who tried to talk to him?” Merry asked through a dry throat. “He—is he also a pirate?”

				“Yes. He’s been poaching in Morgan’s territory. It was tolerable, until he started to fly Morgan’s flag. Things like that make Morgan a little irritable. It may enhance his reputation for being everywhere at once, but it adds nothing to his pocketbook.”

				From inside the tavern came a terrible shriek, cut off abruptly in the middle.

				Devon said calmly, “Morgan doesn’t like screaming.”

				“What are they doing to him?” she whispered.

				“They’re only frightening him. He’ll survive. Tell me, who are you?”

				She had spent so much time in the last few months asking herself that question that it shocked her when he said it, as though a live recoil of her own thoughts had snapped back into her mind. He was the only being outside herself who had ever asked her who she was. Everyone else had always assumed. Who was she? It mattered little that she couldn’t tell him the truth, because she had no answer that satisfied herself.

				“I—am nobody.” It had slipped out, before she could stop it.

				He accepted it without a blink. “Is that your name or your avocation?”

				“It’s both,” she said and looked away from him.

				“I see.” He settled back against the side of the wagon. “Have you always been nobody, or did you become nobody when you married Mr. Nobody? Do you like being nobody?”

				She was alarmed to find herself beginning to smile and hoped he didn’t see. “I only meant I wasn’t anyone.”

				“Oh, well, you didn’t have to tell me that. I knew the minute I saw you that you weren’t just anyone. Did your husband send you outside because I was staring at you? I suppose he has quite a problem with that sort of thing. Is that why he makes you pin pillows under your skirt?”

				Blushing violently, Merry said, “It wasn’t a very good idea.”

				“Oh, no, I think it was a very good idea. Tell him from me, it worked while it lasted. You look cold. Would you like to get into my jacket?”

				Rattled, and bewildered by his seeming non sequitur, she blurted out, “Oh, no, if you take off your jacket, you’ll have—”

				“Nothing on underneath,” he finished cheerfully. “I’m afraid that was the idea. Does your husband sleep in a nightshirt?”

				Merry accidentally conjured up an image of Jason, her pretend husband, in a nightshirt, the white linen flapping around his knees like a scarecrow. How in the world did people manage in marriage?

				“Well, of course,” she answered, too innocent to catch his drift. “What else would he sleep in?”

				He slanted a look at her and put his hand to her chin, stroking her bottom lip with his thumb. “Are you sure,” he said, “that you’re married?”

				Merry looked into the lazy eyes and wondered what he would do if he knew that her brother and cousin inside the tavern were officers in the American military, there on what amounted to a mission of espionage, and what he would do if he knew that she could herself draw a sketch of him that would make him a marked man, perhaps even bring him to the gallows. Fear lent conviction to her answer.

				“Yes, I’m quite sure.”

				He traced a fingertip over her cheekbone. “Happily?”

				Another trap yawned at her feet. It was a dangerous game; she was a pitifully inept player, and a debilitating, strain-induced fatigue had well nigh nibbled away the last of her wits.

				“Hap—I don’t know. No, I mean yes. Yes, of course I am. Whenever you meet people, do you ask them so many questions?”

				“Sometimes,” he said softly. “I’m rather an inquisitive person. Are you?”

				He was so close, so very close to her, and she could feel his breath like a cool caress on her cheek, between the silky play of his fingers.

				“I-I-I don’t know” was all she could produce.

				He put his other hand to her other cheek, cradling her head. The stars above seemed to her to begin a slow whirl and to brighten and pulsate.

				“Are you curious now?” he whispered.

				“N-no.” It was a half-truth.

				“Why are you afraid?” he asked in a gentle way. “Does your husband hurt you?”

				More than ever Merry was taken beyond her depth, for the things she knew about marital intimacy could have been written in longhand on the head of a thimble. Improvisation and “I don’t know”s nearly exhausted, Merry said nothing and sat listening to the sound of her panicked heartbeat, as, gently, he laid his lips on hers, touching her with the sweetly probing eroticism of an experienced lover, and then drew away. He put his fingers to her lips, and under their subtle, clever pressure her lips parted slightly as his mouth returned to hers, stroking the soft openness. One long, slender finger played in the wisps of hair at the side of her head and traced the outline of her ear, pausing to toy with the sensitive earlobe, and then his broad hand lifted her hair from the back of her head, as if to encompass and steady the spinning sensations she was feeling there. Then he turned her head from side to side, dragging his lips across hers.

				Merry had never known there could be such a thing as physical desire and was more than unprepared for the pounding sweetness of his kiss. It was a new world, velvet black and golden, every physical sensation she had previously experienced a pale ghost of this new overwhelming thing. When his lips touched her cheek, they left a trail of fever, and her skin seemed to melt under his fingers, as though they were entering her body.

				She made a small, involuntary whimper, and he stroked her shoulder reassuringly, dropping his hand to her waist and pressing her close to him, her shivering small body warming against the satin of his bare skin. She began to sway under the powerful feelings he stirred in her, and he steadied her with his open hands, his arms around her, his palms flat on her back, and then his mouth came down again upon hers, insistent and urgent. He slipped his hands down until they were cupping her buttocks and lifted her to him with a firm pressure, and the cloth that separated her wanting skin from his could not impede the tingling flow of desire that caused her to move instinctively against him, the innocent wish to be crushed seamlessly against his body growing, blotting out all else, until she began to feel frightened by its powerful pull.

				“Please. Oh, please,” she gasped, her mouth moving against his.

				“Yes?” he answered in a slow voice. “What would you like?”

				It had been too much, all of it, for her previously unawakened body. Lifting trembling fingers to her swelling, burning lips, Merry forced herself to speak. “I’m not what you think. I don’t know what you think I know.”

				The starlight lent a sharp outline to the otherworldly beauty of his face, and yet, as clearly as she saw him, it was difficult to tell what he made of her words. After a minute he reached up a careful hand to stroke a drift of hair from her forehead, cupped her shaking fingers in his own, and tried to still them.

				“You really are afraid, aren’t you? Come here.” He folded her tenderly in his arms and brought her head down to his shoulder.

				Had she wished to push herself away from him, there would not have been the strength in her spent limbs. Her cheek lay against the heated, porous leather of his jacket, and through the calico gown that covered her breast, she felt his chest, moving only slightly as he breathed. Dear Lord, what if he should start to question her again? What if he guessed her lies?

				From behind the wagon came the light sound of running footsteps, and then Sally called out, muted but urgent, “Merry? Merry! Are you here?”

				Relief hit Merry like a blow because her need was desperate, but shame followed swiftly and hit more painfully. She should have felt nothing, nothing except distress to find Sally near her danger.

				Sally, not seeing her immediately, began to cast about in a panic, and then to race for the tavern, as if to go back in. She had nearly reached the light when Devon vaulted lightly over the side of the wagon and stopped her, clamping his hand over her mouth and saying, “Hush! She’s safe. But she won’t be and neither will you if you run yelling into the tavern.”

				She fought his grasp and muttered something Merry couldn’t distinguish through his muffling hand.

				“After you promise not to scream,” he said, “I’ll let you go. Do you understand?”

				Under his hand she jerked her head in a hard nod, and as soon as he had freed her mouth, Sally cried, “Where is she? Where is she? What have you done with her?”

				Calling her cousin’s name, Merry struggled to scale over the wagon’s side, her legs twisting clumsily in her skirts. She might have fallen if Devon hadn’t stepped to catch her around the waist and eased her way to the sand. For a moment Merry’s legs shivered under her and nearly buckled, and then with a cry she ran into Sally’s wide-flung arms. As from a distance she heard her own voice begging, “Help me, Sally.”

				Merry put back her head to look into her cousin’s face and saw that Sally was glaring fiercely at the blond pirate.

				“Don’t!” Sally said to him in a savagely angry voice that sounded as if it was strangling in her throat. “You’ve got to let her go! She’s so young. If anything happened—she’d never recover from it. In the name of pity . . .”

				Devon had settled back against the wagon, long legs crossed, arms casually folded at his chest, and his shining golden hair caressed by a black breeze. He was watching Sally in an intent way without seeming to be listening to what she said.

				He took his time before speaking, and when he did, his tone was dangerously mild. “I wonder if it would be worth my time to discover what two young women of obvious breeding are doing in a low-life tavern.”

				“The puppets,” said Sally, too quickly.

				“Ah. Itinerant puppeteers. The common folk.” His beautiful mouth curved into a smile that quit before reaching his eyes. “And yet little Venus here has hands softer than an infant. She’s never been within a furlong of a scrub bucket. As for yourself, Miss Sally, no matter what silly disguises you adopt, your speech and manners belong to a lady.”

				His tone robbed the words of any shade of a compliment, and there was a calm conviction in the indifferent voice that showed that it would be futile to argue. A threat rolled in the sea air, as thick and sizzling as hot oil over coal.

				In a cool voice that made Merry pink with admiration, Sally said, “It’s unwise to put too much stock in these superficial judgments, sir. Your speech, for example, marks you as a gentleman, while your manners suit . . .”

				“The gutter?” he supplied, his smile widening a fraction. “And they get much worse than this. It’s a good thing for you to think about.”

				It was too much, even for Sally. “The devil take you, sir. We don’t know anything that would interest you!”

				“How do you know what would interest me?” he asked her smoothly, inclining his head. “I’m willing to believe you haven’t been foolish enough to tell Venus much. But you, Sally—it’s what’s in your mind that intrigues me.”

				Sally lifted her chin in brave defiance and snapped, “It’ll take longer than you’ve got to beat it out of me.”

				“Without a doubt. I wouldn’t waste my time beating you, dear, because you have already shown me a quicker course.” Almost gently he said, “How much would you let me do to Venus before you started answering my questions?”

				The shaft hit home with lethal accuracy. Over her head Merry heard Sally’s horrified cry, and Merry felt her legs grow cold and seem to recede from her body.

				More than a minute passed before he said, “You’re a clever girl, Sally, but you’re an amateur.” He uncoiled from the wagon and slowly crossed to them. “Give me your hand.”

				As Merry watched, Sally obeyed him warily. From his own right hand Devon slid a heavy diamond signet and dropped the ring into Sally’s palm, curling her fingers around it with his own.

				“Give this to the man you’ll find at the stables, watching the horses. Tell him to hitch your team.”

				In stunned thanksgiving Merry’s eyelids drooped closed, and she heard Sally’s awed whisper.

				“You’re letting us go?”

				Devon’s hand fell on the back of Merry’s head, slid caressingly under her curls, and stroked slowly over the line of skin behind her ear.

				“One has a certain reluctance to maim anything so lovely,” he said. “I’ve a feeling, my brave Sally, that you wouldn’t recover any better than she would. I wouldn’t be so nice a second time. You know that, don’t you? And if it had been another man . . .”

				“Yes,” said Sally quietly. “I know.”

				“If you value her so much, you won’t risk her again next time.” His fingers traced the satiny skin on Merry’s neck.

				“Go to the stables,” he said, turning. “I’ll send out your men.”

				Like Lot’s wife Merry watched in rigid silence as he moved toward the tavern, the faint light touching the smooth, sensual roll of his hips, the graceful shoulders, the moon-kissed hair. He entered the tavern and pulled the door closed behind him, leaving them safe among the sand and the surf and the stars.

				Sally’s legs slowly buckled, and she sank to sit on the wet grit, ducking her head down to her knees, and with bent wrists laid her palms on the back of her head. She laughed for a long time, half-hysterically, and when finally she stopped laughing, she said, “Dear God, what a man.” She looked at Merry, her cheeks wet with the tears of her laughter, and said, in a calmer voice, “We’re lucky to be alive, the way we botched that one. He kissed you, didn’t he? I guessed it. You look that upset, no more.”

				In a voice that shook, Merry said, “If you had heard me, Sally . . . I was a whimpering ninny. I should have fought him.”

				Sally chuckled tensely. “Fought? Him? What would you want to do a thing like that for? Merry, when a man like that kisses you . . . Never mind, don’t blame yourself.”

				Merry lowered herself to the sand and put an arm around her cousin’s back. “Why do you think he let us go? Doesn’t he suspect who we are?”

				“I have no idea what he suspects, honey. But I think that he was afraid he would have to kill us if he found out. Who in the world could that man be?”

				“I heard one of the pirates call him . . . Devon.”

				“Devon? Devon . . . Are you sure that’s what it was? Devon! Heavenly days! You don’t suppose—”

				“What?”

				Sally smiled. “Oh, never mind. It’s impossible. A ridiculous thought. Come with me, and let’s hurry before he changes his mind.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				August passed like a dancer, graceful and sweating. Frog song thrilled from the reed grass, raccoons hunted among the ripened cornstalks, and turtles slumbered away the afternoons on gray rocks comforted by the sun.

				At Merry’s home the cook boiled the rutabagas Merry had drawn, and served them in a lamb pie on the fourth Tuesday of the month. An owl with long downy ears took up residence in an old squirrel’s nest inside the walnut tree that overlooked the garden, and Aunt April was pleased because it would keep the mole population down. Henry Cork went to the Quaker meeting house and preached violently and at length about the Holy Virgin and the Catholic saints until the Quakers were driven from their own building.

				And the unicorn came often. Merry could feel it when she came to her room at night, waiting in the twilight behind the dark folds of the curtains.

				The pictures from the tavern were to be the last that she would draw for Carl, who had said not so jokingly that it would be better to let a few British spies wreak havoc with the war effort than expose Merry to that much danger again. Merry was ashamed of the new secret woman inside her who questioned whether he cared for her so deeply or whether he was worried about how he’d explain things to their father if anything happened to her. Even under the blight of that cynical thought she missed him, and she wasn’t likely to see him again, or Sally and Jason either, until Sally’s wedding, which would be next June, war permitting.

				Merry had worked and reworked the sketches Carl wanted, and the results had pleased him. She had been able to draw not only the traitor but the man he had been with—the pirate John Farley, whom Rand Morgan had come to the Musket and Muskrat “only to frighten,” which, Carl had told her later, had included cutting off the little finger on each of his hands. She had drawn Morgan as well, and the boy called Cat, although not without a lingering, superstitious fear that the act might make them materialize before her. Carl had sent the sketches to the Secretary of the Navy, William Jones, for use at his discretion.

				The only face she could not draw well was that of the blond man who had hidden her from the other pirates. Each sketch she made was wrong in one way or another. No matter how hard she tried to capture them, his tantalizing features remained memorable in their effect on her, elusive in their reproduction. It was difficult to draw such a beautiful face; her hand seemed to rebel against that unnatural perfection. Or perhaps some secret avenue of her mind had closed him off and shut away the sweet pain of remembered passion. It had all become less real to her with the waning of the month; the spying, the seacoast tavern, the pirates, and Devon. Hot and sticky September filtered in, bringing moments when she even asked herself if his kiss had been another fantasy like those her imagination had made for her in the past.

				And as the days of September began to lessen and the night at the seacoast grew further away it became less real as well, gathering to itself the arabesque curlicues of legend. She would play the evening through in her mind like a playwright working on a script, and give it different endings and plot twists: She salvaged her pride with fierce resistance; she resourcefully captured the pirates single-handedly. Then there was the one ending she couldn’t acknowledge. It had come to her in a dream of scruples abandoned and fear tossed away, a dream of submission and resultant joy, her senses reeling with the warm, sweet scent of his skin, his golden hair like silk under her fingertips. There was something in the power, the energy, the intelligence of this man that made him different, the way gold is from copper, and diamonds from glass chips. Anything he chose to do, he could have done well; why had he chosen to do it with Rand Morgan? Quick riches had been Carl’s guess, for Devon wasn’t a man who seemed likely to be content with little. But there, how quickly one could fill with speculation the vacuum of the pirate’s background and identity. He was a man who would remain a mystery, and the secret would likely die with him on the blood-slicked deck of a burning ship.

				Life had waxed more complex. Merry would sit by the duck pond in a clump of ferns watching the water beetles scud between the lily pads and think about the secret people she had discovered hiding inside her, the whimpering child who had appeared at her first taste of real terror, and the woman learning desire in the arms of a pirate. Surely she must exorcise them both.

				Her home was safe and as rich in pretty domesticity as it was sterile in challenges to the soul; it was as though she were living in the clean, pink interior of a moon shell. The months passed in fluid order, filled with precious detail and suppressed longing. And Merry tried to let the pleasing minutiae of her days blot the gloss from her newly awakened senses.

				Autumn was warm, wet, and golden; the mosquitoes were intolerable. To repel them, each night until the first frost Merry slept with brown sugar burning on coals in a chafing dish near her bed and woke daily to the sharp tang of charred sugar.

				In October she husked corn with the housemaids. The project lasted a whole week because Aunt April despised as too plebeian the American custom of inviting the neighbors over to a husking bee. For days the fresh garden air was busy with the rustle of dry husks and the snap of cobs cracking and laughter as well, for Henry Cork did his best to claim the traditional kiss from any maiden who came across a red cob, and the housemaids pelted him with smut ears in lively battles.

				November brought them chillier days. The itinerant woodchopper came in his coarse boots, carrying his broad ax and his canvas bundle. When he moved on again, there was an artfully balanced stack of wood by the horse barn for their winter fires.

				Christmas! Mistletoe and red holly berries, ribbons and wax candles, chains cut from gaily colored paper and hung in swags around the drawing room, and Aunt April at the aging spinet playing “The Boar’s Head Carol” and “When Christ Was Born of Mary Free.” On Christmas morning Merry and April sat through services in the unheated church in itchy woolen mittens and heavy caps under their best bonnets and then walked home to the delectable meal April had prepared of stuffed roast goose, brussels sprouts with almonds, roast potatoes, apple Yule logs, mince pie, and a plum pudding sprigged with holly and glowing blue brandy flames. In the evening they sat by the hearth nibbling on oysters cooked with lemon on toast that her aunt called angels on horseback, and opened and exclaimed happily over their gifts: light imported cologne to Merry from April, a lilac gauze scarf to April from Merry, and to both of them a generous length of pale-green mohair for new drawing-room window curtains from Merry’s father, and a three-volume set of Mysteries of Udolpho from Sally. And that night as they walked arm in arm to their bedchambers they both agreed that no Christmas together had been happier.
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