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ABOUT THE BOOK
   
Capitán Santiago Velázquez falls foul of the Spanish Inquisition after a disgruntled lover falsely accuses him of perverse tendencies. Forced to flee to the Americas, he follows in the footsteps of his pirate ancestor, the notorious leader of the Demonios del Mar, and plunders ships the length and breadth of the Spanish Main. Captured by the Spanish governor of Florida in the last days of the Seven Years War with the British, he agrees to attack Royal Navy vessels under the aegis of Letters of Marque. In exchange, he secures a pardon for himself and his crew.
Valentina Melchor is trapped in St. Augustine with her father, the governor, when Florida is ceded to Britain by the Treaty of Paris.
The turmoil caused by the end of the war is Santiago’s opportunity to flee, but he risks his life and his ship to rescue Valentina, despite his resolve to never trust a woman again.
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LEGEND OF THE PIRATES OF BRITANNIA



IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD 854, a wee lad by the name of Arthur MacAlpin set out on an adventure that would turn the tides of his fortune, for what could be more exciting than being feared and showered with gold?
Arthur wanted to be king. A sovereign as great as King Arthur, who came hundreds of years before him. The legendary knight who was able to pull a magical sword from stone, met ladies in lakes and vanquished evil with a vast following who worshipped him. But while that King Arthur brought to mind dreamlike images of a roundtable surrounded by chivalrous knights and the ladies they romanced, MacAlpin wanted to summon night terrors from every babe, woman and man.
Aye, MacAlpin, king of the pirates of Britannia would be a name most feared. A name that crossed children’s lips when the candles were blown out at night. When a shadow passed over a wall, was it the pirate king? When a ship sailed into port in the dark hours of night, was it him?
As the fourth son of the conquering Pictish King Cináed, Arthur wanted to prove himself to his father. He wanted to make his father proud, and show him that he, too, could be a conqueror. King Cináed was praised widely for having run off the Vikings, for saving his people, for amassing a vast and strong army. No one would dare encroach on his conquered lands when they would have to face the end of his blade.
Arthur wanted that, too. He wanted to be feared. Awed. To hold his sword up and have devils come flying from the tip.
So, it was on a fateful summer night in 854 that, at the age of ten and nine, Arthur amassed a crew of young and roguish Picts and stealthily commandeered one of his father’s ships. They blackened the sails to hide them from those on watch and began an adventure that would last a lifetime and beyond.
The lads trolled the seas, boarding ships and sacking small coastal villages. In fact, they even sailed so far north as to raid a Viking village in the name of his father. By the time they returned to Oban, and the seat of King Cináed, all of Scotland was raging about Arthur’s atrocities. Confused, he tried to explain, but his father would not listen and would not allow him back into the castle.
King Cináed banished his youngest son from the land, condemned his acts as evil and told him he never wanted to see him again.
Enraged and experiencing an underlying layer of mortification, Arthur took to the seas, gathering men as he went, and building a family he could trust that would not shun him. They ravaged the sea as well as the land—using his clan’s name as a lasting insult to his father for turning him out.
The legendary Pirate King was rumored to be merciless, the type of vengeful pirate who would drown a babe in his mother’s own milk if she didn’t give him the pearls at her neck. But with most rumors, they were mostly steeped in falsehoods meant to intimidate. In fact, there may have been a wee boy or two he saved from an untimely fate. Whenever they came across a lad or lass in need, as Arthur himself had once been, they took them into the fold.
One ship became two. And then three, four, five, until a score of ships with blackened sails roamed the seas.
These were his warriors. A legion of men who adored him, respected him, followed him, and, together, they wreaked havoc on the blood ties that had sent him away. And generations upon generations, country upon country, they would spread far and wide until people feared them from horizon to horizon. Every pirate king to follow would be named MacAlpin, so his father’s banishment would never be forgotten.
Forever lords of the sea. A daring brotherhood, where honor among thieves reigns supreme, and crushing their enemies is a thrilling pastime.
These are the pirates of Britannia, and here are their stories….



“En tu abrazo, yo abrazo todo lo que existe,
La arena, el tiempo, el árbol de la lluvia.
Y todo vive para que yo viva,
Veo en tu vida todo lo viviente.”
~Pablo Neruda, Chilean poet and diplomat,
recipient of the 1971 Nobel Prize in Literature.
“When I hold you, I hold everything that is,
Sand, time, the tree of the rain.
Everything is alive so that I can be alive,
In your life, I see everything that lives.”
For María Rebecca Velázquez-McIntyre, with my thanks.
Author’s Note:
THE WINDWARD PASSAGE
The colonial territories that serve as the backdrop for my story are geographically very close to each other. The best thing to do while following Captain Santiago’s adventures might be to have a Google Map of the Caribbean handy.
~~~





CHAPTER ONE
   
ACCUSED
Sevilla, Andalucía, España, 1760
“A nd so you see,” Alonzo Velázquez explained when he reached the end of the tale he’d recounted many times, “our ancestor was a famous Spanish marauder who gave the Pirates of Britannia a run for their money.”
His guests chuckled politely, as they always did, and raised their sherry glasses. “To Santiago Fernández,” they exclaimed. “Leader of the Demonios del Mar.”
It wasn’t every Spanish nobleman who boasted openly of pirate ancestors, but Alonzo Velázquez de Vallirana y La Granada was probably the richest man in Sevilla, founding owner of a profitable shipping company trading with Spanish colonies in the Americas.
Claiming not to care a whit for public opinion, he never failed to mention that his eldest son had been named for the infamous pirate king who’d lived three hundred years before. Like Fernández, Santiago Velázquez had indeed spent most of his life at sea, plying back and forth across the Atlantic in his favorite ship, the Santa María.
While enjoying the old tales, and proud of his family’s long seafaring history, Santiago considered himself more of a rogue than a pirate. Was he to blame that beautiful women lusted after handsome sea captains, especially ones who stood to inherit a fortune?
Sometimes it was difficult to keep track of his paramours. He had obviously offended Salomé Mendoza when he’d escorted his current ladylove into his father’s house earlier in the evening. She’d slapped his face and stormed off as if they had some sort of permanent arrangement, which he certainly was unaware of. He racked his brain for something he might have said or done to give her the wrong impression, but couldn’t think of anything.
Over the years he’d more or less abandoned the youthful notion of someday finding what his father had enjoyed with his late mother—a great love. And Salomé definitely wasn’t a woman he’d want to spend his life with. Beautiful, yes, but also conniving and given to fits of rage. He wasn’t entirely sure how he’d become involved with her in the first place, and resolved to be more careful in future.
Hours later, when all the guests had left, and his younger brothers and sisters had retired, he and his father sat in the salon, sharing a glass or two of Cuban rum.
“I apologize for the scene earlier,” he said, genuinely sorry for Salomé’s outburst. His father went to great lengths to ensure his social gatherings went off without a hitch. Instead, the humiliating slap would be the main topic of gossip among Sevilla’s social elite.
“It will pass,” his father replied. “Everyone knows Salomé takes after her mother.”
It was a gentle reminder that he was expected to exercise better judgement. It was never wise to alienate families of equal social rank.
He drained his glass, rose from his chair and bade his father goodnight. “Hopefully, one day I will acquire your wisdom, Papa,” he said before taking his leave.
    
SANTIAGO SHRUGGED off the hand shaking him awake. He opened one eye. Why was his valet waking him in the middle of the night? “It’s still dark, go away, Roberto.”
“Wake up, Santi.”
He rolled over, startled when he saw his father’s worried face, rendered all the more haggard by the flickering flame of the candle he held. “What’s wrong?”
“You must go to your ship. Salomé has accused you.”
He rubbed his eyes and sat up. “Of what?”
His father sat on the edge of the bed. “Sexual deviance,” he murmured.
Santiago snorted. He considered himself creative in his lovemaking, but deviant? “She’s off her head,” he replied with a yawn. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow. She’ll calm down.”
“The constables were already here.”
“Constables?”
“From the Suprema.”
He was tempted to laugh. “What on earth could she accuse me of that would interest the Inquisition?”
“Sodomy and homosexuality.”
His blood ran cold. Few men of his age accused of homosexuality escaped the noose, most of them tortured into confessing. Only boys deemed to have been sodomized unwillingly were punished with a whipping. “But you know this isn’t true,” he exclaimed.
“True or not, you must flee. Sail to Cuba. Lie low. I will send word when it’s safe to come home.”
He felt the weight of a heavy bag on his legs, and the thunk of a large amount of coin. He looked up at the tears streaming down his father’s face and his heart broke.
“Take this and go now, my son. I have diverted them, but they will be back.”
Two hours later, the Santa María was sailing down the Guadalquivir, after a hurried and gut-wrenching farewell. His valet had sobbed almost as much as his wailing sisters. His white-faced brothers had been unable to speak. His father had struggled unsuccessfully not to break down, finally mumbling a reassurance that his sainted mother would watch over him.
While supplies were being loaded in Cádiz, he explained to the crew that the ship wouldn’t be making the return voyage. They could either stay in Cádiz, return to Spain in another of his father’s ships or start a new life in the Americas with him. It was gratifying that the majority chose to sail with him, not surprising after he distributed some of his father’s coin as an incentive. As he sailed away from his beloved country and everyone he loved and cherished, he doubted his broken heart would ever mend. Never again would he allow a woman to destroy his life.





CHAPTER TWO
   
APPOINTMENT
Madrid, España, April 1762
V alentina was so excited, she couldn’t concentrate on her sewing. It was a tiresome pastime she hated, and her father had been expected back from his interview at the Royal Palace hours ago. “Where can he be?” she asked her mother who sat calmly sewing in an armchair.
“Be patient. He’ll be here soon enough to tell us why he was summoned by the king.”
“How can you be so calm?” Valentina replied, getting up to pace back and forth in front of the hearty fire in the salon. “Will he be given some sort of appointment? A position at court? An ambassadorship? What?”
“You’ll wear a path in the carpet,” her mother replied without even looking up from the embroidery.
Valentina hurried into the foyer upon hearing the front door slam. She knew better than to rush into her father’s embrace. He loved her, of that there was no doubt, but they rarely hugged. It simply wasn’t done among noble Spanish families.
“That sort of thing is for the French,” her mother often reminded her.
“I can’t wait to hear your news, Papa,” she babbled, a little concerned that he didn’t seem overly happy.
He handed her a furled and beribboned parchment. “Hold this for a moment, Querida,” he said.
She held the document with a reverence worthy of the holy grail while he allowed the valet to take his cloak.
He pecked a kiss on her forehead, retrieved the parchment, then walked directly into the salon and handed it to her mother.
She narrowed her eyes and looked up at him before sliding off the ribbon.
“La Florida,” he rasped.
The color drained from her mother’s face as she clenched her jaw and threw the parchment to the floor. “No.”
“I cannot refuse,” he replied, retrieving the document.
Valentina could stand it no longer. “What? Tell me.”
“The king has appointed me Governor of La Florida.”
She struggled to understand as her mother sobbed. “In the Americas?”
Paula Melchor leapt to her feet, her sewing forgotten. “This is the great honor King Carlos has bestowed on you?” she asked sarcastically. “After everything you’ve done for that miserable excuse for a monarch.”
Her father gathered his wife into his embrace, something Valentina couldn’t recall witnessing before. Tears welled in her eyes. Things weren’t turning out the way she’d expected.
“Hush, Paula,” he said softly. “Those are treasonous words. The king believes I am the best man for the job.”
“But it’s so far away and we’re at war with the British. Everyone knows they have their eye on La Florida,” she protested.
“And I intend to do everything in my power to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
Fear constricted Valentina’s throat. “The king cannot send you into a war.”
“We have no choice, Niña,” he replied. “We sail within the week.”
“Manuela will refuse to go,” his wife protested.
“We cannot make decisions based on the wishes of a maidservant,” he retorted, seemingly at the end of his patience.
“But what will I do without her?” she wailed before feeling the room.
The widowed Manuela had served as Paula Melchor’s lady’s maid and companion since before Valentina’s birth.
Her father slumped into the chair she had vacated and removed his powdered wig. “Your mother is upset, but she’ll come to see this as a good thing. The Americas offer a new world of opportunities, and the weather in La Florida is reputed to be a lot warmer than here. Tropical, in fact. It will be an adventure. But I am afraid it leaves no time to find a replacement for your betrothed. At least not in this country.”
Every aspect of Valentina’s life in Madrid had been regimented, her future mapped out before she was born. Her mother constantly lamented the sudden death of her betrothed, a man twice her age she’d been promised to in the womb.
May God forgive her, but she viewed it as a lucky escape from a crushing boor who had no conversation. The prospect of life with Don Diego de Ximena had loomed like a jagged rock on which she would founder and sink to the depths of despair.
Now had come the chance to escape the dirty streets of Madrid, to see the wider world. Should she feel guilty that the prospect excited her?
Something her tutor had told her surfaced. “Is La Florida part of the Spanish Main?”
Her father smiled. “Sí.”
A pulse thudded in her ears. “But pirates rule the Spanish Main.”





CHAPTER THREE
   
ISLA ESCONDIDA
Bahía Escondida, Cuba, Summer 1762
Santiago supposed it was an uncharacteristic overindulgence in Cuban rum that had led to the giddy feeling making his head spin. But a man was allowed to celebrate two years since his fall from grace, wasn’t he?
Sprawled at the foot of the Santa María’s mainmast, he looked up to the stars spangling the night sky. On the long voyage across the Atlantic, not a single star had appeared in the cloudy night skies. If he’d been a superstitious man, he might have seen that as an omen of things to come once they arrived in Cuba.
“I discovered two things about this far-flung outpost of Spain,” he confessed to his first mate.
Christian took a swig of rum then went back to whittling.
“Man of few words,” Santiago mumbled. “That’s what I like about you.”
In truth, there were many things he admired about Christian Williams. Thousands of slaves from British and French possessions had fled to Spanish colonies, lured by the promise of freedom and citizenship. Christian was the only one who had sought out Bahía Escondida, the pirate hideaway on Cuba’s southern coast. Santiago had trusted the taciturn black man from their first meeting. The Jamaican had never betrayed his trust even when they’d got themselves into some risky situations.
“Two things,” Christian reminded him.
Santiago closed his eyes, trying to concentrate. “First, generous as my father’s gift was, it didn’t go very far and most of it was gone by the time I arrived in La Habana.”
Speaking of his father was painful. The man he respected more than any other in the world had died shortly after Santiago’s flight. When he received the news three months after the event, he blamed himself and carried his guilt around for months. Emilio was an intelligent, capable brother who would continue the success of the family business, but Santiago seethed that he had forfeited his birthright thanks to a conniving, vengeful woman.
“Second, it’s a sad truth that a man with nothing but sorrow in his heart cannot build up a shipping empire in a foreign country from scratch with no money and one ship.”
His failure to accomplish something he’d thought would be easy had been a sharp reminder that he wasn’t the man his father had been.
“And third,” Christian said, still whittling.
Santiago chuckled, which led to a fit of hiccups. “I’ve obviously told you this story before.”
“Many times.”
Santiago eventually managed to hold up three fingers. “Third, too many rich and powerful Spaniards had taken control of the shipping industry here. They weren’t interested in allowing an upstart from Andalucía to make inroads.”
He still had the bruises to prove it, but he’d survived and decided the only way to prosper was to emulate the pirate ancestor he’d never stopped thinking about on the voyage across the Atlantic—when he wasn’t busy plotting Salomé’s demise.
Three hundred years before, Santiago Fernandez had made his fortune plundering vessels in the Bay of Biscay and the English Channel aboard his ship the Santa María, the same name as Santiago’s ship. That was a good omen.
What better way to seek revenge on the country that had betrayed him than to steal from Spanish ships carrying goods and gold to and from the colonies scattered the length and breadth of the Spanish Main.
Not only Spanish ships. Britain and France had merchantmen servicing their colonies in the Americas. The pickings could be rich.
“So you became a pirate,” Christian said with a smile. “And a bloody good one.”
Santiago drained the last of the rum and settled the empty jug on his belly. “Because I have a good crew.”
“Loyal too.”
Even in his drunken state, Santiago heard a hint of warning in his first mate’s voice. “I sense a caution.”
Christian stopped whittling. “So far we’ve managed to avoid the warships of the three nations fighting over the Americas, but, sooner or later, one of the navies will increase its efforts and win the war. We have to be careful.”
“I’m not known for being careful,” he said regretfully, recalling his father’s words. “My money’s on the Royal Navy.” He struggled to his feet with the help of the mast. “However, we can afford to sit tight here, our treasure safely hidden, thanks to you and me. We’ll pick and choose our targets.”
Christian got to his feet. “Just as well. I heard there’s a new governor on his way to Florida. New brooms like to sweep clean.”
“So we won’t go anywhere near San Agustín.”





CHAPTER FOUR
   
ARREST
“I  have a bad feeling about this,” Christian said as they pored over the latest charts they had of an area further east than they normally roved.
Santiago was also beginning to have misgivings about the lone merchantman they’d followed for days. “I’m not comfortable in these waters, either,” he confessed. “But we have to stay away from Cuba’s northern coast now La Habana has fallen to the British.”
Christian traced a finger along the chart. “The merchantman came out of Puerto Rico with Spanish flags, so I assumed she was bound for Hispaniola, but she’s heading north.”
Santiago nodded. “It’s possible she’s going to La Florida by a more northerly route for the same reason we’re avoiding Cuban waters.”
“Which means she’s carrying valuable cargo. She’s low in the water.”
Dogging a ship for days to ascertain her speed, numbers of crew, and possible firepower was a tactic Santiago had employed many times, with great success. He shouted to Xiang in the crow’s nest. “Any sight of land?”
He knew the answer before he asked. The jovial Chinaman would have alerted them immediately. He had the eyes of an eagle and had so far lived up to the promise of his name, which he claimed meant Good Luck,
“Here we are, in the middle of nowhere, with no threat in sight and a ship ripe for picking, so why do we feel anxious?”
Christian shrugged. “I don’t know. Are we getting too old for the pirate life?”
Santiago frowned, but then smiled when his first mate winked. “Light the smoke pans. Hopefully, our quarry has been lulled into thinking we pose no danger and will come to the aid of another Spanish ship in trouble. Or she’ll run.”
“Usually works,” Christian replied as he went off to ensure the order was carried out properly. There was always a danger of setting one’s own ship alight.
Santiago wished his friend had shown more enthusiasm, but what could go wrong? The method was tried and true. Create enough smoke to make the prey believe you were on fire so they would come to your aid.
When he judged the obnoxious black clouds from the oil-pans thick enough, he gave the order to strike the sails, then took out his telescope.
After long, tense minutes, the merchantman slowed and began to turn slowly. All that remained was to let the Santa María drift to within boarding distance.
As the other ship drew closer, Santiago’s crew assembled on deck, their faces blackened. It was a proven fact that captains surrendered more readily when they believed the screeching, heavily armed bandits attacking them were escaped slaves.
The thick smokescreen irritated Santiago’s throat, but at least it concealed his men.
“Wait for my signal,” Christian shouted.
The merchantman was within reach of the Santa María’s boarding ladders. The thrill of the hunt pumped in Santiago’s veins. “Hoist the drac,” he yelled.
As the purple dragon ran up the pole, the smoke cleared for a brief moment. But it was long enough to make out row upon row of uniformed sailors on the deck of the merchantman, all armed with muskets.
“Mierda!” Santiago shouted hoarsely, elation fleeing. “Infantería de Marina.”
“Spanish Marines,” Christian echoed.
Santiago was relieved when his crew hesitated. They’d be cut to pieces by the elite navy-men. “We surrender,” he bellowed, throwing down his sword. “Nos rendimos.”
Within minutes, the marines had boarded the Santa María and disarmed the crew. An officer emerged from the smoke and stood nose to nose with Santiago, an annoying smirk on his face. He sneered at the purple drac. “Capitán Velázquez, in the name of our sacred Majesty, King Carlos, I arrest you for piracy.”
Santiago exchanged a glance with his first mate. The amused resignation in Christian’s eyes showed that he too recognized they’d been caught in their own trap. The prey had turned out to be the hunter.
Again, Santiago had failed to pay heed to the necessity for caution. His crew would pay for his carelessness with their lives.
“My men will take charge of your ship,” the officer informed him.
Santiago kept silent, knowing what came next.
“Once we reach San Agustín, you will come before the Governor of La Florida to face trial.”
“I warned you a new broom sweeps clean,” Christian muttered as they were herded into the hold.
“I should have paid more attention,” he replied.
“This isn’t your fault,” his first mate insisted. “We all knew we’d get caught some day. It’s the risk we took.”
Santiago shook his head. “I ignored my instincts.”
Christian clamped a beefy hand on his shoulder. “Hindsight’s a great thing, my friend.”





CHAPTER FIVE
   
TRIAL
Castillo de San Marcos, San Agustín, La Florida, 1763
“T  he court wishes to know where you were born, Capitán Velázquez.”
The question had been posed by the Governor of La Florida, who already knew his history, so Santiago deemed this just another step in the inevitable journey to the gallows. “Sevilla, Vuestra Merced,” he replied, squaring his shoulders as he looked up into the vaulted ceiling.
“Andalucía,” Governor Melchor hissed, his jaw clenched.
“Sí,” Santiago replied patiently, not bothering to politely add Your Honor this time. What was the point? He wasn’t ashamed of his Andalusian birth, though a Castilian such as Melchor wouldn’t consider him a true Spaniard.
However, a balding, ill-shaven clerk sat at a small, makeshift desk adjacent to the governor’s, long quill poised. If there was to be a record of the proceedings leading to Santiago’s execution in this foreign land, it was perhaps fitting to point out that his family’s deep roots lay elsewhere. “My ancestors were originally…”
The governor waved his hand, perhaps shooing away a persistent mosquito, and looked down his long nose. “The court is aware of your history, and of your pirate ancestor’s criminal behavior centuries ago.”
Santiago risked a sideways glance at Christian. As he expected, his first mate’s black face showed no emotion. He was probably the only man not sweating in the sweltering heat of the cramped space.
The Spanish governor of La Florida had appointed himself sole judge and jury. Obviously ill-at-ease conducting a trial in a storage room still bearing evidence of the hastily removed sacks of grain, Melchor dabbed the perspiration from his brow with a lace kerchief. “The Azores, wasn’t it?” he asked, apparently changing his mind about delving into Santiago’s past.
A grueling month spent in the citadel’s infernally hot, bug-infested cells, with little or no food, almost prompted Santiago to suggest his tormentor simply get on with the sentencing. He glanced again at the clerk chewing the end of the quill, swallowed his thirst and continued. “More than three hundred years ago, my great, great, great…”
Melchor interrupted again. “Grandfather…Santiago Fernandez. You are named for him.”
Christian blinked.
Chains clinked as the other twenty members of his crew accused of piracy swiveled their heads to gape at Santiago. They were aware of the circumstances that had led to his flight from Spain to the New World. In dubious taverns and alehouses the length and breadth of the Spanish Main, they loved to recount the tale of their dashing captain. It was the stuff of legend—a nobleman forced into piracy after fleeing a charge of deviant sexual behavior. It was a false accusation leveled by a spurned mistress who happened to have the ear of the Grand Inquisitor. In their estimation, his desire for vengeance on the country that had persecuted him was reason enough for attacking ships delivering goods to Spain’s far flung colonies.
But his men obviously hadn’t known of his connection to the legendary Fernandez, scourge of the English Channel and the Bay of Biscay, pirate-king of the Demonios del Mar, sworn enemy of every Englishman, Frenchman and Scotsman who’d drawn breath in the fifteenth century. That was a family skeleton he’d assumed he would take to the grave.
Some of the original crew from Sevilla had remained loyal, entering the buccaneering profession with relish once they realized the wealth to be had. Santiago never hesitated to share the spoils, and most of the food they pillaged was given to the inhabitants of native villages. However, a goodly portion of the gold they’d amassed still lay hidden—and would remain so after his execution.
The laborious scratching of the clerk’s nib jolted him out of his reminiscences. “Sí,” he replied. “Fernandez carried on his activities from Puerto de los Dioses, near the Azores.”
“And what happened to him?”
Melchor’s sonorous tone indicated he was about to pronounce sentence. Santiago raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “I have no knowledge of his ultimate end three hundred years ago. I suppose he died.”
Melchor glared the sniggering crewmen to silence, then stroked his mustache. “As an avid student of history, I discovered that Fernandez was eventually granted Letters of Marque by the King of Spain, legitimizing his piracy against British ships.”
Santiago should have been pleased to discover new information about his ancestor, but it rankled that Melchor knew something he didn’t, and why was the supercilious bureaucrat telling him all this? Just to show off his knowledge?
“You’re wondering why I mention Letters of Marque,” the governor said.
For the first time, a tic played just under Christian’s right eye. The rest of the crew gaped, frowning in confusion.
Melchor snapped his fingers at the clerk. “Leave.”
Once the little man had shouldered his way out of the crowded room, Melchor got to his feet. “Let me get straight to the heart of the matter. Thanks to the incompetence of our French allies, we are losing the war against the British they dragged us into. If we do, they will expect to get their hands on La Florida. I am prepared to sign Letters of Marque granting you license to do everything you can to harass and plunder British ships.”
Santiago hesitated. The pickings could be rich but, according to reliable sources, the war was already lost. Melchor had to know La Habana had fallen to the British. That was too close to his treasure hoard for comfort. There was little time left. “What’s in it for us if we agree?”
“You get to keep your heads.”
Should he push his luck? “A complete pardon, even for alleged crimes in Spain?”
Melchor grimaced. “Sí.”
Evidently, the governor had known about Salomé’s accusations. “In writing? For all my men?”
“Sí.”
“Then I agree.”
Pandemonium erupted as the crew cheered and patted each other on the back. Ivory teeth flashed and bright eyes sparkled when a broad grin split Christian’s black face from ear to ear.
    
MANUELA DREW her black shawl more tightly around her thin frame. “Your Papa has made the wrong decision,” she muttered. “And it certainly is not seemly for you to be present at such an event.”
Valentina continued to twirl in front of the looking glass, smoothing wrinkles from her blue silk skirts, and trying to appear unperturbed by her dueña’s outburst. She had no recollection of her chaperone ever criticizing her father, so perhaps Manuela was right. An unmarried young woman shouldn’t be exposed to the thieving brigands her father had recently recruited as privateers.
Social events in San Agustín were few and far between, but Valentina had willingly stepped into the role of official hostess after her mother’s death. Throughout the illness that had begun during the long voyage to the Americas, Paula Melchor had schooled her daughter to take her place.
“It’s my duty,” she replied. “The presentation of Letters of Marque is an important step forward in our war against England.”
“Tonterías,” Manuela retorted. “Legitimizing piracy isn’t progress, it’s rubbish.”
“But Papa insists Capitán Velázquez is of noble Spanish blood. His line apparently goes back hundreds of years.”
Therein lay the real reason she was determined to attend the ceremony. What little her father had told her about Santiago Velázquez had piqued her curiosity. She loved living in La Florida, but day to day existence in this outpost of the Spanish empire could be tedious. The busy social life they’d lived in Madrid was a distant memory. The royal appointment had been a promotion for her father, a feather in his cap; the tropical climate had cost the frail Paula Melchor her life.
However, if Valentina revealed her yearning for excitement to the still-muttering Manuela, it would doubtless make her dueña more determined she not be allowed to go.
    
CHRISTIAN BRACED his legs against the gentle rocking of the Santa María at anchor and folded brawny arms across his broad chest. “You look like a macaroni,” he told his captain.
Santiago’s cabin was large, but he was getting overheated in his finery. He feigned annoyance. “What would a runaway slave know about the fashions of the nobility?” he asked, tilting his tricorn hat to a slightly more rakish angle. “Especially one from Jamaica.”
Christian shrugged. “At least you’re not wearing one of those foppish powdered wigs.”
“No fear of that, my friend,” he replied. “I have no intention of emulating our dear governor, until I am old and grey.”
He privately hoped that day would never dawn. He was proud of his shoulder-length, black hair. In some ridiculous way, as long as it stayed that color, he was still a Spaniard, a nobleman from a land with a far more advanced culture than the Americas.
Christian winked, running a hand over his wiry black curls. “Would I look more like a gentleman if I grew my hair long and tied it back at the nape like yours?”
Santiago laughed. “I’m afraid it will take more than that.”
Christian grinned. “A rose-colored velvet suit similar to the one you’re wearing, perhaps?”
Smiling, Santiago shook his head. “Pink isn’t your color.”
His first mate grimaced. “Who are you trying to impress with this macaroni outfit?”
Santiago inhaled deeply. “Let me explain fashion to you. Macaronis perch tiny hats on top of enormous wigs, whereas my tricorn sits perfectly atop my own hair.”
“But the feather is outrageous,” Christian exclaimed.
“That’s the point,” Santiago replied. “It will draw attention.” He pointed a toe. “Furthermore, macaronis wear tiny pumps, whereas I am shod in buckled shoes of the finest leather.”
“Stolen from a Spanish merchantman,” Christian interjected.
Santiago ignored him. “Macaronis wear short, tight trousers, whereas mine are of the appropriate knee length and fitted comfortably to my frame.”
Christian made a show of examining his fingernails. “By the French tailor we kidnapped.”
“And set free once he’d completed my wardrobe,” Santiago countered. He was about to add macaronis wore silk stockings, but since his own hose were made of silk, he thought better of it. “Lastly, macaronis are effeminate.”
Christian wagged his head from side to side. “Well, such an accusation could never be leveled at you, Captain. The señoritas would rush to your defense. Perhaps you intend to sweep some lady off her feet.”
Santiago shrugged. He’d sworn off women since tangling with Salomé Velázquez. “It’s unlikely there’ll be women present at the ceremony.”
“I heard Melchor has a beautiful daughter.”
Santiago wasn’t interested. “It’s difficult to estimate the governor’s age. Any offspring he has could be ten—too young—or thirty—much too old.
“And she doubtless has an equally ugly dueña who will make sure she doesn’t attend. I want Melchor to realize he isn’t dealing with a nobody, but with Don Santiago Fernando Velázquez de Vallirana y La Granada. I venture to guess the governor is from a family of lesser rank. If we are to plunder British ships, I want a share of the spoils.”
Christian shook his head. “Is it not enough we escaped the noose?”
“What good is life if we do not live it to the full, my Jamaican friend?”
He eyed his first mate’s attire. The shirt was clean, the trousers acceptable, the boots scuffed. “I suppose that’s what you’re wearing?”
“I’m coming with you?”
“Of course. I need a witness.”





CHAPTER SIX
   
HEAT
M anuela continued to scowl, even when they entered the Great Room of the Casa de Gobierno and discovered Valentina wasn’t the only female in attendance at the formal ceremony. They might have known the pock-faced wife of the Vice-Governor would be at her husband’s side. Both stood with spines rigid, their demeanor oozing displeasure.
The pose wasn’t unusual for Ivanna Luna de Montserrat. Valentina never felt comfortable in the unpleasant woman’s presence. It rendered the wait for her father’s arrival with the pirate all the more nerve-wracking.
It had come as a surprise to discover upon their arrival in San Agustín that the Vice-Governor and his wife were Cataláns, though her father had said nothing. However, every Castilian knew of Cataluña’s long fight to be independent of Spain. It was hard to believe a Bourbon monarch would appoint a Catalán to an important position in the colonies, especially in a time of war.
Still, she supposed Montserrat must have earned the honor.
A dozen or so government officials and functionaries rounded out the gathering, conversing in hushed murmurs.
A sweating clerk, his tongue wedged between his lips, was laboriously penning something on a piece of parchment and every scratch of the nib grated on her nerves. Perspiration trickled down her spine in the oppressive heat.
She should have respectfully explained to her father the reasons she couldn’t attend, but had in the end felt duty-bound to be there for him. There was little doubt in her mind that Maximiliano de Montserrat coveted the position of Governor. She suspected her father was aware of the Montserrats’ malevolence. The man’s dark, sunken eyes put her in mind of the raccoons that frequented the rubbish dumps in this part of the world.
Señor Maximiliano Mapache. Bold and crafty.
She closed her eyes and conjured an image of Montserrat with a ringed tail that made her want to giggle. However, it was her responsibility to be her father’s sophisticated hostess—his aide-de-camp, so to speak, his comrade-in-arms. She’d felt his loneliness and isolation since her mother’s untimely death.
She fisted her hands at her sides, determined to behave with decorum as befitted the occasion.
That was a laughable idea. What could be less noble than granting a pirate permission to plunder with impunity?
Ivanna Luna’s black lace fan flicked back and forth, the bone veins clicking noisily. Her efforts were ineffective in chasing away the beads of sweat decorating the not-so-faint mustache on her upper lip.
Valentina cringed when the door hinges screeched. She would never get used to the humidity rusting everything. Two footmen entered and stood to attention by the open door.
She proudly squared her shoulders when her father strolled into the chamber. Montserrat and others may disagree with his decisions, but she was aware of his determination to do everything in his power to defeat the British.
The clerk laid aside his quill, came to his feet and bowed.
Valentina’s mouth fell open when she set eyes on the man who strode in confidently at her father’s side, a black man following in his wake.
She barely noticed the squealing hinges when the footmen closed the door and resumed their rigid stance.
“Pirata,” Montserrat muttered. “Pícaro,” he added for good measure.
“Merodeador,” his wife agreed.
If Capitán Santiago Velázquez heard the disparaging accusations of marauding, he gave no indication of it.
Indeed, Valentina doubted if the arrogant man even noticed the Montserrats.
Everything about him bespoke nobility and breeding; his bearing, the costly velvet attire, his glossy black hair, the outrageous hat with the longest feather she’d ever seen. He might have been mistaken for an envoy from the Spanish court.
The pirate captain was the complete opposite of what she’d expected. She couldn’t stop staring open-mouthed, even when he pierced her with startling, dark eyes. She had the uncomfortable feeling he was peering into her very soul. Did he know her nipples had tightened as heat spiraled up her thighs and blossomed in her womb?
The new and foreign sensations caused her to sway. She hoped the perceptive Manuela would think the soaring temperature had caused the flush reddening her face.
    
SANTIAGO HAD EXPECTED sour-faced officials to be present as witnesses and felt a momentary pang of pity for a man he noticed out of the corner of his eye who reminded him of a raccoon—the vice-governor, he’d guess. To be burdened with such an ugly wife…a cross to bear.
However, the astonishing vision of a tall, raven-haired beauty almost threw him off stride, which wasn’t a good thing. It was vital he appear in control, of himself and the entire gathering.
Yet he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the young woman. Who was she and what was she doing here? If he wasn’t mistaken, he’d knocked her off balance too. When their eyes had met, she’d blushed profusely, nostrils flaring, back arched. Yet, he’d wager she was an innocent.
It was a very inopportune moment for his cock to salute, and he was glad he’d decided to don the long collarless coat over the tunic, despite the heat.
It’s as well I don’t wear macaroni trousers.
Governor Melchor cleared his throat and spoke to the clerk. “You will record the names of those present.”
“Already done, Your Honor,” the man replied.
“Read them aloud,” Melchor insisted.
“Su Excelencia, Governor Felíx Melchor de Alcobendas y Guadarrama, His Excellency, Vice-Governor Don Maximiliano Montserrat and Lady Ivanna Luna Montserrat.”
“Mapache,” Santiago muttered under his breath, taking an immediate dislike to the man who reminded him of a Raccoon. His success as the son of a shipping magnate in Sevilla and subsequently as a pirate captain had resulted largely from an ability to size up people and situations quickly. He wouldn’t be surprised if Montserrat thirsted for the governorship.
“Lady Valentina Elena Melchor de Alcobendas y Guadarrama.”
Aha! A relative of the governor’s. The beauty was much too young to be his wife—or so he found himself hoping. Such a delicate flower deserved a young, virile man. He conjured a vision of waking every morning wrapped in those incredible raven tresses.
“Señora Manuela Campo.”
He might have known. The scowling, grey-haired chaperone dressed from head to toe in black crêpe was the quintessential dueña, an embittered widow.
As the roll call continued, he bit his lower lip, chiding himself inwardly. It was imperative he not be distracted from what was important. In Spain he might be Valentina’s social equal, or even a rank or two above her, but in La Florida he was a mere pirate, a criminal. The governor would likely have him executed for simply looking at his daughter, if the Black Widow didn’t tear him limb from limb first.
The clerk inhaled deeply and read out the last name on the list. “Capitán Santiago Velázquez.”
This was the moment he’d been waiting for. He lifted his chin and tore his gaze away from Melchor’s daughter. “I would prefer the record and the Letters of Marque show my full name, Don Santiago Fernando Velázquez de Vallirana y La Granada. Also the name of my First Mate seems to have been omitted. Señor Christian Williams.”
The raccoon’s wife snorted with derision, but her predictable reaction was of no consequence to Santiago who derived great delight from Lady Valentina’s wide-eyed surprise.
“Very well,” the governor agreed after a moment’s hesitation. “Amend the record.”
“And the Letter of Marque, Your Honor?” the clerk asked. “That will take a few minutes.”
“Make it so,” Melchor replied. “We’ll wait.”
    
FEET SHIFTED. The humidity climbed suddenly as though the entire house was on the boil.
Montserrat scurried over to the harried clerk and the two pored over the documents on the desk.
Valentina feared Ivanna Luna’s wrist might shatter with the increased fanning efforts.
As for herself, she was tempted to flee the insistent gaze of Capitán Velázquez who seemed not to be wilting of heat stroke despite being overdressed. Indeed, he looked irritatingly calm.
As did the smirking black man standing beside the footmen with arms folded across his broad frame.
A tight smile from her father broke the spell. This was the kind of occasion for which her mother had prepared her. She inhaled deeply, swallowed her nervousness and bade her guests take a seat. A knot tightened in her belly when she realized there weren’t enough chairs for everyone.
To her relief, Manuela snapped out of her scowling trance and began barking orders at the footmen. Drinks, refreshments and more chairs were to be fetched.
Montserrat hovered over the clerk as he made the changes they had apparently agreed upon.
Her father watched the goings-on with a slight smirk on his face. It occurred to her he too was aware that the pirate captain had taken charge of the proceedings and caused the flurry of nervous activity.
She became annoyed by the thought that the pirate’s cool arrogance in requiring a change to the prepared documents had undermined her father’s authority. He’d also remained standing, long legs braced, hand on the hilt of his sword. Why was a thief allowed to carry a sword, and wear buckled shoes, an exquisitely tailored tunic, and fine hose she suspected were made of silk? No doubt his entire wardrobe had been plundered, mostly from Spanish ships. The wretch should have been forced to surrender his ill-gotten gains and come before them as a penitent, stripped of all…
She swayed, overwhelmed by the carnal image of a naked Santiago Velázquez that shocked her to the core. She shifted her gaze to the window, her confused thoughts galloping in an entirely unladylike direction.
She squealed when a firm hand grasped her elbow. “Are you unwell, Lady Valentina?”
The melodious voice plucked a chord deep inside, her heart racing when she looked up into warm eyes full of concern. Drawn into the brown depths of the pirate’s gaze, she couldn’t look away.
“No…sí,” she spluttered, wishing she had Ivanna Luna’s fan. “The heat.”
He guided her to a newly-delivered chair she didn’t recognize. The overly-familiar action was appalling, not to mention he’d used her given name without permission, as if they were…friends. However, she drew strength from his support, and the strange tingling in her nipples wasn’t unpleasant. In fact…
She gulped air when he whipped off his outrageous hat with a flourish and tucked it under one arm. “You have been standing too long in this insufferable humidity. My pride has caused a delay. I apologize. Do you forgive me?”
Valentina was aware of shocked murmurs and Ivanna Luna’s loud tutting, but her eyes darted from the long feather sticking out behind him at an odd angle, to the inky-black waves that framed his noble face. She was absurdly relieved the feather had miraculously survived, but ashamed to find herself wondering what his thick hair would feel like if she sifted her fingers through it.
He brushed a kiss on her knuckles. His moist lips barely touched her skin but her resolve to resent his arrogance faltered. “Of course,” she murmured, fluttering her eyelashes in a most unseemly way.
The heat had obviously stolen her wits. At least, that was the excuse she would offer Manuela.





CHAPTER SEVEN
   
LETTER OF MARQUE
I t was essential Santiago listen carefully to every detail of the document as the clerk began to explain the contents. The lives of his crew depended on it.
He dragged his gaze away from the assembly and looked up at the whitewashed beams, but his attention still wandered during the reading of the formal preamble. Was Valentina still watching him? He was standing in the Great Room of her home. Was her bedchamber close by? Perhaps on the second floor, directly above his head.
To All in Whom these Presents Shall Come or May Concern…
He seemed unable to concentrate on the lengthy introduction, his mind daydreaming of long, raven tresses wrapped around…
By virtue of the Power and Authority Vested in Me by His Most Sacred Majestad King Carlos…
Santiago clenched his jaw. He remembered Carlos all too well—the gangly monarch who’d taken the word of a courtesan and apparently issued a royal warrant for Santiago’s arrest. As if a member of the noble Velázquez de Vallirana y La Granada family would indulge in forbidden rituals and sexual acts. Three hundred years had passed since his ancestor’s thieving exploits. It bordered on the ludicrous, but the charges had forced him into piracy. The irony of it. He would consider it his patriotic duty to attack British ships for his country, not for the king.
He lowered his chin and scanned the hostile gathering. Every eye in the room was upon him, but he saw only the intense gaze of Lady Valentina. To his dismay, sweat trickled down his spine as his arousal thickened.
He looked away quickly.
Reposing special trust and confidence in the loyalty, courage and conduct of Santiago Fernando…
He narrowed his eyes at the governor, whose blank expression gave away nothing of his emotions. Did Melchor really trust him? He hoped so, for he sincerely intended to fulfill his part of the bargain. Aiding his country in a bloody war might earn him a pardon, enabling him to return to his native land—perhaps with Lady Valentina on his arm.
He gritted his teeth. This preoccupation with the first beautiful woman he’d seen in nigh on two years was becoming ridiculous.
Caballeros, I do give unto him this Letter of Marque authorizing him as Capitán and Commander of the vessel Santa María…
He breathed more easily. It was the first indication his beloved ship was going to be returned to him.
…Oppose, pursue, subdue, take, sink, burn or otherwise destroy ships of the country of Great Britain…
Dios mío, the words made him sound like the murderous marauder he was accused of being. Despite his resolve, he looked again at Lady Valentina, hoping the regret in his eyes bespoke his true character. He couldn’t deny men had died in defense of the ships he’d plundered, but he derived no pleasure from it.
It was adventure he relished, harnessing the power of the wind filling his sails, the thrill of besting another captain, of challenging the sea and all her moods. He’d incidentally amassed a small fortune which he might now be able to retrieve from its hiding place, having cheated the gallows. That pleasing prospect reminded him to listen attentively to the remaining terms.
…Vessels, goods, merchandise taken under the aegis of this Letter of Marque shall become the property of His Sacred Majestad, King Carlos…
He stiffened his spine, ready to loudly voice his objections.
…Of which one half share may be granted to said Capitán Velázquez upon application to His Excellency Governor Felíx Melchor.
He supposed it was more than he could hope for as he accepted the quill from the clerk and prepared to append his signature.
“We must agree on the security you intend to offer,” Señor Raccoon suddenly interjected into the silence. “As your guarantee of good behavior.”
Anger constricted Santiago’s throat. On top of his rodent-like appearance, the Raccoon’s mode of speech indicated Catalonian birth. However, it seemed the stern-faced Melchor was equally annoyed with his vice-governor. Lady Valentina stared at Montserrat with narrowed eyes. It was of some consolation that she plainly despised the man, but his blood boiled in his veins. Who did this colonial nobody think he was, questioning the honor of an Andalusian in such a manner? For one reckless moment Santiago was tempted to tell Montserrat what they should do with their Letter of Marque. Or better still he could march up to the supercilious Catalán and shove the document down his throat.
He inhaled deeply. His word as a gentleman should have been enough, but he sensed Montserrat’s greed. “Will five hundred escudos suffice?” he said nonchalantly. At least, he hoped he sounded as if the outrageous amount was of no consequence to him.
He wished he’d been more circumspect when he saw the gleam in the Raccoon’s eyes. The rash declaration had hinted at the existence of his hidden wealth.
He had to drag his errant thoughts away from bedding the delectable Lady Valentina. Preoccupation with a new lover had led to his downfall in Sevilla. Carelessness in this foreign outpost could prove equally dangerous.
    
FIVE HUNDRED GOLD ESCUDOS!
Valentina’s heart pounded in her ears. Velázquez had rattled off the amount as if it were a mere nothing. Either he was lying, and had no such funds at his disposal, or his wealth from plunder bordered on the obscene.
She didn’t know him at all, yet she was certain he wasn’t a liar. Honor was of paramount importance to him.
A man of honor wouldn’t send men, and perhaps women and children, to a watery grave. The idea of a gruesome death aboard a burning ship couldn’t be borne.
She could understand attacking the warships of an enemy nation, but plundering merchantmen for personal gain seemed highly immoral.
Despite her indignation, she wished he hadn’t piqued the interest of the Montserrats. The Raccoon was practically salivating at the mere mention of so much coin. A tic played at the corners of Ivanna Luna’s harsh mouth.
Valentina clenched the muscles in a very private place as Velázquez signed the Letter of Marque with an ostentatious flourish, an enigmatic smile rendering his weather-bronzed face even more handsome.
She inwardly acknowledged an insane flood of relief that the rogue had escaped the gallows.
    
SANTIAGO SHOOK HANDS WITH MELCHOR, impressed with the man’s firm grip. He tucked his furled copy of the signed document inside his tunic and retrieved his hat. He was pleased with the astonished reactions the long feather had wrought, but it was as well he’d removed the headwear beneath the too-low ceiling beams. The sooner he was gone from this boxy room, the better.
Yet, his feet were apparently fixed to the stone floor. It would be rude and ungentlemanly to leave without bidding farewell to his hostess. He almost had himself convinced that was the reason he strode to her side and bowed. “Adíos, Lady Valentina. Gracias por su hospitalidad.”
Her fierce blush indicated she was still suffering the effects of the heat. He wondered why she didn’t carry a fan.
“There is no need to thank me, señor. I have done nothing for you beyond what is expected of a hostess.”
He looked into eyes the color of amethyst, filled with an urge to tell her she had done more for him than she realized. Her beauty, her smile, her sultry voice, even her youthful uncertainty had knocked him off balance, made him realize he could still harbor tender feelings he’d thought long dead. She’d resurrected the hope that love and happiness might yet await him…somewhere.
But these were fanciful notions. His shaft had merely responded as it should to an attractive woman. That was all there was to it.
He brushed a kiss on her knuckles, donned his hat, turned on his heel and left with an imperious wave to the gaping crowd.
He resisted the urge to burst out laughing when Christian saluted stiffly before following him.





CHAPTER EIGHT
   
STARK REALITY
“Y our behavior was outrageous,” Manuela hissed, her lined face even more wrinkled than usual. “And don’t think for a moment the Montserrat woman didn’t notice.”
Valentina had expected this scolding. She studied the carpet of her bedchamber, tempted to giggle when she remembered how the feather of the pirate’s hat had tickled the ceiling beams right below where she now stood. Her dueña would have been truly scandalized if she’d reached out to run a finger along the magnificent plume.
“You allowed him to kiss your hand,” Manuela huffed. “Twice!”
Valentina raised the offending knuckles to her nose and inhaled.
“No doubt the stink of him lingers,” her chaperone accused. “You must wash your hands.”
A faint aroma did cling to her skin, intriguing, natural, arousing. “What was I supposed to do?” she retorted. “He was my father’s guest.”
“Tonterías! Mark my words, Señora Montserrat will gossip. She and that sunken-eyed Catalan husband of hers thirst to discredit your papa. You know this, yet you give them ammunition. Your excuses are rubbish.”
Valentina’s throat tightened as tears of shame welled. “I would never do anything to put my father’s reputation in jeopardy.”
Manuela took hold of her hand and dragged her towards the baño. “Then you must stay away from pirates.”
Valentina allowed herself to be led, resigned to the likelihood Capitán Santiago Velázquez would never give her a second thought in any case.
    
STANDING on the deck of the Santa María, Santiago shaded his eyes and looked up at the Hudson’s Bay Company flag flying from the mainmast. “Does it look enough like the Royal Navy’s red ensign to get us by?” he asked Christian.
“The ruse worked for us before,” the First Mate replied. “From a distance.”
“What about the nameplate?”
“Nailed over the real one. We are now King George II,” Christian replied with his trademark grin.
“How very British,” Santiago replied sarcastically. “Let’s hope some bright Royal Navy officer doesn’t wonder what a Hudson’s Bay vessel is doing so far south.”
He gripped his own ensign, taken down in favor of the fake flag, and pressed his thumbs into the purple drac emblazoned on the white silk. It reminded him of the astonishing amethyst depths of Valentina’s lovely eyes. He’d chosen to fly the dragon popular in Andalusian folklore rather than a traditional pirate flag; a winged female drac with prominent breasts, two long claws and an eagle’s beak had proven effective in persuading various captains to surrender. It was his intimidating good luck token.
In an effort to calm his disquiet, he gathered the material in his fists and held the creature’s breasts to his lips. The men would believe he was saddened by the removal of his personal talisman when in reality he was imagining Valentina’s ample globes pressed against his face as he suckled rigid nipples…
He resisted the urge to cover his unruly manhood when he noticed a grinning Christian eyeing his groin.
Annoyed he’d allowed emotions to resurface that he’d resolved to quash, he thrust the flag at his First Mate. “Fold it carefully and put it away in my cabin with the other ensigns.”
“Never know when we might need La Drac again,” Christian remarked, bright eyes twinkling. “I’ll take good care of her.”
After his friend disappeared below decks, Santiago strutted about, willing his inconvenient arousal to abate. He barked orders to the crew preparing the ship for her maiden voyage as an agent of the Spanish Crown.
When he felt sufficiently in control of himself, he summoned his navigator and they joined Christian in his cabin, where they pored for a long while over charts Melchor had provided.
Having settled on a course, he called for the crew to be assembled on deck. Five minutes later, he let his gaze roam over the twenty men. They ranged in age from a lad of fifteen to an old salt of fifty summers. Some were from the original crew, others more recent additions. There were Spaniards, mulattos, blacks, Mexicans, a Chinaman and even an inglés.
Narrowing his eyes, he braced his legs and began. “As you all know, the Santa María has plundered ships in the Gulf of Mexico and along the Spanish Main.”
There was mumbled agreement and a few frowns of confusion. Did they sense what was coming?
He smiled. “And rich were our rewards.”
Loud cheering and whistling ensued.
He replaced the smile with a scowl which produced the silence he’d expected. “We were forced to sail to San Agustín after our arrest. However, this east coast port provides an ideal, well-defended base for raiding to the north.”
There was some muted cheering. Every man knew they were venturing into an area Santiago had avoided. Not that there weren’t rich pickings to be had from vessels bringing goods to the British colonies of Georgia and the Carolinas. But the Royal Navy patrolled the Atlantic, prepared to destroy any ship that threatened trade with the empire.
It was a stark reality his crew would now have to face head on. Picking off solitary merchantmen hadn’t been without risks. Many were armed with awesome firepower. But Santiago didn’t relish the prospect of trying to outrun a 90-gun Royal Navy ship-of-the-line.
He lifted his chin, determined to imbue confidence in the men. “We are once again the King George II.”
Booing greeted his pronouncement.
Santiago raised a hand. “I understand your feelings. But you must put aside your hatred of the late but unlamented Hanoverian and hope the charade gets us past the Royal Navy.”
    
APPARENTLY SATISFIED VALENTINA was tucked up in bed for the siesta, Manuela finally left for her own chamber. Glad to be free of her dueña’s suffocating presence, Valentina slipped from between the sheets and tiptoed to the verandah at the back of the house. She cringed when hinges squealed and wood creaked.
There was really no cause to worry. It would take a cannon blast to awaken Manuela from her two-hour afternoon nap.
Closing the door behind her, she inhaled the sweet scents of the garden below. Paula Melchor’s illness had kept her confined to bed. She’d taken little interest in the colorful tropical plants that grew in riotous profusion, but Valentina loved them. Alessandro had taught her any of the exotic names. She listened with rapt attention as the ancient gardener spoke of the delicate yellow hibiscus, the aptly-named bird of paradise, the flamboyant bougainvillea, as if they were his children, his niños.
She longed to ask permission to assist with weeding and the like, but knew her father would bow to Manuela’s indignant refusal.
What was the point of living in the Americas if you didn’t enjoy the beauty? Surely there was more to life than simply doing one’s duty for Spain by exploiting La Florida’s resources.
She sighed, resolving to be less judgmental of her chaperone. Manuela had not come to La Florida of her own volition, any more than her mother had. The long-time lady’s maid had considered it her duty to take on the role of chaperone after Paula Melchor’s death.
While daily life was sometime tedious, Valentina preferred her new tropical home to the suffocating, dirty streets of Madrid. Madrileños baked for three months of intense summer heat, then shivered in the bone-chilling dampness of the remaining nine months.
In San Agustín, she soaked in the sun’s warmth every day. Indoors might be humid and sticky, but outdoors the balmy sea breeze was refreshing and carried with it tales of faraway places.
And therein lay the other thing she adored about La Florida—the océano Atlántico. Madrid was far from the sea. Here raucous gulls and other seabirds glided above her. Fishermen brought creels teeming with fish, crab, shrimp and other delicious edibles to the stone kitchens at the end of the garden. The water could be as calm as a pond, then change quickly to a seething cauldron, sending towering waves to crash against the shore.
She spent many an hour on the verandah, staring at the movement of the water, inhaling the salty aroma. On the long voyage from Spain, she’d ventured on deck at every opportunity, ignoring the protestations of her mother and Manuela, both too stricken with mareo to do anything to prevent her. She’d been fortunate not to suffer the same debilitating seasickness and had relished every moment of the adventurous journey.
She shaded her eyes and looked beyond the garden to the port.
Several ships of the Spanish navy lay at anchor, but only one civilian galleon. The white pennant with the purple dragon it had flown yesterday had been replaced with another that resembled the red ensign of the Royal Navy. After the British raids on San Agustín, every Floridano was taught to recognize that hated flag, though it had been twenty-five years since the last failed attempt to take the town.
She startled when the door opened, relieved to see her papa when she glanced over her shoulder. He would never betray her to Manuela. “Is that the pirate ship?” she asked when he joined her at the railing.
“Sí,” he replied.
“Will they sail north?”
“Sí. Mañana.”
For the first time the dreadful implications of the Letter of Marque struck her. “It will be dangerous.”
Her father put an arm around her shoulder. “Velázquez is resourceful and clever. He’ll disrupt the British trade routes for a while, perhaps give us and our French allies the breathing room we need.”
“Then he’ll return,” she said, wishing she had the courage to go down to the dock on the morrow to see the arrogant pirate off, to feel the press of his lips on her hand once more.
He shook his head. “It’s doubtful. He might flee to a safe haven—Cuba, perhaps, though La Habana has fallen to the British. It’s more likely his ship will be blown to bits.”





CHAPTER NINE
   
SLEEPLESS IN SAN AGUSTIN
Santiago lay on his back, knees bent, watching the last of the sun’s rays dip beyond the horizon through the window of his cabin.
His spacious bunk was comfortable, but he sensed he’d get no sleep this night.
He dismissed his restlessness; any man facing danger on the morrow would toss and turn. Strangely, though, he felt no fear. The Letter of Marque made him a privateer, but in truth it was no different from being a pirate, and he’d embarked on many a marauding adventure before. It was preferable to hanging from the gibbet.
Perhaps the heat was keeping him awake. Or the humidity.
He raised his arms above his head, arched his back, and stretched, thinking back over the events of the day. One face, one stunningly beautiful face, predominated, and his arousal spiked in response. He cupped his balls to ease the pressure. “What you’re trying to say,” he admitted to his cock, “is that I won’t get any sleep unless I see Valentina again.”
His erection bucked.
“But she’ll be abed, no doubt watched over by her dueña.”
He turned onto his side, but couldn’t get the woman out of his head.
I wonder what color her nipples are?
Long legs.
Breasts that would fit my hands perfectly.
“Mierda!” he exclaimed aloud, leaping from the bed. “She’s cast a spell on me.”
It was folly, but perhaps if he just walked to her house, the fresh air would do him good. Clear his head.
The rigid flesh clamoring to break free of his leggings said otherwise; a midnight swim might be needed.
    
VALENTINA LAY AWAKE, listening to the cicadas. It was much too hot to sleep. Too humid. She threw off the linen sheet, but that didn’t help.
Perhaps if she removed her nightgown.
She giggled, recalling Manuela’s oft-repeated pronouncement that only women of ill repute slept naked. She pulled the nightgown over her head before she had a chance to talk herself out of it.
A strange, new awareness of her body caused gooseflesh to pebble on her inner thighs, despite the heat. She closed her eyes and imagined Santiago Velázquez was watching, raking his gaze over her nakedness. Would he think her beautiful?
It was wicked to smooth her hands over her breasts, but she liked it so much she pinched her nipples.
She moaned as intense desire spiraled into a very private place. She held her breath and listened, hoping Manuela hadn’t heard.
Temptation whispered in her ear. “Touch yourself, there, where you want him to touch you.”
She crossed her legs. At this rate she’d never get to sleep.
She yanked the nightgown back on and got out of bed. Five minutes on the verandah inhaling the fragrant flowers would clear her head of these wanton notions.
She opened the door of her room slowly, thankful the hinges didn’t creak for once, then tiptoed out to the verandah. Gripping the railing, she inhaled deeply, but the heady aromas only seemed to intensify the sensuous feelings coursing through her. How could a brief encounter with one distinctly unsuitable man cause such turmoil in a girl’s heart?
She startled and took a step back at the sound of leaves rustling below.
She thought she might be dreaming when a voice whispered her name. “Valentina.”
    
SANTIAGO COULD SCARCELY BELIEVE his eyes when Valentina appeared on the verandah like a bright angel. He watched her breathe in the scented night air, wishing he was standing behind her so he could feel the weight of those tempting globes as they rose and fell in his hands.
It would be wrong to reveal his presence.
“Valentina,” he whispered softly, cursing himself for a lovesick fool.
She startled, so he had to reassure her she wasn’t in danger. “It’s me, Santiago.”
To his relief, she didn’t rush inside to raise the alarm. Instead, she leaned over the railing. “Santiago?”
It was the first time he’d heard his name on her lips. His heart did a peculiar flip inside his chest. “I couldn’t sleep,” he said lamely, as if that explained what he was doing below the verandah in her darkened garden.
“I was too hot,” she replied.
“Humid,” he agreed, clenching his fists. Why was it so difficult to simply tell her he couldn’t stop thinking about her.
She glanced over her shoulder. “I kept thinking about our meeting,” she whispered.
His past reared its ugly head.
Be careful. Remember Salomé.
But he had sworn after his arrest to trust his instincts. Valentina was no conniving courtesan. She was an innocent who had fired his blood more than any woman ever had. He wanted her, wanted to hear his name on her lips. It was a sobering admission for a man determined never to trust a woman again. “I have the same problem,” he admitted.
“But you’re leaving on the morrow,” she said.
He’d considered the unavoidable mission to harass enemy merchantmen as just another chance to laugh in the Devil’s face, to wander the high seas at will until he was caught again, or killed. Now he had a reason to live, and it scared him to death. “I will return,” he promised.
She leaned over and stretched out her hand. “I’ll be waiting for my pirate.”
The husky seductiveness of her voice propelled him up the wisteria vine, far enough to reach out and touch his fingertips to hers. “Adiós, Valentina. No me olvides.”
“I will never forget you,” she replied.
The squeak of a door hinge inside the house convinced him to release his hold on the rough vine. He dropped to the ground, thunderstruck when she sucked her fingertips into her mouth. She might be an innocent but he’d wager once he got her into his bed…
“Go with God,” she said before disappearing into the house.
“I will,” he said, “but first a swim.”





CHAPTER TEN
   
SETTING SAIL
T  he sun was peeking over the horizon when the King George II set sail, the glow painting golden streaks among the high clouds. Santiago scanned the crew bustling to get the ship underway. Clean, drab seamen’s garb had replaced colorful pirate clothing; the inglés was decked out in something resembling a captain’s uniform with Santiago’s tricorn perched atop his head, minus the feather. The appropriate Hudson’s Bay flags and pennants flew from the correct masts. To the untrained eye they might pass for a merchant ship, but he worried about Robertson’s ability to play the role of captain convincingly if they were challenged. The man claimed to be British, but he was originally from the port of Glasgow. The English he spoke was like nothing Santiago had heard before. Robertson proudly referred to it as Scots. He was the only man aboard who could pass for an Englishman, apart from Christian who would have to be cautious if they encountered any British ships. At least the Glaswegian had agreed to a wash and shave.
As the men worked to secure the unfurled sails, Santiago shifted his gaze to the Castillo de San Marcos. In all his travels, he’d never seen a more impressive fortification, even in España, and he wondered if he would ever see it again.
A movement further along the shore caught his eye.
Someone was waving.
A kerchief.
From the verandah of the house where he’d met Valentina.
Was it her?
Sí, his pounding heart confirmed. Valentina!
He stood to attention and saluted, as did his cock at the memory of shapely hips and tempting globes. He’d tried to deny it, but no woman had captured his interest like Valentina. His heart and his body recognized it, though they’d barely exchanged a word. He hoped she knew her gesture of fare-thee-well had strengthened his resolve to keep his promise to return.
However, by the time San Agustín was a dot on the horizon, reality squeezed his heart. He clenched his jaw and turned his attention to the waters ahead. As a young man he’d aspired to a deep and abiding love. Salomé had crushed that youthful hope. Valentina held the renewed promise of such a passion.
But she was a noblewoman, an innocent. He was a pirate about to tweak the nose of the Royal Navy.
    
VALENTINA WATCHED Santiago’s ship disappear over the shimmering horizon. She wasn’t certain if he had seen her, and hadn’t expected him to return her wave. He’d dispensed with his hat and the wind teased his black hair. Something about his stance reassured her. He would return.
Or had she dreamt the scene on the verandah?
She lifted her face to the sun, feeling its warmth despite the early hour. She inhaled the salty smell of the sea, the heady aromas of gardenia and frangipani, trying to make sense of the restless feelings and sensations that had plagued her body and mind since she’d first set eyes on Santiago Velázquez.
What was the alchemy between them? For it seemed he had felt it too. Or perhaps men were simply predatory where young women were concerned, as Manuela claimed.
She braced herself for a scolding when the door squeaked then banged shut, but relaxed when she heard her father’s voice. “You couldn’t resist,” he teased.
She shrugged. “I just came out to see the sunrise.”
He put his hands on her shoulders. “You may try to hide your feelings, Niña, but a father senses when his daughter is drawn to a man.”
She averted her eyes from his insistent gaze. “But he’s a pirate. And I doubt he even noticed a silly girl.”
He took her into his embrace. “Oh, he noticed, and while he may be a pirate now, he’s of noble Spanish blood.”
She blinked away the welling tears as hope rose in her breast. “So his boasting wasn’t just for show?”
“No. But you mustn’t harbor false hopes, Valentina. We are embroiled in a war we probably have no hope of winning. The last reports I have from Cuba don’t augur well.”
She pulled away and looked at his face, alarmed by the sadness in his eyes. “We’ll be safe here, won’t we?”
Even as she posed the question, she recalled what she’d been told of the last time the Royal Navy came to San Agustín, but her father’s reply shook her to the core.
“The British want La Florida.”
    
“SHEEP HO,” Xiang yelled from the roundhouse, pointing north. “Flenchie.”
Santiago grabbed his telescope, glad of having something to do after two hours of nothing but wind and waves.
“He’s right,” he shouted to Christian when the ship on the horizon came into focus. “French man-o-war. Hoist the Spanish flags. Rápido. Uncover the nameplates.”
Frenzied shouting and activity ensued as flags and pennants were hauled down and men grabbed hammers.
Santiago paced. His crew had carried out this same deception many times. Their ability to change his ship’s nationality quickly didn’t worry him. He simply hadn’t anticipated a French ship so far south. Melchor had said nothing about the possibility, which probably meant he wasn’t aware of it either. It wasn’t surprising Spain was losing the war when the French navy, her supposed ally, wandered at will.
Christian re-emerged, arms full of the new colors, and calmly issued commands to the men who took them from him.
“What irony if we are blown out of the water by an allied vessel,” Santiago told his First Mate. “So much for our Scottish captain. Get my hat and keep a steady pace. But be ready to come about and run.”
Long minutes later, hat in hand, he stood with legs braced on the fore-deck, hoping the French captain hadn’t observed the quick exchange of flags. The vessel was coming on fast, too fast to unleash its firepower on Santiago’s ship. Indeed, her gun ports remained closed.
Timbers creaked, sails flapped, but nary a man spoke as the Frenchman drew ever closer.
The spindrift on Santiago’s face helped calm his nerves when he finally made out the vessel’s name. He thought the Victoire intended to pass without challenge, but she suddenly slowed and changed course to intercept them.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
   
OVERKILL
Santiago wedged his tricorn firmly on his head and straightened his coat as the two vessels slowed and came abreast. He refrained from issuing muster orders; the men knew enough to be ready in case the approaching ship guessed their true identity. He intended to behave like a captain, unlike the Frenchman who was waving wildly, making circles in the air with his finger.
“What’s he saying?” Christian asked.
Santiago shook his head. “Too far away to hear.”
Then the voice came on the wind. “C’est fini.”
“He says it’s over,” Santiago explained, though he’d no idea what the man meant. He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Fini?” he shouted.
“Oui. Paris. Traité.”
“Crazy Frenchman. He’s lost his mind if he thinks he’s bound for Paris,” Christian exclaimed. “It’s a long way from here.”
The Victoire was picking up speed again, heading south. Her captain pointed north. “Anglais,” he shouted, shaking his head.
Santiago watched as the ship pulled away. “She’s running from the English,” he remarked, peering up at Xiang. “What do you see?” he bellowed.
“Nothing.”
Santiago drummed his fingernails on the ship’s rail for another hour.
Suddenly, the Chinaman swore loudly in his own language, gesticulating wildly. “Lot o’ sheeps. Blitish.”
“Mierda,” Santiago hissed, cursing that he hadn’t paid heed to his intuition as his telescope picked out a half dozen British warships on the horizon. “That’s why Frenchie was fleeing. He wants to keep his vessel out of enemy hands.”
It was unlikely the Santa María could outrun the Royal Navy, and Santiago had never been one to turn tail and scarper. “Get the other flags back up.”
Pandemonium erupted again as men scurried to obey.
“Something’s wrong,” he told Christian when he returned with the fake flags. “I expected some patrols, but this appears to be an armada headed for San Agustín, which means…”
“The war’s over,” his First Mate replied. “That’s what Frenchie meant.”
Santiago’s heart lurched. “If the British have won, they will lay claim to La Florida, if they haven’t already.”
“The Frenchman didn’t act like a victor. No use going back to La Florida in that case,” Christian said. “Better we make for Cuba.”
Santiago nodded. “Sí. Eventually. Right now, our only chance is to bluff our way through the armada,” he replied, knowing in his heart that, if they survived, he’d return to San Agustín to rescue Valentina.
    
VALENTINA LAY down her embroidery and came to her feet.
“That’s the reason I prefer we do our sewing indoors,” Manuela complained. “Too many distractions out here on the verandah. And the cloying smell from the flowers. It’s overpowering.”
Valentina toyed with the idea of trying to convince her chaperone of the delights to be found in the wonders around them, but the woman was probably a lost cause, happy in her misery. In any case, she was interested in the French ship that had entered the strait, then dropped anchor instead of coming into port as usual.
“They’ve launched a rowboat,” she told her dueña who simply grunted in reply.
“Looks like just two men are coming ashore, but the ship’s sails are still…”
She startled when the sound of a downstairs door slamming preceded the appearance of her father, shrugging on his coat as he strode hurriedly down the pathway toward the dock, his wig slightly askew. Montserrat padded along in his wake.
Earlier in the day, her papa had hinted at an imminent defeat. She’d had a feeling then there was something he wasn’t telling her. Now she was certain of it.
Gripping the railing, deafened by the pulse in her ears, she watched her father and Montserrat conversing with the men from the ship.
“Get on with your sewing,” Manuela admonished. “You spend too much time worrying about affairs that don’t concern you.”
Anger constricted Valentina’s throat. She picked up the sampler and threw it over the railing. “Silly old woman,” she exclaimed, struggling to control her fear. “We have lost the war.”
Manuela’s astonished gaze was too much. Tears threatened. Valentina looked down into the garden, straight into the eyes of her dear papa.
“Come down quickly, Niña,” he said softly. “You’re leaving on the French ship.”
    
KING GEORGE II maintained a steady speed as she approached the oncoming armada. Santiago didn’t worry about the authenticity of his Hudson’s Bay Company flags and pennants. They’d been stolen from a Company ship plundered in English waters by a French privateer, then sold on through various hands before coming into Santiago’s possession. The trade in foreign flags was a brisk one.
His concern was that few HBC ships plied the southern waters on this side of the Atlantic. He decided it was time to make use of another important purchase he’d made when he’d bought the flags. “Get two of the beaver top hats,” he told Christian. “Give one to Robertson.”
“What about the other one?”
“For you. Unless you want to be taken back to Jamaica…in chains.”
A few minutes later, Christian returned, the felt top hat of a gentleman perched jauntily on his tight black curls.
Looking nervous, Robertson took the second hat and jammed it on his head.
“Don’t worry,” Santiago reassured him, hoping his voice didn’t betray his own uncertainty, “I’ll be nearby telling you what to say.”
Most of the English ships gave them a wide berth, the crews gawking at the black man with the top hat.
“With any luck, they’ll consider us too insignificant to…”
“Heave to in the name of His Majesty, King George the Third.”
Santiago’s spirits plummeted. He immediately nodded the command to obey and gripped the rigging as his ship slowed. “A forlorn hope,” he rasped to Robertson.
He looked across the narrow strip of water separating his ship and the ninety cannons protruding from the gun-ports of HMS Blenheim. A single well-aimed shot from just one of those guns would be sufficient to send the Santa María to a watery grave. The unnecessary display of awesome firepower gave him an indication of the kind of enemy he was dealing with. It renewed his hope. “Overkill, wouldn’t you agree?” he muttered.





CHAPTER TWELVE
   
NARROW ESCAPE
M anuela seemed rooted to the spot, but Valentina had no time to worry about that. She rushed downstairs, almost colliding with her father as he came in the door.
“The captain of the Victoire is prepared to take all our ladies to Cuba,” he began. “Montserrat has gone to get his wife. Where is Manuela?”
She cringed at the memory of her dueña’s stern demeanor during the long voyage from Spain. The prospect of spending more than five minutes aboard ship with the woman and the Raccoon’s hateful wife was too much. “My duty is to remain here with you,” she declared, feeling better once the words were out of her mouth.
He tucked errant strands of thinning hair under his powdered wig. “Please, Querida, the Royal Navy is on its way. It appears our government has ceded La Florida to the British in exchange for the return of La Habana. Demonio! I learn this from a Frenchman and not my own government. They apparently require my signature to make it official. The situation is so confused, I would feel better knowing you were far away from here when they arrive.”
“But I don’t want to go to Cuba without you,” she pleaded.
He took hold of her hands. “I will join you there as soon as I can, God willing.”
She shook her head. It seemed wrong to leave him. The British would not provide transportation to Cuba. They might even imprison him. The chaperone’s heavy footfalls echoed on the wooden stairs. “Manuela can go. I am staying here.” She rolled her eyes when a red-faced Señora Montserrat bustled in with her husband.
“Nonsense,” Ivanna Luna exclaimed. “You’re coming with us.”
The narrow hallway filled with angry voices as everyone began arguing at once.
Valentina had always allowed other people to make decisions for her. It was time to take control of her own life. “Basta! Enough!” Ignoring the trembling in her knees, she fisted her hands in her skirt when stunned silence greeted the loud outburst. “I am staying here,” she repeated.
Sensing her father’s internal struggle as he narrowed his eyes, she inhaled deeply when he declared. “Very well. The rest of you, to the Victoire.”
    
SANTIAGO EYED the English captain in the blue frock coat who stood ramrod straight on the fore-deck of HMS Blenheim, a sailor holding a loud-hailer at his side.
“I dinna recall ever seeing so much embroidery on a uniform,” Robertson croaked.
“Courage,” Santiago replied. “His arrogance can work in our favor.”
“Aye,” came the doubtful reply.
The demands began, echoing eerily across the water. “Home port?”
“Montreal,” Robertson replied after prompting from Santiago.
“Destination?”
“Savannah. Picking up silk and indigo.”
The sailor looked to his captain for instructions, then, “You’re off course.”
“We’re nay in familiar waters.”
Quick thinking, Robertson.
“What are you carrying?”
“Tell him the French stole our cargo,” Santiago instructed.
“Looted by yon thieving Frenchies,” Robertson shouted. “What can ye expect?”
Apparently exasperated, the captain seized the loud-hailer from his crewman. “Are you a Scot, sir?”
Santiago recognized the affected nasally intonation characteristic of a wealthy English aristocrat, but he didn’t have time to pass on a reply before Robertson yelled back, “Aye, what’s it to ye?”
It seemed old resentments died hard and the Scot already had the measure of the bristling Englishman who was clearly nonplussed.
“Before he asks,” Santiago instructed, “volunteer the information that we were carrying the finest quality top hats for gentlemen in the colony of Georgia.”
“When ye catch up to yon Frenchie, ye’ll find posh top ‘ats that were destined for yer colonial hobnobs,” Robertson shouted, patting the top of his hat. “Or should I say, if ye catch him.”
Santiago chuckled when the English sailor struggled to hide his amusement at his commanding officer’s obvious annoyance.
“We don’t have time to bother with commercial shipping,” came the indignant retort. “We’re bound for Florida.”
“Spanish territory?” Robertson asked.
“The Spanish have ceded it to us.”
“The war’s over then?”
“We have been victorious and given up the cesspit of Havana in exchange for Florida.”
Santiago’s gut instinct that the pompous Englishman would boast of the victory was proving to be well-founded. The news about La Habana was reassuring, but Valentina and many fellow Spaniards were trapped in San Agustín.
Robertson turned to the crew. “Let’s ’ear three cheers for our victory and the bravery of our glorious Royal Navy, lads. Hip hip…”
“Hurrah!” came the response.
Even Christian raised his top hat three times as the cheers resounded.
Santiago joined in the cheering, but his throat seemed to be too dry to make much sound. He breathed more easily when the English captain doffed his tricorn and bowed slightly in acknowledgement.
Robertson had definitely earned extra rations!
Santiago relaxed his grip on the rigging, but his optimism was short-lived.
“Who is the negro?”
He should have expected this question, but again Robertson preempted his instructions, obviously as insulted as the simmering Christian. “Ye’re speaking o’ Laird Christopher Williams, senior partner in the Hudson’s Bay Company, and owner o’ this vessel. I’ll advise ye to be more respectful, laddie.”
Santiago risked a glance at Christian who had squared his shoulders and thrust out his chin in a very lordly manner. The notion of a black man rising to a partnership in the white-dominated HBC was ludicrous, but…
The English captain settled his tricorn back on his head and passed the loud-hailer back to his crewman.
“Sail on.”
The disembodied words were the sweetest Santiago had ever heard.
    
IVANNA LUNA DISAPPEARED into the bowels of the Victoire after climbing the swinging rope ladder with some difficulty. Valentina could well imagine the haughty woman’s blustering indignation at the very idea of a French sailor putting his hand on her bottom! The captain would be lucky if she didn’t commandeer his cabin.
Manuela had to be carried up the ladder, still sobbing after an unexpectedly difficult parting on the shore. Valentina was surprised to discover she was truly sorry to see the old woman go, and it was obvious the dueña was heartbroken at their parting.
Her father put an arm around her shoulders as they watched the French vessel weigh anchor and resume the voyage south to Cuba. “She loves you,” he said hoarsely.
Fighting back tears, Valentina returned the wave of the woman in black leaning heavily on the ship’s railing, supported by a sailor. “I didn’t realize how much,” she replied. “We might never meet again, and I’ve always treated her so coldly.”
He sighed. “No time for regrets now. We must prepare for the imminent arrival of the Royal Navy.”
“What can I do to help?” she asked.
He kissed her forehead. “Your courage in remaining here has already helped. Your mama would be proud—angry with me for allowing you to stay, but proud.”
Valentina tucked his words away in her heart as they walked back to the house in silence.
When they reached the door, he said, “Get Alessandro to start a bonfire in the garden. We’ve papers to burn.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
   
BACKBONE
K  ing George II dropped anchor in an isolated cove near the mouth of the Río Savannah.
“How far up-river is the port?” Santiago asked his navigator, peering through the persistent drizzle.
Izar sucked on his pipe. “Twenty miles, give or take.”
Santiago wrinkled his nose against the acrid smell of the smoke that had settled like a cloud around the Basque’s head. “If we proceed to Savannah, we’re likely to encounter more British challenges, although it’s possible they’ll be distracted by victory celebrations.”
“If we dock and claim to be there to load silk,” Christian offered, “we’ll have some fast talking to do when no cargo appears.”
Santiago shrugged. “We could explain it on a delay, or the weather if this rain keeps up, but when we turn around and leave…”
“To go where?” Christian asked pointedly.
Santiago had never lied to his crew, and the perceptive Jamaican would perceive a lie in any case. “Back to La Florida.”
The rain stopped as quickly as it had begun and steam soon rose from the decks as the tropical sun put in an appearance. Izar blew out another plume of smoke, coughed up a gob of phlegm and spat it out. “Suicide. The British have probably already destroyed San Agustín.”
Christian shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. They’ve apparently won the war and gained possession of La Florida. The Castillo is a valuable defense asset—almost indestructible. Why waste ammunition reducing it to rubble?”
Santiago walked away from the bothersome smoke that seemed to be clouding his thinking. The rational, safe thing to do would be to give La Florida a wide berth and hurry back to Cuba. The entire island was again in Spanish hands, and the treasure…
But Valentina was in San Agustín. “The question is, what will the British do with the Spanish inhabitants?”
Christian raised an eyebrow. “Especially the government officials.”
A thousand conflicting thoughts whirled in Santiago’s head. “If a treaty has been signed, as the French captain claimed, it hopefully contains provision for safe passage.”
Robertson sniggered. “And ye expect an Englishmon to abide by an agreement?”
There were too many unknowns over which they had no control, but one thing Santiago knew for sure. He’d never forgive himself if Valentina lost her life, or, worse still, her freedom, because he ignored her plight. Most officers of the Royal Navy were honorable men, but chaos was bound to result from the British takeover. Men of malicious intent thrived on chaos. It wasn’t uncommon for young women to disappear when they found themselves at the mercy of unscrupulous criminals. The notion of Valentina being sold off in some filthy slave market made his belly roil. “We’ll head for Fort Mosé just north of San Agustín and reconnoitre.”
    
DRESSED in her finest black silk dress and wearing a black lace mantilla, Valentina stood beside her father in the garden of the home she’d grown to love. The familiar, soothing aromas strengthened her resolve to control her fear. Local people crowded between the beds of flowers behind them—Floridanos of every color, as well as indigenous natives from nearby Franciscan missions. Though they waited in silence to learn their fate, it was clear many were close to the breaking point.
Valentina was determined to emulate her father’s noble stance. Looking dignified after she’d helped straighten his wig, he had insisted they wait for the British to come to them.
They’d burned all the important government documents and Alessandro had done his best to dowse the flames afterwards, but charred bits of paper floated here and there and the telltale odor of smoke sat in the still air.
It seemed the Fates had decided this humiliating surrender would take place on the hottest day of the year. She would remember July 21st 1763 as long as she lived—if she survived the first test of courage she’d ever faced.
Every vessel normally docked in the harbor had fled before the arrival of the Royal Navy armada now at anchor in the bay.
She lifted her gaze to the open sea beyond the ships. Somewhere to the south lay Cuba. Her father hoped to persuade the British to allow him to arrange transportation to the island for the local population. But there were no guarantees, and still no instructions from the government in Madrid.
She inhaled deeply as she watched a Royal Navy launch come ashore. The excessive gold embroidery on the blue frock coats bore testimony to the rank of the men aboard.
Three accepted the assistance of a seaman to debark the launch, obviously anxious not to get their boots wet. They straightened their tunics and adjusted their tricorn hats before proceeding up the slope towards the house.
Valentina was suddenly reminded of Santiago’s extraordinary feather. He and his crew had probably fallen victim to the British fleet. The notion made her angry. She was facing the loss of her home, her freedom and possibly her life. A future with Santiago Velázquez had held the promise of adventure and joy. She’d had but a fleeting taste of what might have been and that was the most poignant loss of all.
Hatred for the Englishman who led the invaders up the garden path seethed in her veins before he introduced himself. “Major John Hedges,” he declared in a sing-song voice, without removing his hat. “The ranking representative of His Majesty King George III.”
Her disdain grew when his eyes wandered briefly to her breasts, but he quickly turned his attention back to the men.
Pride surged when her father did not bow. “Don Felíx Melchor de Alcobendas y Guadarrama, Governor of La Florida through the grace of His Sacred Majesty King Carlos III.”
Hedges opened his thin lips to respond, but her father carried on. “Permit me to introduce His Excellency Don Maximiliano Montserrat, Vice-Governor through the grace of His Sacred Majesty King Carlos III…”
Hedges frowned when Montserrat clicked his heels together and bowed his head for a fleeting second, but said nothing. It was the first sign of backbone she’d ever seen the Raccoon display.
“…And my daughter Lady Valentina Elena Melchor de Alcobendas y Guadarrama.”
Following her father’s lead, she did not curtsey, opting instead to stick her nose in the air as if bothered by a bad smell.
Hedges was left with little doubt he was dealing with important members of the nobility, representatives of the Spanish Crown, and his cough of hesitation as he removed his tricorn betrayed it. His powdered white wig stood in sharp contrast to the memory of Santiago’s lustrous hair. The major reached for Valentina’s hand and brushed a kiss on her knuckles. “Lady Valentina,” he muttered, his eyes full of lust when he raised them once more to her breasts.
Her belly churned, but she resisted the temptation to wipe the back of her hand on her skirts. The urge to exclaim that she’d derived more pleasure from the kiss of a pirate was also powerful, but there was nothing to be gained in antagonizing this man.
A second British officer handed a furled and beribboned document to Hedges, who tapped it against his palm. “I have here a copy of the terms of the Treaty of Paris, signed in February of this year, wherein your government ceded Florida to Britain in exchange for the return of Havana. All that is required to complete the transfer is your signature.”
Her father made no effort to take the document. “I confess, Major Hedges, you have me at a disadvantage. Lamentably, I have not yet received word from Madrid regarding these particulars, and I’m afraid my signature is not all that is required.”
    
SANTIAGO COAXED the Santa María south, hugging the shoreline. He deemed it safer to continue flying the colors of the British-owned HBC. The ship wove in and out of the many bays and inlets along the coast of Georgia until they reached La Florida and the relative safety of the mouth of the Río San Juan. They dropped anchor and loaded what rations they could spare into the skiff. Xiang rowed his captain and first mate to shore.
Santiago had made a point of maintaining good relations with the native people of La Florida, but his contacts were further south. However, he spoke a few words of Timucuan and hoped he would be able to communicate with the bedraggled handful of elderly men from the village of Alicamani who came down to the shore to greet their landing party.
Haggard, leathery faces bore testimony to the ravages of smallpox, but at least they had survived the disease that had wiped out most of their race. Hunger haunted their gazes and Santiago wished he had more to give than meager ship’s rations.
It was a lamentable truth that since Spaniards had come to the Americas, the native people had suffered greatly, but he knew enough to respect their fierce pride.
“Timucuan?” he asked, bowing politely, deliberately avoiding eye contact.
“Saturiwa,” came the reply, “but your Franciscans taught us Spanish. I am Athore.”
Santiago proffered his hand in friendship. “Capitán Santiago Velázquez.”
“The pirate.”
It would be a mistake to patronize this savvy elder who had immediately recognized he was dealing with Spaniards, despite the false flags. And how had he known Santiago was a pirate? His reputation evidently preceded him.
Evidently sensing his confusion, the chief smiled a toothless grin and accepted the handshake. “News travels among our people. Few whites share their wealth with men of a different color,” he explained. “Come to the village.”
“I do not have wealth to share with you today. Just…”
Athore shook his head. “Whatever you wish to give will be enough.”
They followed in the wake of the elders, Xiang and Christian carrying the victuals. A few gaunt-faced women watched with hooded eyes as they entered the village. It was difficult to tell their ages; they looked ancient but were probably younger than the men. No children appeared.
They stowed the supplies where one of the elders indicated, but no one made a move to touch them.
“You bring news,” Athore said once they were all seated cross-legged in a circle under a canopy of palm fronds that offered some shade from the brutal sun. “We have seen the ships.”
“My country has lost the war,” Santiago confirmed. “The British have taken over La Florida. It no longer belongs to Spain.”
He wished the words unsaid as soon as they were out of his mouth. Athore’s people had welcomed Europeans, first the French, then the Spanish, only to see their right to the land stolen, their resources raped and plundered by the colonial powers for two hundred years, the flower of their youth decimated by disease.
Something akin to resigned disdain flickered in his host’s eyes, but Santiago knew he would not instigate an argument with guests. He was no doubt contemplating the new reality his people would soon face.
“Now you must learn to speak English,” Santiago advised with a wry smile.
Athore got to his feet and waited until his guests were also standing. “We will master the words, but I learned long ago that Europeans speak a different language we will never understand. Now you must make good your escape to Cuba.”
Santiago nodded. “Sí, but first we plan to see if we can rescue any of the diplomats who may still be in San Agustín.”
Athore arched a brow. “You go by way of Mosé. It will be dangerous, but you must follow your heart.”
Santiago had the strange feeling from the twinkle in the old man’s eye that he knew exactly what was in his heart.
They shook hands, prepared to return to the ship, but Athore didn’t release his gnarled grip. “The hat,” he said shyly.
Santiago followed his gaze. He’d forgotten Christian still wore the top hat.
The first mate doffed his headwear and held it out with both hands to the chief. “May I present you with this token of esteem,” he said.
Grinning broadly, Athore accepted and carefully wedged the felt hat over his thick grey hair.
It was a spark that brought the whole village to life. The women waddled over, babbling their excitement. The other elders smiled and bowed, congratulating their chief on his new adornment. Athore took hold of the ends of his long braids and strutted back and forth.
Santiago and his crewmen took their leave and climbed aboard the skiff. As Xiang rowed them back to the ship Christian ran a hand over his tight curls. “How do you think they’ll fare?” he asked.
Santiago wished he felt more optimistic, but no children had appeared throughout their visit. “They are doomed,” he replied.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
   
FLIGHT
V alentina wasn’t privy to the discussions her father held with Major Hedges in the Castillo. She paced back and forth, expecting the worst. What would become of her if the British executed her beloved father?
There was no mistaking the exhaustion that lined his face when he returned to the house several hours later. Her knees almost buckled with relief when she saw him. Like most Spaniards of noble birth, they’d never been given to public displays of family affection, but she threw herself at him as he came in the door.
“It’s done,” he said, stroking her back as she sobbed. “I have surrendered the keys to the Castillo and signed the documents. We are now guests of the British government.”
She dried her tears on the hem of the simple muslin frock she’d donned and handed him a tumbler of water, the knot in her stomach tightening. “But surely they don’t intend to make us stay.”
He took off his wig and guzzled the water, then wiped a dusty sleeve across his mouth. She had never seen him look so disheveled, but his reply gave her hope. “I negotiated an agreement that any of the local people who want to go to Cuba will be granted permission.”
He sat heavily in one of the wooden chairs in the dining room. “It was a proviso of the treaty in any case. Hedges evidently expected me to be illiterate,” he muttered derisively.
A multitude of questions still swirled in her mind. “Hundreds will want to go, especially the blacks. Staying here means losing their hard-won freedom. They’ll refuse to board British ships.”
“Hedges won’t provide ships; he’ll allow Spanish vessels from Cuba to be used for the exodus. Apparently, there is a small flotilla already on the way from La Habana. It seems everyone was apprised of developments except me. Is it surprising we lost the war?”
She cupped his tired face in her hands. “I am so very proud of you, Papa.”
He took her hand and kissed her palm. “And I am glad you’re here, Querida. I feel better now I know we’ll be evacuated to Cuba. However, we must all leave from Mosé. Hedges won’t allow Spanish vessels into the harbor. Montserrat has gone into the village to get the migration underway.”
Her heart lurched. Her father had overseen the cutting down of much of the dense forest between San Agustín and Mosé to deter attacks by pro-British natives from Georgia, but it would still be a daunting journey.
    
CHRISTIAN CHUCKLED as he and Santiago strode into the fortress at Mosé. “How does it feel now to be in the minority?”
Santiago was aware the stockade was manned by runaway black slaves granted freedom and Spanish citizenship. In return they served in the militia defending La Florida’s northern reaches. However, he had to admit it was an odd feeling to be the only white-skinned person in sight. “I expect you’ll rush to my defense if needs be,” he jested in reply.
Christian laughed. “Only if you promise to give me another beaver hat.”
“De acuerdo,” he agreed, distracted by the frenzied activity going on around them. “Looks like they’ve heard the news.”
“Where’s your commander?” Christian asked a soldier hurrying by.
They proceeded unchallenged in the direction indicated and soon encountered a giant issuing orders to seemingly no one in particular. He glared at them, a hint of panic in his bloodshot eyes. “How many can you take?” he asked gruffly.
It was as if a spell had been cast. A hush fell as every expectant eye turned to Santiago and his first mate, awaiting a response.
“Careful,” Christian murmured.
Santiago played for time. “I am Don Santiago Velázquez de Vallirana y La Granada. Your name, señor?” he asked in near-perfect Castilian Spanish.
“Jacobs. How many?”
At least the giant hadn’t recognized his name, but if he came to suspect Santiago’s primary intent was to rescue white diplomats from San Agustín, rather than transport black soldiers, he might commandeer their ship. “Probably a dozen or so,” he replied.
Jacobs immediately began selecting one soldier after another.
Santiago held up a hand. “That will have to wait. I am authorized by the Spanish government to ascertain if the British have abided by the terms of the treaty and agreed to the evacuation of all the citizens of San Agustín.”
“No matter their color,” Christian added solemnly, giving weight to the lie.
Santiago hoped he still looked sufficiently like a Spanish nobleman to convince Jacobs as the man eyed him. He hurried on to stifle any doubts. “What’s the lay of the land to the south?”
Apparently, his tone of voice and Christian’s remark persuaded the black man. “There’s a flotilla en route from Cuba, but they’re forbidden to dock in San Agustín. The trek north is underway.”
Santiago’s hopes rose. “They’re coming here?”
“Hundreds,” Jacobs admitted resignedly.
There was no way of knowing if Valentina would be among the evacuees. It was likely her father had already shipped her off to Cuba. The rational course of action would be to take as many of the Fort Mosé militia as he could and flee south.
But his heart whispered otherwise. “With your permission, Jacobs, we’ll stand by here for a day or two.”
“Offshore,” he added under his breath.
    
MOSÉ WAS a scant five miles from San Agustín, but Valentina feared for Alessandro. The elderly gardener might not survive the trek through the treacherous, snake-infested wasteland of scrub. Jagged tree stumps lurked beneath the greedy undergrowth already reasserting its claim on the land.
She didn’t know his precise age, but he’d been born in La Florida and was now being forced to leave behind everything he’d ever known. His pride had led him to refuse her offer of a ride. She slowed her horse’s pace to keep an eye on him as he trudged along with other villagers to an uncertain future.
Before leaving the village, they’d stood together in the tiny cemetery and shared a bouquet of blooms from his garden. He’d lain his atop the grave of his wife and two of his children; Valentina’s had wilted in her grip as she knelt by her mother’s grave, unable to stem the tears.
Her father rode at the head of the exodus, Montserrat at his side. Strangely, she felt she belonged in the midst of the desperate throng.
There were few trees left to offer shade from the merciless sun. Swarms of mosquitoes came in waves, then blessedly disappeared to be replaced by horseflies. The hours dragged by; people who fell by the wayside were either helped back to their feet by friends and relatives, or mourned where they dropped.
Letting her horse pick his own way through the dangerous terrain, Valentina drifted into a dream world. She was safe in Santiago’s arms, sifting her fingers through his thick hair, staring into his brown eyes, taking comfort from his deep voice reassuring her all would be well.
A wail jolted her back to reality. She slid from the horse when she saw Alessandro lying on the ground. His neighbors moved way as she knelt beside him and took his bony hand. “You can make it. We’ll get you on the horse,” she promised.
He shook his head. “Leave me, chica. I want to die in my homeland.”
His breathing became labored, then quickly deteriorated to an eerie rattle. She choked on a sob when the rattle ceased, and he whispered, “Bloom where you’re planted, Valentina.”
Someone must have helped her rise as his life ebbed away. Next thing she knew she was back on her horse, still on the march to Hell.
She tried to resurrect the happy dream, but it was useless. The pirate captain was either at the bottom of the sea or he’d made good his escape to Cuba.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
   
ALMOST THERE
Stripped to the waist in the infernal heat, Santiago paced the deck, aware of Christian’s eyes on him. They’d pulled further offshore to deter any thoughts Jacobs might be entertaining about commandeering the ship. The stockade had a couple of ancient cannon, but he doubted the giant would open fire on a vessel that was so far the only means of escape.
He scanned the horizon.
“No sign of them yet,” Christian reassured, “and Xiang will let us know the moment he sees them.”
Santiago put away his telescope, irritated he seemed unable to get Valentina out of his head. What’s more, his first mate was annoyingly aware of it.
He took out the telescope again and scanned the coastline to San Agustín.
Nothing.
“Shall we dispense with these HBC flags and hoist the Spanish colors?” Christian asked.
Santiago clenched his jaw. As captain he should have been the one to consider the dangers of flying the British flags when the Spanish flotilla arrived from Cuba. “Sí, and change the nameplate, of course.” As his first mate hurried off, he shouted, “And get yourself another beaver hat.”
Christian paused and saluted, grinning broadly, before disappearing below.
Santiago took off his own hat, mopped his brow, and put the tricorn back on. He almost hoped Valentina had been evacuated to Cuba. He couldn’t bear the thought of her trekking through the exposed wastelands to the south in weather that was hotter than Hades.
He cursed himself for a fool. She’d probably forgotten all about him—if she’d even noticed him in the first place. Sometimes, he was so full of his own…
“Sheeps,” Xiang yelled, “Flendly.”
Ignoring the pulse beating in his ears, Santiago focused his telescope. At least a dozen smaller ships, all flying Spanish colors, were approaching from the south, escorted by two British warships. “Get those flags changed,” he shouted to Christian who’d just emerged back on deck.
The resulting flurry of activity only increased his agitation. The rescue ships had arrived, but where were the evacuees?
    
THE SOMBER MOOD lifted a little when the marchers became aware of the flotilla of ships sailing up the coast. They’d trudged in silence for a long while, but suddenly excited chatter filled the air as the unlikely promise of escape now seemed a reality. The rescue vessels flew Spanish colors and the British ships were apparently acting as escort and not in pursuit.
For Valentina, the flags of her homeland brought bittersweet memories. Little had she known that her rigidly controlled life in Madrid would be thrown into such turmoil.
Her father’s appointment as Governor of La Florida had seemed like an enormous honor, though her mother hadn’t thought so. Perhaps he had been selected for the prestigious office because the government had known he was the right man to salvage what he could if Spain lost the war. A strong man. King Carlos must have foreseen Britain would lay claim to La Florida. Her father must have known it too.
The tumultuous events of the past days had thrown her off balance. How else to explain the constant preoccupation with a man she’d met only once and who was totally unsuitable for her. A pirate!
Thirst and sunstroke had addled her wits.
But sorrow made it difficult to breathe when she thought of never seeing Santiago Velázquez again.
Faint shouts barely penetrated the fog of despair.
Mosé! Mosé!
The stockade loomed not far away. They had made it. The ships had come to take them to Cuba.
She straightened her shoulders. A new life awaited. A proud Spaniard of noble birth, she resolved to fulfill Alessandro’s admonition. She would bloom where she was planted.
    
“PEEPOH,” Xiang shouted. “Many peepoh.”
Santiago swiveled the telescope to the land, filled with an urge to laugh out loud when he clearly made out Melchor riding at the head of the refugees. He scanned the crowd around the governor, his hope dwindling when he failed to find Valentina. “As I suspected, she’s already fled to Cuba,” he told Christian.
His first mate grabbed the telescope. “I was sure she’d be among them,” he declared, tilting back the top hat. “Let me see.”
His friend had obviously been as anxious as Santiago. It would be amusing if it weren’t so disappointing. He’d been certain, but perhaps it wasn’t meant to be.
“There she is,” Christian declared, handing back the telescope. “Towards the rear.”
Heart racing, Santiago refocused, his eyes eventually coming to rest on the woman he sought. She looked hot and tired, but she rode with dignity, her spine straight, shoulders squared. “I knew she would refuse to abandon her father,” he shouted, thumping the ship’s rail with his fist. “Into the skiff.”
“Take care,” Christian advised as they climbed over the side. “We don’t want to get on the wrong side of Jacobs.”
Santiago was in too much of a hurry to worry about Jacobs and didn’t have the patience to wait for Xiang to climb down from the topmast. He took up the oars and began rowing like a man possessed.
“You might at least have donned your captain’s jacket to greet the lady,” Christian scolded.
Santiago paused in his rowing and looked down at his sweaty body. “Madre de Dios,” he exclaimed. “I cannot let her see me like this.”
His first mate shrugged. “It will be an interesting test of whether she’s as besotted with you as you are with her. My guess is she’ll be overjoyed to see a friendly face after the trek from San Agustín.”
Santiago resumed rowing, recognizing the merit in his crewman’s words. He refrained from mentioning that his face wasn’t the only part of his body eager to offer Valentina a warm welcome.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
   
ALCHEMY
V alentina’s father and Montserrat dismounted, then hurried into the stockade with a tall, black man. Excited people milled around her: blacks, whites, mulattos, men, women and children. Some she recognized, others she’d never seen before. Some lugged huge bundles of belongings on their backs. Most carried nothing. Like a slow-moving tide, all drifted towards the sea and the ships docking in the bay.
The noise and confusion added to her dizziness. She gripped the reins, reluctant to dismount.
She became aware of someone speaking her name.
“Valentina, Valentina.”
She narrowed her eyes, trying to concentrate. A smiling man held the bridle, his free hand extended. He’d come to help her dismount, but he was stripped to the waist and sweaty. It was tempting to allow those strong arms to lift her…except Manuela would be appalled.
Swallowing hard, she peered through the blurry fog of exhaustion. Dragging her gaze from his broad chest to his face, she noticed something intriguing about his brown eyes. And the tricorn. It reminded her of…
Elation surged. “Santi,” she exclaimed, sliding off the horse into the warmth of his welcoming arms.
    
SANTIAGO PRIDED himself on his sang-froid, never allowing his emotions to be on display. It had helped him survive.
Valentina’s reaction took him completely by surprise, and was more than he could have hoped for.
He had never allowed anyone but close family to address him in such an informal manner, now the nickname was music to his ears. He wanted to hear her growl Santi, Santi, over and over when he claimed her.
He held her tightly as she sobbed, her tears cool on his overheated skin. Stroking her hair, he cooed words of endearment he’d never spoken to a woman before. “Hush, Cariña. You’re safe now, my darling girl. I have you.”
It certainly wasn’t the first time he’d had a woman in his embrace. Usually, though, he’d been impeccably dressed—or completely naked. In either circumstance, cleanliness had been the watchword. Now he was sweating and not very sweet-smelling.
Valentina didn’t seem to mind, any more than he cared about her disheveled, dusty state. Indeed, their obvious need for each other was spontaneous and exhilarating. Dress, appearance, dignified behavior—all things of utmost importance to the Spanish nobility—were as nothing compared to the comfort and support they found in each other’s arms.
She poured out her loss, barely able to speak for the sobs that racked her. The prospect of exile he understood, though he wouldn’t speak of his own unjust banishment…yet. He knew all about leaving behind everything he’d ever known to face a new life in foreign climes. He didn’t know who Alessandro was, but it grieved him the man’s death had affected her so deeply.
She arched her back, pressing her breasts to his chest, but he doubted she fully appreciated her body’s natural instinct to join with his. His cock understood all too well and responded fiercely. He risked pulling her to his arousal, elated when she ground her hips against him. His little Valentina was a woman of hidden passion.
When the sobbing ceased, she inhaled deeply and lifted her chin. “I had abandoned hope.”
The fragile sincerity in her tear-filled amethyst eyes humbled him. This beautiful, sophisticated woman had pined for him, exiled criminal that he was. He had an urge to strut like a rooster, but at this moment she didn’t need the arrogant Santiago Velázquez. She needed a man who could give her tenderness, compassion…love.
He’d been fond of many of the women he’d known. Love had never kicked him in the gut before and he’d be a fool to deny the incredible gift. “I was afraid I would never see you again,” he rasped.
    
VALENTINA WAS BEGINNING to fear Santiago must think her a childish nitwit, throwing herself at a grown man, causing a spectacle of them both, but his words sent tiny winged creatures fluttering in her belly. Had he meant them? “You thought of me?”
He tucked an errant lock of hair behind her ear. “I have thought of little else since we met, mi amor. You’re in my blood.”
She’d occasionally caught a glimpse of sailors in the harbor stripped to the waist, but had never been so close to a man in such a state of undress. The sincerity in his gaze gave her courage. She flared her nostrils and flattened her palms on his bare chest, shocking even herself. She felt the strength of chiseled muscles, the dampness of dark hair. “You’re a work of art,” she whispered, wishing she was brazen enough to brush her thumbs over his male nipples, touch her tongue to his glistening skin.
None of her imaginings about her first kiss came close to the overwhelming sensations that assailed her body when Santi put his mouth on hers. It seemed natural to open her lips and allow his tongue entry. She sucked on him like a hungry child, letting him breathe for her.
She snaked her arms around his neck when he cupped her bottom and pressed her mons to his hard body. Lost in the desire blossoming deep within, her heart lurched when, without warning, they were wrenched apart.
“Leave him,” she screeched, filled with alarm as Santiago struggled to be free of two burly black men clamped on to his arms.
Spewing curses, Montserrat grabbed her wrist.
Another black man came to Santiago’s aid, quickly losing the curious top hat he wore.
“Take your hands off her,” Santi shouted.
“Stinking pirate! You’ll be shot for defiling Lady Valentina,” Montserrat hissed. “Take him away.”
“No,” she screamed, her heart pounding wildly as she tried unsuccessfully to free her wrist from Montserrat’s manic grip.
“What’s going on here?”
She swayed with relief at the sound of her father’s voice, coming close to toppling over when Montserrat abruptly released her.
She ran to Santi, pulling frantically at one of the men holding him.
“Cease!” her father yelled. “All of you.”
The moment Santi was released, he put an arm around her shoulders.
“Valentina, what is happening here?” her father demanded to know.
“This pirate has defiled your daughter, sir,” Montserrat asserted.
Her father clenched his jaw, glaring at Santiago.
“He did not defile me, Papa,” she countered, cuddling closer to Santi. “I was so overwhelmingly happy that he was here, I threw myself at him.”
“Now he hides behind a woman’s skirts,” Montserrat exclaimed.
She felt the outrage coursing through Santiago.
“May I explain?” he asked with more calmness than he was obviously feeling. “I am a man of honor, a member of an old Spanish family, as you yourself are aware. I am not a defiler of women.”
“He’s a pirate,” Montserrat shouted, his voice loaded with exasperation.
Santiago ignored him, continuing to address her father. “We are in a precarious position here. All in the same boat, one might say. It is not in our interests to squabble. I have a large ship at my disposal and I offer it as the safest means of transportation to Cuba for you and your daughter. I intend to do my upmost to make sure she arrives there safely so we can be married…with your blessing of course, Your Honor.”
“Married to a pirate,” Montserrat mumbled, throwing his hands in the air.
Her father arched a brow, but he seemed to be ignoring his vice-governor. “What say you to all this, niña?”
Floating on a cloud of happiness, she looked into beloved brown eyes. “I beg you to grant my dearest wish, Papa,” she replied.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
   
EVE OF DEPARTURE
A s the shadows lengthened, the refugees cheered and applauded when the Cuban vessels dropped anchor.
Santiago would have preferred to continue the discussion with Melchor, but this wasn’t the time or place. Reluctantly, he took Valentina’s hand and brushed a kiss on her knuckles. “Go with your papa, Cariña. I must attend to the safety of my ship and prepare for tomorrow’s voyage. You are in my heart.”
He hoped she understood he wanted to whisk her off to his cabin, but such behavior would only jeopardise their cause.
To his relief, she nodded and walked to her father’s side.
Feeling the chill of the night air on his clammy skin, and at a definite disadvantage without his shirt, he bowed to Melchor. “Excellency, I will return at dawn to discuss these matters further.”
“There’s nothing to discuss,” Montserrat sneered.
“I’ll be the judge of that,” Melchor retorted. “Take my daughter to the room Jacobs has assigned her in the stockade.” He kissed Valentina’s cheek. “It’s not what you’re used to.”
She hugged him. “Thank you, Papa.”
Santiago felt uneasy allowing the scowling vice-governor to take Valentina by the arm, but at least she’d be safe in the stockade.
“This is highly irregular,” Melchor muttered as he strode off to supervise the loading of the Cuban ships.
Christian picked up his hat and dusted it off. “As if any of this is regular! Come on, otherwise the Santa María will be overrun with refugees.”
“Do you think I have a chance?” Santiago asked him as they made their way back to the ship.
“You’ve succeeded in getting what you wanted in the past,” his friend replied. “The question is, do you really want her, or is it just revenge you’re seeking?”
    
VALENTINA PACED the narrow confines of the room she’d been allotted which was actually a half-emptied cupboard. She was bone-tired, but the cot smelled peculiar, and she was desperate to stay awake long enough to speak to her father when he returned.
She pulled her shawl tighter and rubbed her upper arms, listening to the cicadas chirping outside. She would miss the familiar sound if there were no cicadas in Cuba.
“But it won’t matter,” she told herself. “I can bloom there, if I’m with Santi.”
She covered her ears against the loud arguments going on outside and prayed all would go well with the evacuation. Tempers were evidently fraying, but then people were exhausted and afraid. She prayed God would give her father the strength he needed.
As the hours dragged by, she searched her heart, trying to understand the sudden rush of love she felt for a man she should avoid like the plague. Manuela would faint dead away at the very notion, and if Valentina revealed the carnal thoughts running through her head…
But her dueña was a widow. Surely she and her husband…
She conjured an image of Manuela naked that brought on a fit of unkind giggles.
She rehearsed over and over what she would say to her father to convince him when he came to her. He likely deemed her a silly girl with even sillier fantasies. Perhaps, he was right. Santiago was a man of the world, a beautiful man. He’d probably bedded many women, whereas she had no inkling of how to please a husband.
“Husband,” she whispered into the hard pillow when she finally pulled the rough blanket over her exhausted body.
    
WITH GROWING DISMAY, Santiago and Christian watched as a potential disaster unfolded. Refugees pushed and shoved each other as they clambered aboard the launches lowered from the Cuban vessels. Arguments broke out and neither Jacobs nor the Governor seemed able to control the situation which occasionally erupted into fisticuffs. Montserrat was nowhere in evidence.
“Melchor’s exhausted,” Santiago remarked. “Looks like he’s lost his wig somewhere along the line.”
“If this is a sign of things to come, the ships will sink before they even get halfway,” his first mate said.
“Let’s do what we can,” Santiago suggested, “otherwise they’ll turn their attention to the Santa María. Maybe that hat of yours will carry weight.”
Christian grinned, tapping the top of the somewhat battered headwear. “We’ll see.”
They ensured every access to their ship was well guarded before leaving.
Xiang rowed them to shore.
The Chinaman stayed with the skiff as they strode towards the launches.
Christian pulled his pistol from his belt and fired into the air.
The uproar ceased abruptly as everyone crouched down, gazing about frantically.
“More effective than a hat, wouldn’t you say?” Christian asked.
Santiago took advantage of the lull. “Do you want to drown in the cold Atlantic?” he shouted. “I know everyone is afraid, but panic will lead to many deaths.”
Valentina’s father emerged from the crowd and strode to his side. “Capitán Velázquez is right,” he announced. “I have been assured the Spanish ships will be allowed to ply back and forth to Cuba until everyone is safe. If you overload them they will sink, and no one will escape.”
There was some disgruntled mumbling, but the crowd generally seemed calmer.
“The ships cannot sail until daybreak,” Santiago pointed out. “I suggest you find a place to sleep until then. If you’ve caused a boat to be overloaded, then get out of it. Now! We are Spaniards and we will not behave like frightened animals under the sneering gaze of English seamen.”
Every head turned to the two British warships out in the bay, their rails lined with sailors watching the debacle.
“That did the trick,” Melchor said, offering Santiago his hand as people nodded their understanding and orderly calm was restored. “I thank you.”
The handshake was firm and genuine, but it would be foolish to hope Melchor would approve of his suit for Valentina’s hand. There were many wealthy Spanish landowners in Cuba. “De nada,” he replied. “You should get some sleep. We’ll keep watch from the Santa María.”
Melchor hesitated then nodded his agreement. “You’re right. It’s too late to talk with Valentina. She’ll be asleep. Poor girl is exhausted.”
Santiago felt a surge of pride. “She’s courageous.”
“Sí. Tomorrow’s discussion will go better if we’ve slept on it.”
As he watched Melchor retreat to the stockade, Santiago didn’t know what to make of the governor’s words.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
   
TREACHERY
T  he click of the door latch penetrated Valentina’s confused dream. She decided reluctantly to ask her father if they could put off their talk until the morrow.
He held a sweet-smelling cloth to her face.
She inhaled deeply, falling, falling…
Perhaps he didn’t realize the cloth made it hard to breathe. The smell, sickly now, was overwhelming, reminding her of something Alessandro had said about dangerous plants…Her father wouldn’t…
She dragged her eyes open.
Montserrat’s sneering face hovered over her. The suffocating cloth muffled her scream.
“You don’t give me a second look,” he hissed, “but you’ll marry a pirate. I think not.”
Desperate now, she sank her teeth into the cloth, hoping to bite his hand. She gagged on the bitter taste. He swore in Catalan, then slapped her across the face and covered her mouth and nose again.
Her mind raced, searching for a means of escape, but he was too strong. He intended to murder her and there was nothing she could do to stop him.
She clawed at his face, until the darkness claimed her and she surrendered to oblivion.
    
UNABLE TO SLEEP, Santiago left his cabin and wandered up on deck where he encountered Christian scanning the darkened shore. “You’re restless too?” he asked.
“Something’s going on in the stockade,” the first mate replied. “What’s more, I could have sworn the British lowered a launch.”
Santiago strode to the other side of the Santa María. “All quiet on the Royal Navy ships. Maybe it was something else you heard.”
“Too dark to see with the moon hidden by the clouds, but there’s movement outside the stockade.”
Santiago shrugged. “Hundreds of people are sleeping on the hard ground. There’s bound to be…”
He paused when a figure loomed out of the onshore darkness.
“Señores.”
“Mapache,” Santiago growled, recognizing the voice immediately.
Christian chuckled. “Come to think of it, he does resemble a raccoon.”
“Señores, come quickly,” Montserrat urged hoarsely. “The governor and his daughter…peligro.”
Cursing that he hadn’t insisted on Valentina and her father coming aboard the Santa María, Santiago headed for the ladder down to the skiff they’d left in the water. “Stay here,” he told his first mate. “If the British are snooping about, you’ll be safer on board.”
Christian shook his head, patting the pistol tucked in his waistband. “I’ll be fine. Let’s see what the danger is.”
Montserrat helped them bring the skiff up the beach. “This way. I heard a voice calling for help. I’m sure it was Lady Valentina.”
Santiago drew his dagger and Christian readied his pistol as the vice-governor led them along the shoreline. It was slow going in the inky blackness. He began to wonder why Mapache hadn’t brought a torch. Gooseflesh marched across his nape.
Suddenly, he made out the shape of a launch bobbing in the water. As they drew closer he saw the boat was crammed full of blacks, men and women, all gagged and chained together.
His gut clenched when he saw there was one white woman wedged among them, sagging against her neighbor like a lifeless rag doll.
Valentina!
Rage sent him running towards the craft.
“Wait,” Christian cautioned. “It’s a trap.”
He would have heeded the warning had a sharp blow to the back of his head not sent him staggering headlong into the shallows.
    
VALENTINA GROANED AS SHE AWOKE. An ache throbbed in her temples, her throat was bone dry and the sour taste in her mouth was like nothing she’d tasted before. On top of that, the bed in which she lay seemed to be pitching and rolling. Her stomach rebelled. If the movement didn’t stop soon she was going to be…
“She’s about to retch,” a man’s voice declared in English.
She rolled on to her side and vomited into a bowl someone had thankfully provided.
When the heaving stopped, she looked up into the eyes of a young lad she’d never seen before.
“Take it away, Collins,” the same male voice commanded. Her tutor had given her lessons in the language, but she understood more than she could speak. However, it was beyond her comprehension in her current state to grasp why she was apparently on board a ship with an Englishman.
She accepted the help of a strong hand to sit up, realizing she was in a well-furnished cabin.
“Feeling better?”
She looked up at a tall man wearing a powdered wig, and the uniform of a Royal Navy captain. “Where am I?” she asked in Spanish.
“Aboard the HMS Lively,” he replied in English, handing her a tumbler of water. “Captain Lewis Maitland at your service.”
She sipped carefully, anxious not to bring on more retching. “What am I doing here?”
He shrugged, raising both palms in a gesture of mild annoyance. “My Spanish isn’t good enough to explain that to you, my dear,” he said. “I leave it to your friend.”
For the first time she became aware of another man, slouched in a chair in a shadowed corner. She gripped the edge of the mattress. “Montserrat.”
The Raccoon got to his feet, looking none too pleased. “I brought you here.”
The terrible memory assailed her. She had been falling into a bottomless abyss, unable to do anything to save herself. It appeared she hadn’t died, unless this was purgatory. She looked from one man to the other. The animosity between them was almost palpable. “I don’t understand.”
But she did know the cause of the livid scratches on the Raccoon’s face, and it gave her a certain satisfaction. Her face stung where he’d struck her.
The young lad slipped quietly into the cabin. Maitland took off his jacket and handed it to the boy. “I have been explaining to Señor Montserrat that our agreement was to return slaves to their rightful masters, but British colonists do not enslave genteel white women.”
She struggled to understand the foreign words that had clearly angered Montserrat. “Slaves?”
“I did not bring Señorita Melchor aboard with the intention of selling her into slavery,” her abductor explained in Spanish.
The Englishman raised an eyebrow. “I see. Amante, then? Are you in agreement with this plan?” he asked her.
Pride overcame fear. She struggled to climb over the bed’s wooden railing and came to her feet. “I am Valentina Melchor de Alcobendas y Guadarrama,” she hissed in Spanish. “I am the daughter of the Governor of La Florida. I demand to be returned to my father. This man has a wife, and I would rather die than become his amante.”
Especially when my heart belongs to Santiago.
Maitland paced, hands behind his back. “Unfortunately, your father is no longer the governor, and we are bound for our home port of Kingston in Jamaica, so turning back to Florida is out of the question.”
“And my wife is in Cuba,” Montserrat said. “A place I never intend to go.”
“Why not?” she asked, anger constricting her throat.
The captain chuckled. “Because the Spanish authorities will hang him when they discover your Catalonian friend has been spying for the British government.”





CHAPTER NINETEEN
   
TERRIFYING DISADVANTAGE
“I s he dead?”
“Nay, still breathing. Wake up, laddie.”
“Velly bad, velly bad.”
Santiago thought he recognized the voices, but his throbbing head felt like it had been split open. He was strangely chilled, as if he was lying in a pool of water. He risked opening one eye, startled to see Robertson’s nose inches from his own.
“Aye, he’s comin’ round. Give him room.”
Strong hands helped him sit up and he discovered he was in fact sitting on the muddy shore. He blinked rapidly to clear the fog. The first thing he saw was the battered top hat in Xiang’s grip. Fury intensified his headache as the events of the previous night came flooding back.
“Velly bad,” Xiang repeated. “They took Masta Williams.”
Santiago struggled to his feet in time to see Melchor striding towards him.
“Good, you’ve regained your wits,” the governor said gruffly. “We need your ship. They’ve taken Valentina.”
“And my first mate,” Santiago replied through gritted teeth. “Slavers.”
But why take Valentina?
The truth dawned as he recalled who had led them into the trap. His gut roiled. “Montserrat?”
Melchor nodded. “I’ve had my suspicions for a while about his designs on my daughter, and about his loyalty. Can a Spaniard ever really trust a Catalán? One of the British ships slipped away in the night, and I’ll wager he’s gone with them. We must go in pursuit.”
“But how do we know where they’ve gone?”
“That’s easy,” Izar the Navigator said. “HMS Lively is based in Jamaica.”
Santiago’s heart bled for his beloved Valentina and his loyal friend. “That makes sense,” he rasped.
Xiang fussed over him all the way to the skiff. He noticed most of the Cuban vessels had already departed, which meant at least some of the refugees were on their way to freedom. He would never forget the despair in the eyes of the desperate blacks chained and gagged in the launch. And now Christian was among them.
His anger knew no bounds when he remembered seeing Valentina in the launch, oblivious to what was transpiring. But she would probably have awakened by now. He could well imagine her indignation. “Montserrat might come to rue the day he tangled with your daughter,” he told Melchor.
“He will when I get my hands on him.”
Santiago shook his head. “No, Your Excellency, I claim the right to deal with Señor Mapache.”
Melchor smiled grimly. “That’s what Valentina calls him.”
“I didn’t know that,” he confessed, “though I’ll wager she’s using a few more colorful names now.”
    
“PERRO TRAICIANERO,” Valentina shrieked. “Treacherous dog,” she repeated in English so Maitland couldn’t fail to understand the depths of her contempt. Abducting her was one thing, betraying his country…
But then he was from Cataluña.
“Ratón,” she growled, glowering at the wretch cowering behind Maitland as she advanced on him.
“I’m beginning to understand the scratches,” the Englishman jested.
“Traitor,” she hissed.
Maitland’s smile disappeared as he held up a hand. “Amusing as this is, Miss Melchor, I’ll ask you to refrain from attacking Montserrat. He is, unfortunately, considered valuable by my government.”
“My father will kill him,” she spat.
And Santiago will cut out your heart.
Montserrat seemed to find his courage after hearing the Englishman’s words. “You’ll never see your father again, and as for that pirate…”
Fortunately for the Raccoon, Maitland strong-armed him out of the cabin before she had a chance to scratch out his sunken eyes.
“Do you need anything, miss?” Collins asked.
She suspected the lad had understood very little of what had been said, and his genuine wide-eyed concern calmed her rage. “No, gracias.”
Left alone, she strode over to the mullioned window, looked out at the endless sea, and dissolved into tears.
    
A BATH and clean clothing improved Santiago’s humor, though his head still throbbed when he emerged onto the deck of the Santa María.
“The sea air will help,” Izar declared, as if sensing his captain’s malady.
Santiago inhaled, admitting inwardly that the warm sea breeze on his face and the smell of the sea did make him feel better. But he wished the Basque would refrain from blowing smoke from his pipe all over him. “You’ve set a course for Jamaica?”
He had learned long ago never to question the competent navigator, but they were heading east, not south.
“We’ll turn south when I’m confident we won’t run into the Royal Navy,” Izar explained, once again reading his thoughts. “We’ll thread the needle through the more isolated islands of the Bahamas, then hopefully catch up with the Lively in the Windward Passage between Cuba and Saint-Domingue. Her captain will be cautious plying those hostile waters, despite the British victory.”
Santiago looked at the sails, thinking of the anguish his stalwart first mate and his lovely Valentina must be enduring. “It’s imperative we intercept before they reach Jamaica. We’d never be able to extricate them from that British stronghold.”
Izar nodded. “If the wind holds, we’ll manage it. The Santa María is lighter than the Lively. Not as many guns.”
Santiago clenched his jaw. From what he recalled of HMS Lively, she wasn’t a man-o-war, but still boasted at least twenty cannon, compared to their own half a dozen. Only creative tactics would allow them to overcome that terrifying disadvantage and board her in order to rescue Valentina and Christian.





CHAPTER TWENTY
   
NASSAU
V alentina awoke in Captain Maitland’s bed. She had no memory of falling asleep and sat up abruptly when she realized the Englishman was seated at his desk. “You’re awake at last,” he tried in Spanish. “We’ll be docking soon.”
She got out of the bunk with as much dignity as she could muster and faced him, holding onto the rail as the planked floor shifted. “You must put me ashore.”
He shook his head. “You wouldn’t want me to do that,” he said in English. “Nassau isn’t a safe place for a young lady.”
She’d heard many tales about the town, previously a haven to pirates for decades, though a British territory. “It is your duty as an officer to see me safely returned to my father,” she insisted.
He stood and came so close she could smell the liquor on his breath. “No, my duty is to sail this ship to Jamaica, unload the slaves, and perhaps install you in a nice little cottage I keep there.”
She tried to move away, her stomach in knots, but he trapped her against the bunk. “You’ll never have to see Señor Montserrat again. A Royal Navy captain is surely more suited to your social standing.”
Panic surged. The nightmare had suddenly become more complicated, though rivalry between the two men might be to her advantage. It was a notion she’d have to ponder later, her thoughts wholly preoccupied with something he’d mentioned in passing. “You are carrying slaves?”
She breathed again when he returned to his desk and dipped a quill in the ink pot. “I decided not to waste the time we were obliged to spend escorting the Cuban flotilla to Mosé. A number of plantation owners in the Bahamas and Jamaica will be only too glad to get their property back.”
She was afraid she might be sick again. It seemed she wasn’t the only one who’d been abducted from the stockade. Her father had told her something of what runaway slaves in La Florida endured to escape slavery, yet this arrogant Englishman was speaking of them as if they were chattels. She thrust out her chin. “They are Spanish citizens.”
He chuckled, penning something in a ledger. “You are naive, my dear, but it’s an attractive quality. You and I will enjoy getting to know one another.”
Her retort was pre-empted by a tap at the door. “Comin’ into port, Captain, sir,” Collins declared.
Maitland stood, put on his tricorn, straightened the jacket of his blue uniform and proffered his arm. “A spot of fresh air on deck? Take in the sights and sounds of Nassau, such as they are?”
She hesitated only a moment. He simply wanted to show off his command over his men but, if she learned more about the ship, there might be a chance of escape later. She accepted his arm, though they had to walk single file up the narrow companionway to the deck. He put a hand on her hip and she was reminded of Ivanna Luna boarding the French warship. She’d never liked the woman, but felt a twinge of pity for a wife who was waiting for her husband in Cuba, unaware of his infidelity. It was difficult to contemplate she hadn’t known of his treasonous activities against Spain.
All that seemed a lifetime ago as she watched Nassau come into view.
Maitland had brought her up on the fore-deck, but she deliberately turned her back, determined not to give him the satisfaction of her attention. The town was more interesting anyway. He had mentioned the sights and sounds, but said nothing of the overwhelming reek of fish guts, smoke, and other unidentifiable odors. The bustling port teemed with bare-chested, sweat-glistened men, whites shouting orders, blacks and mulattos doing the heavy work of loading and unloading.
A group of three stern-faced white men watched the ship dock. They weren’t dressed as gentlemen, but their white shirts with sleeves rolled up to the elbows suggested they might be overseers for local plantations. All three carried a bullwhip.
She suddenly felt very cold, despite the humid heat.
The gangplank was lowered and they came aboard.
A flurry of activity below caught her attention, her horror increasing as a dozen or so black men and women were prodded out of a hole in the deck and shuffled into a line. They were manacled together, causing many to stumble as they came out of darkness into the bright sunlight.
The overseers walked along the line, peering at each face as if they were inspecting a herd of cattle, then examining arms for the marks of ownership branded into the skin of many slaves. They tapped two men and the two women on the shoulder with the whips, and English sailors separated those from the others.
The four were chained together with metal collars around their necks and prodded down the gangplank, followed by a Royal Navy seaman who accepted what she surmised was a bag of coin from one of the overseers. She gripped a nearby railing, indignation and disgust warring within her as the recaptured slaves disappeared into the crowd with the overseers. She feared they would be severely beaten for running away. Maitland’s superiors were likely unaware he was using a British navy ship as a slaver.
Her complaints about Manuela’s strict expectations seemed childish in the face of what these people endured. Maitland was right, she was naive.
She was about to turn away, unwilling to watch as the remaining slaves were herded back into the hold, but one of them caught her eye. He looked up and her blood froze when their gazes met. She’d seen him before, with Santiago, at the Letter of Marque ceremony, and again at Mosé.
He smiled, looking defiant and confident, despite his chains, and suddenly she didn’t feel so very alone.
Don’t worry, his eyes seemed to say.
And she knew then Santiago would come.
    
SANTIAGO LOVED THE SEA, but feared he might go mad if they didn’t sight land soon. He shouldn’t question Izar’s judgement. However, without Christian at his side, things just weren’t as they should be.
He paced the fore-deck, hands behind his back, unable to resist the temptation to look up at Xiang every few minutes.
Melchor, on the other hand, simply stood ramrod straight beside the ship’s rail, staring out to sea for hours on end. Santiago’s heart and belly were in knots over Valentina’s plight, but she was Melchor’s flesh and blood, his only child.
Through no fault of his own, the diplomat had been forced to surrender the colonial territory that had been entrusted to his governance. He had done his utmost to ensure any Floridano who wanted to flee had the opportunity, then ultimately been betrayed by his second in command.
Honor would prevent him ever returning to Spain, and Santiago knew from personal experience how difficult it was to prosper in Cuba without money. Melchor had lost everything.
Deeming it time to build bridges, Santiago took the steps down from the fore-deck and joined Melchor on deck. “This is probably of little consolation to you, Your Honor, but I care deeply for Valentina.”
The former governor kept his eyes on the waves. “She is certainly taken with you.”
A worm was eating away at Santiago’s innards and he suspected Melchor was similarly afflicted. The issue had to be faced. “Whatever befalls Valentina in the course of her ordeal will make no difference to my feelings.”
Melchor gasped. “I would do anything to spare my little girl such dishonor.”
Santiago felt obliged to break the silence that followed. “I dare say you hoped she would one day marry a nobleman, not a pirate.”
Melchor scoffed. “A nobleman like Montserrat, perhaps, who has betrayed me and absconded with with daughter? Or like the captain of an English ship who steals away in the night with the intent of enslaving free men and women?”
Santiago had no answer so he remained silent.
Melchor finally turned to look at him. “You forget, Velázquez, I know your history. I know why you fled Spain and the reason you became a pirate. Sometimes a man has no control over the disasters that befall him.”
Santiago nodded, knowing the governor spoke from the heart. “But we do our best to rise above the evils others inflict on us.”
To his surprise, Melchor gripped his shoulder. “And you will rise above this. Few men would risk what you’re risking for a woman, for my Valentina. I couldn’t wish for a better man for my daughter.”
    
VALENTINA TOOK every opportunity that Maitland offered to go out on deck while the ship remained docked in Nassau taking on supplies. It was preferable to sweltering in the cabin, though the pitiful cries and moans of the recaptured slaves in the hold could be heard even over the hubbub of the busy port.
In the late afternoon of the first day, Maitland invited her to return to the cabin for a meal. She was in truth too nauseous to eat, but saw an opportunity. “Have the prisoners been fed and given water?”
He shrugged. “I have no idea.”
“Then I will not eat or drink until you can assure me they have.”
He arched a brow. “And why should I care if you starve?”
Fluttering her eyelashes, she tried to steady her breathing. “Because you seek to be in my good graces.”
He laughed. “Perhaps, you’re not as naive as I thought, young lady.”
She breathed again when he left to issue the orders. He had kept his hands off her so far, but she suspected once they arrived in Jamaica and he wasn’t subject to the scrutiny of his men, things would be different. She’d have to cross that bridge when she came to it, but for now she determined to use his lust for the good of the slaves. If it meant behaving like a courtesan, so be it.
He returned to the fore-deck and they watched together as bread and water were lowered into the hold.
“Satisfied?” he asked, proffering his arm as the hatch was moved back into place.
“Surely you can grant them air for a little while?” she said.
Smiling indulgently, he gave the order to Collins who hurried down to the deck to pass it on to the crew.
Her confidence faltered when the smile left his face as he took hold of her hand and brushed a kiss on her knuckles. “I think that’s enough, don’t you?”
Seeing no point in arguing further, she allowed him to escort her back to the cabin.
The meal laid out on his desk looked surprisingly appetizing—baked fish, crusty bread, a variety of cheeses and fresh fruits, as well as a decanter of red wine.
A small sprig of orange blossom lay in the center of the desk. Memories of Alessandro constricted her throat. It was possible the captain’s young servant was responsible for the gesture, though she doubted it. Maitland was making overtures, trying to let her know he was a worthy suitor.
The prospect almost made her gag, but she was the daughter of a diplomat. She resolved to use any skills she might have inherited to turn the situation to her advantage.
He pulled out a chair for her. “I hope you’re hungry, my dear.”
“Ravenous,” she lied, finding it easier to flutter her eyelashes at him this time.
It became obvious during the dinner conversation that Maitland was an educated man with a sense of humor. He was likely not much older than Santiago, and certainly handsome, yet she felt no spark of attraction. Perhaps it was due to the circumstances. He was an accomplice in her abduction. She suspected he was a married man, probably with a wife in England. Not much different in fact from Montserrat, though Maitland was so thoroughly English, he would never betray his country.
She sipped the fine wine, listening to his repartee, and came to the realization her feelings had nothing to do with the circumstances. She simply wasn’t drawn to him in the way she’d been instantly drawn to Santiago. There was no alchemy.
Curious about the boy who slipped in and out to remove dishes and replenish their glasses, she asked. “Your servant seems very young, a child almost.”
“Master Collins? Probably eleven or twelve.”
“He would not be allowed to serve in my country’s navy.”
“Well, my dear, he ran away to sea after his father beat his mother to death. I took pity on the lad. My own father…” He stopped in mid-sentence and clenched his jaw. “Enough of that. You’re tired.”
He’d revealed more of himself than he intended, and it wasn’t surprising Collins served him willingly.
He bade her a polite goodnight, promising a whole new wardrobe with fine night attire once they arrived in Jamaica.
Choking on her revulsion, she crawled into the bunk fully clothed. The cabin was uncomfortably hot, but she considered herself fortunate when she tried to imagine the conditions the slaves were enduring.
She thought of Santiago’s negro crewman. Was he gazing into nothingness like she was, praying for Santiago to come to their rescue soon?





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
   
LIFE OR DEATH
“L agidland,” Xiang yelled.
“What’s he saying?” Melchor asked.
“Ragged Island,” Santiago explained. “It’s part of an isolated chain of the most southerly Bahamas. We’ve often used one or other of the small cays in the bay as a safe haven.”
“So you intend to wait there?”
Santiago nodded. “It will give us a chance to consider our options and plot our next course of action. The Lively won’t have taken the same circuitous route, so we have no way of knowing if she has already passed through the Windward Passage between Cuba and Saint-Domingue. If she hasn’t, I don’t want to be out in the open sea when we encounter her. If she has…”
“They’re out of our reach in Jamaica.”
Santiago preferred not to acknowledge that possibility. For two days, they hadn’t encountered a single ship. It was as if all the combatants knew the war was over and had sent their fleets to friendly ports. Which meant Kingston harbor would probably be crammed with Royal Navy ships.
He inhaled deeply as the Santa María sailed into what he considered one of the most beautiful bays in the whole Atlantic. The shallow waters teeming with dolphins were of a turquoise color he’d seen nowhere else. He would bring Valentina here when…
“Raccoon Cay, dead ahead,” Izar shouted.
Santiago gritted his teeth. It was a sharp reminder of the treacherous dog he intended to kill. “I doubt my navigator chose this particular little island on purpose,” he assured the puzzled Melchor with a wry smile.
“Nevertheless, let us consider it a good omen,” the diplomat replied.
They dropped anchor in the shelter of the cay. Santiago called Izar and Melchor to his cabin where they pored over the charts they had of the area.
The cabin soon reeked of smoke from Izar’s pipe clenched firmly between his teeth. Melchor began to cough, drowning out the navigator’s words. Santiago’s eyes watered to a degree he could barely see the charts. “Can you dispense with the pipe, Izar?” he finally asked.
The Basque frowned. “My pipe?”
“Sí,” Melchor rasped, waving his hand back and forth like a fan. “Too much smoke.”
Izar took the pipe out of his mouth, rapped it on the desk and swept the resulting detritus onto the floor with his hand. “Why didn’t you say so before?” he said, clearly annoyed.
Hoping the hot tobacco didn’t flame to life on the planking, Santiago brought their attention back to the charts. He ran his finger from the eastern tip of Cuba to the western shore of Saint-Domingue. “It’s a distance of roughly sixty miles, but I’ll wager the British will want to sail close to the middle of the channel. If there are any French or Spanish vessels still patrolling, they’ll stick close to shore. What say you, Izar?”
The Basque stared blankly at the charts, scratching his head. “I cannot seem to think without my pipe.”
Melchor rolled his eyes.
Santiago picked up the pipe and thrust it at his navigator. “Just put it in your mouth then.”
Izar clamped his teeth on the clay stem, and brightened instantly. “That’s better. You’re right, but it’s a moot point if they’ve already reached Kingston. On the other hand, they may have called into Nassau, which means they are behind us.”
“Only one thing for it then,” Santiago declared. “King George II will sail to Jamaica.”
    
VALENTINA WAS RELIEVED to leave Nassau after two days in the foul-smelling port, though it meant the voyage to Jamaica was once again underway. Out on deck, she inhaled the warm sea breeze, intrigued by the turquoise color of the Bahamian waters.
On their second day in Nassau, she’d seen Montserrat leave the ship, but had no idea if he’d returned. On the one hand, she hoped not, but the notion of playing the rivals off against each other was the only plan she’d come up with so far. She acknowledged ruefully it wasn’t much of a plan. Maitland held the upper hand and would win any confrontation. Then she’d still be in his clutches.
Unless the men killed each other.
Her stomach churned at the extreme unlikelihood—a measure of her growing panic.
She hadn’t seen Santiago’s man since the first day in Nassau. If she could just get a glimpse of those reassuring eyes…another sign of her desperation.
She wasn’t conversant with the exact geography of the island territories south of La Florida, but knew that Cuba wasn’t far from Jamaica. Perhaps she could jump overboard and swim to the Spanish island if she caught sight of the shoreline. But how to be certain it was Cuba? She’d never learned to swim, but it was her only hope of escape. Better to drown than live a life of degradation as Maitland’s amante.
    
XIANG’S keen eyesight would alert Santiago to the nationality of any nearby ships.
The crew could likely run up various flags and change his ship’s identity in their sleep.
Nevertheless, nervous anticipation plagued him as the Santa María left the Atlantic. They entered the Windward Passage decked out in Spanish colors, hugging the heavily treed Cuban coastline.
It was imperative this venture succeed. The lives of two people dear to him depended on it. Every other escapade had been an adventure, a lark, a way to thumb his nose at authority.
This was life or death. Valentina’s pride might lead her to do something rash if she thought there was no hope of rescue. Christian would risk everything to regain his freedom.
Santiago decided not to attempt a direct crossing to Jamaica from the south coast of Cuba. The Royal Navy was more likely to be patrolling that stretch. As soon as Izar gave the nod, they hoisted the topsails and increased speed, making a run for it south-east across the open waters of the Caribbean to the isolated westernmost tip of Saint-Domingue. Vessels usually abounded in these waters, but his hunch that most of France’s Caribbean fleet had retreated to the capital of Cap Français seemed to be paying off.
They spent the night at anchor off the coast of Saint-Domingue and set off at dawn as the King George II. They were more than halfway to Jamaica when they were challenged by a British frigate.
Once again, Robertson’s authentic brogue and abrasive manner convinced the Royal Navy captain to allow them to proceed into Kingston harbor.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
   
TENSIONS RISE
T  he Lively encountered only a handful of British ships, none of them naval vessels, which led Valentina to believe the remote islands they were passing were still part of the Bahamas. The ship came close to several of the islands on its zigzag course, but they looked deserted and barren. There was no point risking her life in the water only to end up in enemy territory or alone on an island.
The further south they sailed, the hotter it became; the gritty wind felt like it had blown across a desert before filling the sails. She spent most of the daylight hours on deck to escape the airless cabin rendered all the more uncomfortable by the large window.
The moans and cries from the hold had ceased, and Valentina feared some of the captives might have succumbed to the heat. It was a small consolation that water was lowered down to them on a regular basis. She harangued Maitland about their inhumane treatment at every opportunity when they dined together, but he merely smiled indulgently and changed the topic of conversation.
    
SANTIAGO CONCEALED his amusement when a Royal Navy launch escorted King George II to a vacant moorage in Kingston’s sheltered harbor.
Robertson surpassed himself in his role as captain, doffing his top hat to the British sailors as they rowed away.
It came as a relief that they hadn’t spotted HMS Lively among the ships riding at anchor. However, lingering in Kingston might put them on a collision course with the British ship if it was still on the way to Jamaica.
“We must sail back to Cuba as soon as possible to lie in wait in Guantanamo Bay,” Santiago told Melchor.
He saw no point in hiding the truth of his pirating ways and Valentina’s father wasn’t a seafaring man. “We’ve used the tactic many times, staying upwind of ships we’ve plundered, thus preventing our prey from turning to meet the challenge.”
“However,” Melchor replied, “HMS Lively carries far more firepower than the merchantmen you’ve preyed upon.”
“Verdad, but it’s unlikely she has heavy cannon in the stern, and the flimsy structure around the large windows of the officers’ cabins makes her vulnerable to an attack from behind.”
Melchor mopped his brow. “She won’t be expecting an attack now the war is over. You can take her by surprise and rake the stern with cannon fire.”
Santiago explained further. “Hopefully, we can aim a shot that will fly the length of the decks and cause enough panic the ship will be unable to turn against the wind in time to broadside us with her guns.”
“But what if Valentina is in one of the cabins? And slaves are normally chained in the hold. You might kill or maim the very people we are trying to save.”
They spent several hours with Izar trying to devise a plan to rescue Valentina and Christian. It became a frustrating exercise, made all the more urgent by the reality of a storm already causing the King George II to pitch and roll.
Santiago made a decision. “We have to get underway. I don’t want to be pinned down in Jamaica.”
Izar nodded. “According to the weather glass, it’s going to get much worse.”
“At least the conditions will keep the Royal Navy busy and hopefully they won’t pay attention to our departure.”
“It’s settled then?” Melchor asked. “Can we outrun the storm and make it to Cuba?”
“Let’s hope so,” Santiago replied. “Alert the crew, Izar. We’re in for a rough ride.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
   
HURRICANE
V alentina had lost track of how many days they’d been at sea when she awoke to find the ship pitching and rolling. The cabin was still in darkness, and she had to cling to the wooden railing of the bunk to avoid being thrown to the floor.
A tap at the door heralded Maitland’s arrival. He braced himself in the doorway. “As you’ve realized, my dear, there’s a violent storm brewing, and I prefer not to enter Spanish waters under such conditions. We’ll ride the storm out on Inagua. It’s uninhabited, but there’s an adequate cove there.”
She’d often watched storms from the safety of her home in San Agustín and been awed by the power of the wind and waves. Being confined in the cabin was making her nauseous. “Once day breaks and we’ve found shelter, can I come up on deck?”
He chuckled. “It’s long past dawn.”
“But it’s dark outside.”
“And as long as it remains so, you’ll stay safely in the cabin.”
Suddenly, he lurched forward and sprawled on the floor.
Valentina thought he’d simply lost his balance. Gooseflesh raced up her spine when Montserrat strode in after him, holding a pistol leveled at her.
“Change course now, or I’ll blow her head off,” he hissed through gritted teeth.
Scowling, Maitland sat up. “Change course to where? We’ll seek shelter for a day or two, then proceed to Jamaica when the storm has passed.”
Montserrat moved to put the pistol against Valentina’s temple. “No delays; we are heading straight to Jamaica. Today.”
Maitland got to his feet with some difficulty. “If we sail on, there’s a better than average chance we’ll be blown ashore in Cuba, or even Saint-Domingue.”
“Nevertheless,” Montserrat insisted, beckoning Maitland with the pistol before gesturing to her. “Take Valentina on deck as well. I will kill her if you don’t instruct the crew to sail on.”
Valentina had never considered Montserrat a reasonable man. Now a hint of lunacy gleamed in his sunken eyes.
“You go first up the steps,” he told the Englishman when they exited the cabin, “then my precious Valentina. One false move, and she’s dead.”
She clutched the railing, barely able to make her trembling legs work as they climbed the companionway. The violent rolling of the ship might cause the gun pressed against her spine to go off accidentally.
The wind had whipped the rain into a horizontal sheet and she was soon soaked to the skin.
Maitland braced himself against the pedestal of the ship’s wheel, and grabbed the handholds, aiding the panicked helmsman. She fisted her hands in the folds of his jacket, certain the wind would blow her overboard.
He began to issue orders to his crew. Several subordinate officers struggled to the upper deck and gathered around, scowling their disbelief at the command to sail into the storm, but Montserrat warned them off. “Do as he says or the woman dies,” he shouted over the howling wind.
“She won’t have the strength to hold on, you fool, if you don’t tie her to something,” Maitland bellowed in reply.
With one arm hooked around the rigging, Montserrat pointed the pistol at a sailor. “You, get a rope and lash her to the railing.”
Within minutes she sat with her back to the railing, a flimsy rope coiled around her torso and upper arms. The danger from being swept into the giant waves was lessened, but the driving rain made it impossible to see.
Trapped in a nightmare, she had no notion of how long they tossed on the waves. The ship crested roaring giant swells, then dropped into eerily quiet valleys surrounded by walls of black water. The sails ballooned, then flapped noisily as the storm swirled around them. If the ship sank, she’d go down with it—
—as would the captives manacled in the hold. “For pity’s sake,” she shouted hoarsely to Maitland. “Unchain the slaves. At least give them a chance.”
“No,” Montserrat yelled, his pistol still leveled at her.
“We need every man,” Maitland replied, his jaw clenched as he and the helmsman struggled to keep the vessel on an even keel. “Unless you want us to end up on the rocks.”
To her relief, Montserrat nodded after some hesitation. He was shivering, perhaps having second thoughts about the foolhardiness of his actions. But it was too late. She was sure even Maitland had no notion where they were. He’d long since lost his hat and powdered wig to the hurricane. There was no mistaking the alarm that twisted his handsome face. She’d wager he was regretting getting involved with Montserrat.
When the wind tore one of the topsails off completely, she shrieked and began to chant the prayer learned at her mother’s knee. Ave María, gratia plena…
“Strike the sails,” Maitland screamed. “It’s our only chance.”
Suddenly, Santiago’s dark-skinned friend was down on one knee beside her. “Keep your eyes on me,” he rasped. “And be ready to do as I say.”
Before her numbed brain could form a coherent reply, he was gone, helping to wrestle down the remaining sails.
She fixed her gaze on the man who represented her only hope, determined not to lose sight of him as the maelstrom took the ship and tossed it like a cork.
    
SANTIAGO HAD ORDERED the Spanish colors hoisted and the false nameplate removed shortly after leaving Kingston. However, as he and Izar strained to control the Santa María’s wheel he had to reluctantly acknowledge the flags had probably long since been lost to the wind.
They’d struck the sails after an hour battling the hurricane and finally been forced to trust their fate to the wind and the tides.
The hunt for HMS Lively had turned into a struggle for survival.
It was likely the English captain had sought shelter in one of the many cays along the Bahamian Banks. Trusting that Valentina and Christian weren’t at the mercy of the vicious storm brought Santiago some consolation.
He no longer had any idea where they were, nor what time of day it was. The dependable northeasterly trade winds had been whipped into a roiling cauldron of driving rain and black seas. He’d weathered some challenging storms in the Bay of Biscay during his years sailing for his father, but this…
“Pray for me, Valentina,” he muttered under his breath.
Melchor insisted on staying on deck. Santiago didn’t blame him for not wanting to remain below, and he was helping the crew in any way he could. Now he sat soaked to the skin, lashed to the mainmast with several other men.
Only Xiang refused to abandon his post. Santiago couldn’t see him and hoped he hadn’t been blown into the waves. He doubted he’d even hear anything over the howling wind. If the Santa María was anywhere near land, she’d probably be driven onto rocks before they realized it.
“I suppose I always thought I’d die at sea,” he shouted to Izar.
His navigator bit down on the pipe still, incredibly, wedged between his teeth. “Me too, but I’m not planning on dying this day.”
Xiang’s hoarse shout drifted on the wind. “Scondi…”
Izar gaped in disbelief, nigh on dropping his pipe. “Can’t be, surely?”
“Escondido, ho,” Xiang shouted again.
Santiago hadn’t made the sign of his Savior across his body since his flight from Spain, but he made it now, several times, repeating his thanks to the Lord God Almighty over and over. What else other than divine intervention could have brought them safely to the very bay where his treasure lay hidden?
All they had to do now was navigate the narrow channel at the bay’s opening.
“Leave it to me,” Izar said confidently.
    
VALENTINA WRAPPED her arms around her legs and tucked her head in a futile attempt to block out the screech of the wind and the whine of the ship’s timbers. She suspected the loud thundering sounds from below decks meant that cannon had broken loose. If the flimsy railing to which she was tied gave way, she was a dead woman.
She had no idea if Maitland was still at the wheel and had lost sight of Santiago’s crewman. Montserrat might have been swept overboard for all she knew.
With every icy wave that crashed over the deck, she clenched her chattering teeth and braced her frozen body for the impact she was sure would come.
There were only two possible outcomes; the Lively was destined to break in two and sink, or she would founder on jagged rocks. There was no hope. Terror gave way to a numb acceptance.
She felt nothing.
“Pray for me, Santi,” she whispered as the ship shuddered. Timbers crashed, men screamed, cold water poured everywhere. The railing broke away and she was swept along the deck, past bodies, kegs, splintered pieces of the mast, a squealing piglet.
She didn’t know if pigs could swim, and what…
The rope binding her to the railing was torn away. “Let go,” a deep voice said close to her ear. “Kick.”
Try as she might, she couldn’t prize her frozen fingers off what was left of the railing.
“I’ve got you, let go.”
There was no point fighting the inevitable. She was fated to drown. Filling her lungs one last time, she surrendered to the strong arm clamped around her body.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
   
ARMAGEDDON
A t anchor in the sheltered Bahía Escondida, the Santa María rode the swells as if she knew she’d come home. Once the skies brightened somewhat and the torrential rain dwindled to a tolerable drizzle, Santiago and his crew embarked on a survey of the damage wrought by the storm.
“I’m anxious to set sail as soon as the wind abates,” he told Izar. “We have to find HMS Lively.”
“Might not be so easy,” the navigator replied, blowing out a cloud of smoke. “We need repairs to the sails and rigging. We’ll have to pump water out of the hold, and several men have broken bones, sore heads and so on.”
Santiago tried and failed to fathom how Izar had managed to hold on to his pipe and keep his tobacco dry through the hurricane. Unwilling to calmly accept the inevitable delays, he walked away from his navigator and joined Melchor on the fore-deck.
Valentina’s father had been staring out to sea, but he turned to greet Santiago. “You’re familiar with this bay.”
“Sí,” he replied. “We have hidden in these coves many times, along with other pirates. I’m surprised there aren’t more of them here.”
“You know as well as I do, Capitán Velázquez, it was Divine Providence brought us safely to this very place.”
Santiago admitted inwardly he had no other explanation for the miracle, but an inner voice advised caution. “I acknowledge the hand of Dios in our deliverance.”
Melchor arched a brow. “There must be a hundred bays along the Cuban coastline, yet this is the one where something precious to you lies hidden.” He tapped the side of his nose. “Am I wrong?”
There was no point hiding the truth if this perceptive man was to be his father-by-marriage. “No, you’ve guessed correctly.”
“So what is your intention now?” Melchor asked bluntly.
“Bueno, we could waste time retrieving the spoils, or we can pursue the real treasure—your daughter and my friend. Wealth means nothing to me compared to their safety.”
Melchor laughed. “I believe you. However, you already know that it will be impossible for you and Valentina to prosper in Cuba without wealth. I, alas, have nothing to offer by way of a dowry, unless you are interested in lands in España, which I doubt.”
“There was a time I itched to return to Spain, but now the New World is more appealing.”
“Valentina feels the same way,” Melchor admitted wistfully. “She loved La Florida.”
Santiago leaned against the ship’s wheel and watched Izar issuing orders, getting the crew organized to make the Santa María seaworthy again. The Basque had stepped into Christian’s shoes without hesitation. A good man. His crew were all good men who’d served him loyally and deserved the shares of the spoils they’d received.
What would become of them when he married Valentina? Indeed, what would become of him? The hazards inherent in piracy had increased with the growing British presence along the Spanish Main. He couldn’t expect Valentina to be a pirate’s wife. Her father was right. If the treasure remained hidden, it was of no use to anyone.
He clamped a hand on Melchor’s shoulder. “Let’s find some shovels.”
    
VALENTINA AWOKE WITH A RAGING THIRST. She didn’t think she’d said anything out loud but someone lifted her head. Liquid entered her mouth. Watery, but not water. Sweeter. She gulped too fast and began to cough; her ribs protested.
“Easy,” a soft voice said. “It’s coconut milk.”
She blinked and looked up into the smiling face of Santiago’s crewman hunkered down beside her, a pistol tucked in the waistband of tattered torusers. She nodded and accepted more of the fluid. “You saved my life,” she rasped.
“I would have drowned if they hadn’t released us from the hold, and I suspect that was your doing. I’m Christian Williams, by the way.”
She raised herself up on her elbows. “I recognized you as one of Santiago’s men. Where are we, Señor Williams?”
“I’m not absolutely sure, though the palm trees along the beach are native to Cuba. The lay of the land looks vaguely familiar. The south coast, I think. Once the sun goes down, I’ll get my bearings from the stars. Now you’re awake, we can try to find help.”
It was reassuring they might have washed up on Spanish territory, but that didn’t guarantee freedom from the men who’d abducted her. “Are there other survivors?” she asked as Christian helped her sit up.
“All the Jamaicans, thanks to you. There’s no sign of Montserrat. A cabin boy survived, but the English captain is the only officer still alive, and he’s badly injured.”
Relief surged that Collins lived. “We were swept overboard. Maybe there are others still with the ship.”
He shook his head. “The Lively isn’t so lively any more.”
She followed his gaze along the beach, unable to recognize the blackened wreck that lay at an odd angle, half buried in the sand. The masts were gone, the windows of the cabins in the stern shattered. Cannon hung precariously from some of the gun-ports whose doors had been ripped off. Splintered wood was strewn the length of the sands.
Trembling at the destruction the awesome power of nature had wrought, Valentina stared in disbelief that she had somehow survived Armageddon. She gradually became aware of Collins kneeling nearby beside a man lying in the shade of a rocky overhang. “Maitland?” she asked.
“Yes, but he won’t want you to see him.”
The English captain had wronged her, but it appeared he had paid dearly for his sins. Her religion preached forgiveness. “Nevertheless, I must do what I can,” she replied.
She struggled to her feet with Christian’s help, swaying uncertainly. “I’m a little light-headed,” she confessed, gripping his arm. “And my ribs are sore.”
He chuckled. “My fault. I was determined not to let you drown.”
They made their way slowly to where Maitland lay. Valentina’s heart broke when Collins looked up at her then went back to arranging the torn uniform jacket over his captain’s legs. She had a feeling the lad had retreated into himself, just staring but not really seeing. When she saw Maitland’s wounds, she understood why.
Falling to her knees at his side, she admitted having no notion of how to help him. It was doubtful Maitland could even feel his legs. His open shirt revealed a ghastly belly wound, oozing blood. Fighting nausea, she looked up at Christian.
“Skewered by a marlinspike,” he said softly.
She didn’t know what a marlinspike was but could only surmise from the damage it was something long and sharp.
Maitland blinked, smiling when he saw her. “Valentina,” he rasped, his voice barely audible. The effort brought on a fit of wheezing that contorted his ashen face in agony.
“Do not try to speak,” she replied.
He grasped her hand in a surprisingly strong grip, his smile twisted into a grimace. “You won’t see your little house in Jamaica.”
“That’s not important. We will seek help, and…”
He shook his head. “No, my dear, I’m done for. My ship is lost, my honor gone. At least it appears Montserrat has drowned.”
As his grip loosened she took hold of his hand in both hers, knowing he spoke the truth. “What can I do to make you more comfortable?”
“Give me a pistol.”
The blood in her veins turned to ice. She looked to Christian for guidance.
He hesitated for long minutes before handing his pistol to Maitland. “There’s only one ball.”
“That’s all I’ll need,” the dying man replied.
    
SATISFIED the Santa María’s skiffs had both survived intact, Santiago selected Xiang and Izar to accompany him and Melchor in one of them. “I’m leaving the other here, just in case we don’t return,” he told Robertson. “You’re in charge in my absence.”
The Scotsman saluted. “Aye.”
Xiang climbed in and took up an oar.
“Wait,” Melchor shouted. “What about the shovels?”
Santiago chuckled. “Trust me. We won’t need them.”
“But if we are digging for…”
Santiago cut him off with a frown. “Who said anything about digging?”
Melchor grasped the side of the skiff as the little boat encountered choppier waters. “So where are we going?”
Santiago scratched the stubble under his chin, longing for a shave. “If memory serves, it’s not the next cove, but the one after that.”
“If memory serves? You mean you’re not sure?”
“It’s been a while. I was delayed in San Agustín.”
Xiang laughed. “Ha, ha. Delayed. Good yoke.”
Izar might have been smiling, but it was difficult to tell since he still sucked on his pipe despite having two hands on the oar.
They rowed around the point and pulled into the neighboring cove. Santiago surveyed the cliffs beyond the beach for several minutes, but couldn’t pick out what he sought. “No. We’ll carry on,” he declared finally.
“What are we looking for?” Melchor asked, sounding impatient.
“A cave.”
Valentina’s father shook his head. “The cliffs are riddled with them.”
“But only one holds what we seek.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
   
LOCO
“How many more coves are there in this bay?” Melchor asked, clearly exasperated after Santiago eliminated the fourth one they’d searched.
“Three, or maybe four,” he replied, scratching the increasingly irritating stubble. Perhaps it was a sign they were getting closer, though he too was becoming frustrated. He should have paid more attention when he and Christian rowed away from the cave, congratulating themselves on their cleverness.
“No wonder the Spanish navy couldn’t find your treasure,” Melchor muttered.
They rounded the point.
Izar opened his mouth and his pipe fell under the rowing bench.
Melchor cursed and tried to kick it. “You’ll set us alight.”
Seated with his back to the shore, Santiago wondered what had caused his navigator to drop the precious pipe. Izar scrambled to retrieve it from under Melchor’s feet.
“Shipleck,” Xiang announced.
Santiago twisted around, his belly churning at the sight of a blackened wreck half-buried in the sand. He made the sign of his Savior. Such could easily have been the fate of the Santa María.
“Big sheep,” Xiang declared. “Blitish.”
Santiago shaded his eyes to peer at the doomed ship. The number of damaged cannon certainly indicated it had been a navy vessel. Xiang’s ability to identify ships had always impressed him, but how the fellow could tell this was a British ship was beyond him.
A movement caught his eye. “Pull in closer. Looks like there might be survivors on the beach.”
They rowed into the shallows and waded to the beach. Only Xiang remained in the skiff.
Santiago pulled out his pistol as he raked his gaze over the destruction. “I’m sure I saw someone, but it looks like they’ve taken cover. We’ll proceed with caution. If they are British…”
Melchor also drew a pistol and pointed to a rocky overhang. “Is that a boy, in the shadows?”
    
VALENTINA WAS frantic for the cabin boy. He’d refused to leave his stricken captain when Christian spotted the skiff entering the cove and urged them all into hiding in the dense brush.
She moved a branch aside and took a quick look, alarmed to see the newcomers striding toward the lad who still knelt by Maitland.
“Stay hidden,” Christian hissed. “These coves abound with pirates. Do you know what they do with women they capture?”
Heart beating wildly, she ducked down, bothered by something about the men that seemed familiar.
She crawled forward and risked another glimpse. One of the newcomers hunkered down beside Collins. She gasped when he took off his hat. There was only one man with hair so dark, so lustrous, so…
Her gaze darted to his companion. He looked more like a pirate than a Spanish nobleman, and the wig was missing, but there was no mistaking the stance. She surged to her feet. “Papa!”
Christian grabbed for her skirts. “Stay down.”
The already torn fabric ripped when she pulled away. “It’s Santiago and my father,” she shouted, running as fast as she could in the sand.
The man she loved came to his feet and turned. Then he was sprinting towards her, calling her name.
She collapsed into his embrace. “Santi,” she breathed with her last ounce of strength.
“Valentina,” he rasped, lifting her to his hard body. “I feared you were lost to me.”
“I had lost hope until I met Christian,” she confessed. “He gave me courage and saved my life.”
He looked along the beach. Christian was hurrying toward them, arms outstretched. Santiago’s grin of elation warmed her heart. “Forgive me, Cariña, I must…”
“Go,” she urged, though the shivering had begun again without the reassuring warmth of his strong body.
The two men came together in a jubilant embrace, slapping each other on the back, their loud laughter filling her with joy.
She felt sobs shake her father when he put trembling hands on her shoulders. “Papa. Don’t cry. We are safe now,” she murmured, turning into his embrace.
“Mi pequeña,” he whispered over and over. “My little one.”
She vaguely heard someone shout a warning from the direction of the water.
Suddenly, her father’s arms stiffened. She looked up, gasping at the sight of Maximilian Montserrat’s sneering face. He grinned as he cocked the pistol pressed against her father’s temple.
    
SANTIAGO CURSED that Xiang’s warning had come too late. Montserrat appeared silently and suddenly from the shadow of the rock overhanging the beach. They had failed to secure the area. Now the former vice-governor held Melchor at gunpoint, Valentina still locked in her father’s embrace.
Santiago took a step forward. “Put the pistol down,” he shouted.
“Stay back.”
“He’s gone mad,” Christian warned. “He’s the one who abducted us from Mosé, and he’s also responsible for this wreck. He forced the British captain into the fury of the hurricane.”
Santiago swallowed hard, trying to silence the deafening pulse throbbing in his ears. The Raccoon seemed intent on killing Melchor, but he could just as easily turn the gun on Valentina. “What do you want?” he asked. “Your pistol has only one ball.”
“That’s all I need,” came the reply. “I’ve long wished to get rid of this miserable excuse for a governor, and now’s my chance. It’s my duty to Cataluña.”
“You’re right,” Santiago muttered to Christian. “He’s off his head. Loco.”
“But we can’t let him kill Melchor.”
Santiago stared hard at Valentina, willing her to step away, but she stood firm, her back ramrod straight. “Let her go,” he yelled, risking another step forward.
Montserrat sneered. “Maybe I’ll kill two birds…”
Without warning, Valentina shrieked a stream of curses and lunged at Montserrat. Gunfire erupted as he staggered sideways.
Melchor fell to the ground, taking his daughter with him.
    
DEAFENED by the explosion of gunpowder, Valentina fought for breath under her father’s weight. She struggled in vain against the shifting sand, intent on tearing Montserrat limb from limb for murdering her beloved papa.
She froze when he murmured, “Stay still, Niña. I am not injured.”
In her frenzy, she supposed that meant the murderer had missed his mark, but could yet…
Suddenly, the weight was lifted and she was scooped up in Santiago’s arms. “Amada,” he panted breathlessly, “Cariña. Are you hurt?”
“No, but papa…”
“I am fine,” came the reassurance. “Montserrat is dead.”
She squinted into the sun. Her father stood beside Santiago, unharmed. The Raccoon lay face down on the sand, a bloody hole in his back.
Christian retrieved the weapon from his death grip, then walked over to Collins. The lad stood with legs braced, a smoking pistol gripped firmly in both hands.
Valentina had a vague recollection of seeing him out of the corner of her eye just before she shoved Montserrat. “What happened?” she asked as Santiago set her down.
“He had to die,” the boy explained in English. “He killed my captain and wrecked my ship.”
She was beginning to understand as Christian translated. “We thought Maitland wanted the gun to…”
The lad swiped a sleeve across his nose. “He died a while ago. I just couldn’t leave him. I wanted to shoot Montserrat, but I was afraid of hitting you. When you shoved him, I had a clear shot.”
“I remember seeing the boy,” she told Santiago, “but it didn’t register in my mind that he had a pistol.”
“Yet something told you to push the Raccoon,” he replied.
“I was just so angry,” she admitted. “He caused too much heartache and loss.”
“I must say,” he teased, “I was surprised to hear such profanity coming out of the mouth of a well-bred Spanish noblewoman.”
She felt the heat rise in her face. “I know. Manuela would be mortified.”
Collins surrendered the pistol to Christian without a fuss. “I’ve lost my ship and my future,” he said. “Captain Maitland took me under his wing. Promised to make me a midshipman. Said I’d make a fine captain one day.”
Santiago offered his hand. “I thank you for saving the lives of people I love. We will see you safely returned to British soil.”
Collins shrugged, seemingly not caring.
She understood the lad’s apparent reluctance. He’d lost the man who’d given him refuge, and hope. The powers that be in the Royal Navy would likely send him back to England, if they bothered with him at all.
“Will you help me bury my captain?” he asked.
Santiago nodded. “Of course. But a high-ranking commander should be buried at sea.”
For the first time, Collins smiled.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
   
SUNKEN TREASURE
Under the watchful eye of Collins, Santiago and Christian wrapped Maitland’s body in a length of torn sail discovered in the wreck and carried it above the tide line.
Seemingly satisfied, the boy sat cross-legged on the sand next to his captain.
Christian pulled Santiago aside. “Now’s our chance to retrieve the treasure. The others will be busy for a while combing over the wreck. We can be back before they know we’re gone.”
Santiago nodded. “You perceive my thoughts correctly. Only trouble is I didn’t recognise any of the coves we passed.”
His friend chuckled. “Probably because it’s the next one.”
Santiago slapped his forehead. “Dios mío, I was preoccupied.”
Christian glanced to the rocky overhang where Valentina sat in the shade with her father. “I understand. We should take them with us.”
“Why not Xiang?”
“In case we decide to leave part of it for a future time. Someone else should know. And who better than a wife?”
“About that,” Santiago began.
“Say no more. I’m happy for you. Perhaps one day I’ll find the right woman. Now, the tide’s coming in and we must seize the day. The Melchors will have to move soon.”
It was important to explain to his friend that he didn’t intend to abandon his loyal crew, but time was of the essence. He strode over to help Valentina to her feet, glad to see color had returned to her cheeks. “Ready for an excursion in the skiff?” he asked, wiggling his eyebrows.
“Back to the Santa María?”
He glanced at Melchor. “No. Another errand.”
Her father brushed sand from his bedraggled trousers. “Come along, daughter. This is going to be interesting.”
    
VALENTINA CLUTCHED the side of the skiff with one hand, glad of her father’s arm around her shoulders.
Santiago and Christian plied the oars, pulling against the inrushing tide that brought with it debris and seaweed.
She closed her eyes, fervently hoping they wouldn’t encounter bodies as they ventured into deeper water. She filled her lungs, tamping down the memory of the terrifying ordeal of the hurricane. The fear of drowning had to be overcome if she was to marry a seafaring man.
The temptation to watch the muscles of Santiago’s arms tense and relax as he rowed was too great. She opened her eyes and flared her nostrils, filled with a lunatic urge to lick the chiseled chest revealed by his open shirt.
Her gaze flitted momentarily to Christian. He was a fine looking man, strong and beautifully made. She grieved for the obscene brand on his bicep. What was it that dictated one man enjoy freedom and the other be treated as a chattel? Christian was living proof the color of a man’s skin had no bearing on his character or worth.
She looked again at Santiago. Heat rushed through her veins when she realized he was watching her, a hint of a lustful smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Another of life’s mysteries struck her. Santiago never failed to arouse feelings of desire. It was alchemy that drew them to each other.
Trapped in his gaze, she barely noticed they had stopped rowing. The tide was carrying them into a small cove. “There’s no beach,” she remarked as they came closer and closer to the cliffs. “How will you land the skiff?”
Her father’s arm tightened around her shoulders as the mouth of a cave suddenly loomed. “Hold on.”
“Keep your heads down,” Santiago shouted as they maneuvered the small boat into the cave.
Her throat tightened. The roof seemed to be pressing down on them, the splash of oars echoing off the rock. Had she survived a hurricane to drown here?
Then they drifted into a cavern, the only sound the lap, lap of gentle waves. The water was clear, yet she couldn’t see the bottom.
She startled when the side of the skiff scraped against rock, her heart racing even faster as Santiago and Christian began peeling off their shirts. “What are you doing?”
Santiago removed his boots, leaned forward and handed her his shirt. “Stay here. We won’t be long.”
Stay? Where could they go? He was leaving them? To drown? The boat rocked when she struggled to stand, but her father held her fast. “Trust him,” he murmured.
She clutched the shirt to her breast, scarcely able to breathe when Santiago and Christian slipped silently into the clear waters and disappeared below the surface.
    
SANTIAGO HAD SPENT most of his life on the sea, but had never been a strong swimmer. Fortunately, they didn’t have far to go before reaching a rocky shelf that jutted out of the water. They heaved themselves onto it, gulping air.
He raked back wet hair, then fisted his hands on his hips, steadying his breathing as he stared up into the cavernous gallery that loomed above them. The ceiling and walls twinkled with pinpoints of the light creeping in from a crevice too high to see.
“Seems like only yesterday,” he whispered with a smile, remembering the first time they’d happened upon the natural grotto by chance. “Little did we know when we embarked on that adventure that such a wondrous thing could even exist.”
Christian nodded. “To be honest, there were times I despaired of ever returning here. Hopefully, we can find the handholds.”
They felt their way slowly up a column of rock, finally reaching a narrow plateau.
“They’re still here,” Santiago exclaimed breathlessly, giddy with elation that the two small chests of treasure they’d tucked beneath the overhang years before were safe.
He scarcely noticed the roughness of the rock as they crept to pull one of the chests from its hiding place. “The hinges and hasp are rusting, but other than that…”
“Looks pretty good.” The large padlock disappeared in Christian’s big hand as he yanked it back and forth. “Good as new.”
“We’ll break it open once we get back to the ship,” Santiago said. “Shall we leave the other one here?” he asked.
His first mate nodded.
Having both tacitly decided that would be the best course of action, they hoisted the chest onto Christian’s broad shoulders and Santiago led the way as they began the tricky climb down.
    
“THEY’VE DROWNED,” Valentina sobbed. “It’s been too long.”
Her father stroked her hair. “Have faith,” he replied for what seemed like the tenth time, but she heard the doubt creeping into his voice.
She couldn’t bring herself to look into the deep water, afraid Santiago’s lifeless body might float up. “I don’t understand why he would leave me,” she whimpered.
“He hasn’t left you,” her father replied impatiently.
Despair took hold. “Perhaps this is where I am destined to die,” she wailed, uttering a startled, “Oh,” when Santiago and Christian broke the surface together.
Perhaps she was dreaming. The skiff rocked alarmingly when she reached out to touch him.
“Keep still, Cariña,” he urged breathlessly, gripping the side with one hand. “We’re going to lift something heavy into the boat.”
Her father scrambled to help settle what looked like a chest into the bottom of the skiff.
She gripped the bench as Santiago and Christian heaved themselves back aboard, both grinning like idiots. “What were you thinking?” she cried. “I thought you were dead. Why would you take such a risk for a rusty old chest?”
Santiago laughed, and she suddenly felt very silly. “What is it?” she asked sheepishly.
“Your future,” her father replied.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
   
PIGLET
T  he tide was high when they made it back to the wreck of the Lively. Waves lapped at the broken hull of the stricken ship.
Collins had come to his feet and was nervously watching the water’s progress as it surged closer to his dead captain’s body.
Xiang, Izar and the surviving slaves had retreated to the same area.
Everybody except the cabin boy gathered round, chattering excitedly when Santiago and Christian pulled the skiff up onto the tiny strip of beach and hefted the chest onto the sand.
Santiago stepped back into the boat, scooped up Valentina and carried her to the beach, amused that she still sulked at him for not explaining what he was up to. “Don’t be angry,” he pleaded, though his cock seemed to find her pout arousing. “I simply wanted to surprise you, and it wasn’t guaranteed the chests would still be there.”
She frowned, but didn’t pull away though he was soaking wet. “Chests? There’s more than one?”
He put a finger to his lips. “Our secret,” he whispered with a grin.
“I told you to trust him,” her father said, climbing out of the skiff. “Now, what’s the plan for getting back to the Santa María?”
Santiago shaded his eyes and surveyed the scene. The bodies of three more sailors, presumably pulled from the wreckage, lay next to a pile of odds and ends salvaged from the Lively—crockery, lengths of rope, a couple of swords, several pairs of boots, a lantern, and various articles of clothing spread out to dry.
There was no sign of Montserrat’s corpse.
He startled when Valentina shouted, “He’s alive.”
Next thing he knew, she was running towards a piglet tethered to a palm tree, busy rooting for something in the undergrowth.
He caught up to her just as she fell to her knees next to the animal, tears streaming down her face.
“I didn’t think pigs could swim,” she hiccupped.
Xiang approached, rubbing his hands together. “Make good dinner for you and Capitán,” he declared.
Valentina clenched her jaw. “Absolutely not.”
Melchor clamped a hand on Santiago’s shoulder. “I’m not sure why my daughter cares about the pig, but it looks like one more passenger for the skiff. You stay here with Valentina, I’ll organize the rest.”
Santiago was too exhausted and elated to try to work out how his arch-enemy had become his staunchest supporter. For now he was simply relieved Melchor had taken charge.
    
GLAD OF THE shade of the palm tree beneath which she sat, Valentina watched the tide slowly ebb.
Her father, Christian and Izar had crammed the slaves abducted from Mosé into the skiff and disappeared round the point.
Beside her, Santiago had dozed off and was snoring softly, his fingers firmly entwined with hers.
She would never forget his resurgence from the deep, his bare torso glistening, wet trousers clinging to his powerful frame. The cave’s cocooning atmosphere added to the intensity of the memory.
Grunting happily, piglet rooted about nearby for a tasty morsel.
Muttering in his own language, no doubt about the pig, the Chinese sailor had wandered to the point, watching for the return of the skiffs from the Santa María.
A warm wind rustled the leaves of the palm tree. The unmistakeable scent of the sea stole up her nostrils, along with the easily identifiable odor of pig. She leaned closer to Santiago, preferring the aroma of wet wool and bronzed skin drying in the sun.
Not far away lay the bodies of four men wrapped in torn canvas, thankfully in the shade.
A homeless boy sat on the sand, staring out to sea as he grieved his dead captain and his shipmates.
Santiago’s other hand was looped in the rusting handle of a small chest whose contents she could only guess at. It likely contained treasure plundered from Spanish ships.
A risky voyage and an uncertain future in La Habana still loomed.
Her strict upbringing as the daughter of a well-to-do Spanish family should have stirred outrage, disgust and consternation in her breast.
She had never felt more peacefully contented.
    
SANTIAGO WAS glad of a chance to doze for a short while before undertaking the next stage in their odyssey—the voyage to La Habana in a damaged ship. The city had only recently been handed back to the Spanish authorities after the British occupation. There was no way of knowing what awaited them.
However, he was fully aware of the young woman whose hand he held tightly. She was more precious to him than the chest resting nearby, though its contents were important for their future together.
He’d known from their first meeting that Valentina was a rare beauty, a woman to stir a man’s passions, but how could he have known then of her courage and resilience, her compassion?
She’d weathered an abduction, a hurricane, a shipwreck, and the attempted murder of her father. She’d reached out to young Collins and done her best to console him. She’d wept for the dead sailors, rejoiced with the freed slaves and challenged the inscrutable Xiang for the life of a pig.
Yet here she sat beside him on a lonely beach, sighing contentedly.
She’d even laughed off his underwater escapade—eventually.
He’d frivolously teased women in Sevilla, principally because it was expected of a sophisticated nobleman. He relished the prospect of teasing Valentina until she sulked and then kissing away the sexy pout.
“Skeef, ho,” Xiang shouted.
“Two small boats,” Valentina said, “rowed by Christian and Izar.”
A short time later, they rode the tide out of the cove. One skiff, with Izar and Xiang at the oars, carried Collins, two bodies and the salvaged hoard, including the pig.
Valentina sat aboard the second skiff, the chest tucked beneath her bench, two bodies at her feet. She looked over her shoulder at the wreck until they’d rounded the point. Santiago wanted to sit beside her, to kiss away the tears when she turned to face him again, but he and Christian were plying the oars.
His friend reached for Santiago’s oar. “Sit with her. I can manage.”
He picked his way carefully and put an arm around her shoulders. “You survived, that’s the important thing.”
“Only thanks to Christian,” she said softly, smiling at his first mate. “Many others died. I don’t understand why Montserrat insisted on sailing into the hurricane.”
“Was he anxious, perhaps, to reach the safety of British territory?”
She nodded thoughtfully. “He may have thought some rich reward for his spying awaited him.”
“I suppose we’ll never know.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
   
CONSIGNED TO THE DEEP
V alentina stood beside her father on the fore-deck of the Santa María. She inhaled the salty air, relishing the warm zephyr on her face. “It’s difficult to believe this is the same sea whipped into a frenzy by the hurricane just a few days ago,” she said.
“Verdad,” he replied, nodding to uprooted trees along the shore. “But you can see evidence of its destructive power in some of the coastal villages we’ve passed.”
She stared at the island that would soon be her home.
Her father must have sensed her trepidation. “Don’t worry, La Habana is a far cry from these remote places on the south coast.”
“Hopefully not too big though,” she replied.
“Smaller than Madrid, I’m told,” he promised with a wink, “but just as dirty, and a lot noisier.”
Despite his good-natured jesting, she realized there would be challenges, but they faded in importance when the funeral ceremony began on the deck below.
Santiago led the way, his tricorn pressed to his heart. He was about to preside over the burial of men who were his enemies, yet his bearing bespoke dignity and respect. Behind him came crewmen bearing the still-shrouded bodies of Maitland and his officers. Collins brought up the rear.
The sad procession lined up beside the ship’s rail.
Her heart went out to the youth who stood ramrod-straight, fists clenched at his side. “He’s too young to have experienced so much pain and death.”
The lad had confided to her horrific tales of his life before he’d joined the Royal Navy, bringing into clear focus how privileged and protected she’d been as the daughter of a high ranking nobleman. It made her more appreciative of Manuela’s tyrannical methods, and her parents’ indulgence.
“He must be anxious about going to La Habana,” her father remarked. “The inhabitants won’t have much love for the English.”
“Then we’ll protect him,” she retorted.
Her father chuckled. “Him and the pig, I suppose.”
She gripped his arm as Maitland’s body was lifted to a platform specially rigged atop the ship’s rail. Santiago made a brief pronouncement, but his words were lost on the wind. Her throat constricted when he looked to Collins for the signal to proceed.
The boy saluted. “Farewell, my captain,” he shouted, before nodding to the sailors on the platform.
Valentina and her father as well as many of the crew made the sign of the Savior as Maitland’s body was heaved into the clear waters of the Caribbean Sea.
    
RELIEVED when the last of the corpses had been consigned to the deep, Santiago replaced his tricorn and offered his hand to Collins. “You did well.”
The lad clenched his jaw and looked out to sea.
Santiago regretted his next words, but they had to be said. “Now it’s time to look to the future. I suggest you dispense with your Royal Navy uniform before we sail into La Habana on the morrow.”
Collins nodded resignedly.
“You have a decision to make,” Melchor said after joining them. “If you wish to return to the British Navy, we’ll make the necessary inquiries to get you to La Florida somehow.”
“I don’t want to return to England,” he replied, “but what’s to become of me in Cuba?”
“I can always use loyal men,” Santiago said.
The lad’s eyes widened. “I ain’t no pirate.”
Santiago chuckled. “Who said anything about becoming a pirate? I plan to establish a shipping company in La Habana, and I’ll need crewmen who love the sea.”
The youth hesitated, his eyes darting from Santiago to Melchor and back. “I don’t habla the español,” he mumbled.
Melchor laughed. “I’m sure my daughter would love to teach you.”
Collins frowned. “Why would she bother with the likes of me?”
“Because you saved her life, for which we are eternally grateful,” Santiago replied. “And because she cares what happens to you.”
Collins swallowed hard as he looked up at Valentina still standing on the fore-deck and began to shrug off his jacket. “If she teaches me, I can look after her pig in return.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
   
LA HABANA
Despite the correct Spanish flags flying from the appropriate masts, the Santa María was challenged as she approached the narrow inlet leading to La Habana’s harbor. Santiago had forewarned Valentina this would happen, but she nevertheless looked anxious as the Spanish marines boarded the ship.
“What if they discover the chest?” she asked.
“They won’t,” her father replied, squaring his shoulders to confront the boarding officer before the man could open his mouth. “I am Don Felíx Melchor, most recently Governor of La Florida. We were delayed by the hurricane. I wish to speak at the earliest opportunity with Governor de Funes.”
Valentina breathed more easily when the marine gaped open-mouthed, then stood to attention and bowed hastily. “A thousand pardons, Your Excellency. Capitán Gregor at your service. We are overly cautious given…”
“Sí, sí,” Melchor interrupted with a dismissive wave. “Commendable.”
Gregor’s face reddened as he scanned the decks and the crew. “We have reports this is a pirate ship.”
Her father scowled. “Do I look like a pirate?”
Santiago coughed and studied his feet, afraid if his eyes met Valentina’s he might laugh out loud. Melchor did look more like a windblown pirate than a gentleman and was fully aware they carried gold plundered from unwary ships.
The color drained from the officer’s face. He bowed again, then barked orders for his men to pull back the heavy copper chain blocking the entrance to the harbor.
“Well done, sir,” Santiago said quietly to Valentina’s father.
Melchor shrugged and put an arm around his daughter’s shoulders. “We’ve undergone enough difficulties without having to deal with officious marines. If they’d done their job, La Habana would never have fallen. Anyway, enough of that. What’s done is done and we should pay attention to the impressive fortress we are passing. Looks like there’s been extensive damage.”
“Morro Castle,” Gregor replied, having apparently overheard. “Castillo de los Tres Reyes, named for the Three Kings. There used to be a watchtower, destroyed during the British siege.
“They also mined one of its bastions. The main reason the city fell,” he asserted. “Governor de Funes is planning to build a better fortress along the channel, the Forteleza de la Cabaña, so no such thing can happen again.”
Once the chain had been removed, the Santa María sailed on to dock in the harbor where repairs were underway on several damaged vessels. It appeared Cuba’s north coast hadn’t been left unscathed by the storm.
Gregor bowed again and offered to lead Melchor’s way to the Governor’s residence in the Castillo de la Real Fuerza, apologizing profusely that a carriage would normally be made available but the storm had rendered the streets impassable.
“My daughter and her betrothed will accompany me,” Melchor stated bluntly.
Gregor eyed Santiago, clearly surprised a man he evidently considered a lowly sea captain was affianced to a governor’s daughter.
Valentina’s eyes widened as she smiled at Santiago.
Melchor’s apparent acceptance of their desire to wed bolstered Santiago’s determination to provide his bride with a comfortable life in Cuba.
He assisted Valentina along the coastal road littered with broken branches and
debris, until they eventually arrived at the star-fort.
Gregor pointed to the top of the central watchtower. “La Giraldilla,” he announced.
Valentina and her father frowned, clearly not understanding.
Santiago explained before Gregor had the chance. “He’s referring to the statue of the woman on top of the watchtower. See?”
Valentina nodded. “Who is she?”
“It’s said to represent the wife of the famous explorer Hernando de Soto,” Gregor said with a smug smile. “She kept watch for her husband’s return from La Florida, not knowing he had died.”
“How sad,” Valentina whispered, snuggling closer to Santiago who decided this was the moment to impart a piece of knowledge Gregor was most likely completely unaware of. “The statue is called La Giraldilla because it’s fashioned after the one atop the famous La Giralda tower.”
“In Sevilla,” Valentina exclaimed. “Your birthplace.”
Santiago laughed, elated she had remembered something of his history.
Gregor scowled as they entered a low, arched tunnel. “When we reach the end, you must wait. I will inquire if His Excellency can see you.”
“He’ll see us,” Melchor replied.
    
LA HABANA WASN’T at her best after the hurricane, yet a sense of homecoming washed over Valentina. The capital was bigger and noisier than San Agustín, but it had the same tropical ambience.
She hoped Santiago’s pleasure in explaining the statue of La Giraldilla was a good omen. “Do you get homesick for Sevilla?” she asked while they waited in the anteroom at the end of the tunnel.
“Never,” he replied quickly, “though I regret being isolated from my brothers and sisters.”
Before she could reply, a nearby door burst open and a portly gentleman bustled out. “Felíx,” he exclaimed, rushing to embrace her father.
“Ambrosio,” he replied. “Good to see you, old friend.”
“We’ve been worried. Señora de Montserrat told us you’d stayed behind to organize the evacuation, but you didn’t arrive on any of the ships we sent.”
“It’s a long story, amigo mío, but first permit me to introduce my daughter, Valentina, and her betrothed, Capitán Santiago Velázquez.”
The governor brushed a kiss on Valentina’s knuckles. “Encantado, señorita,” he gushed. “You were but a babe-in-arms the last time I saw you.”
He frowned as he turned his attention to Santiago. “Surely not the notorious pirate captain?”
“No,” Melchor replied quickly, calming Valentina’s nervousness. “A member of the famous shipping family from Sevilla.”
De Funes arched a brow. “The Velázquez trading company whose vessels bring us goods from España and sail away with our exports?”
“The same,” Santiago confirmed.
The governor clamped a hand on his shoulder. “You’re welcome indeed. And you’re just in time to meet another member of your family. Emilio Velázquez arrived recently to help re-establish the trade routes disrupted by the British. A cousin perhaps?”
Valentina worried when Santiago’s smile disappeared.
    
EMILIO!
Here in La Habana?
Santiago’s heart careened around his ribcage. An urge welled up inside. He must find his little brother, wrap his arms around him and squeeze the life out of him. But…
“Your brother?” Valentina asked.
“Sí,” he replied, his thoughts in turmoil.
“You must find him at once,” she said with a happy smile.
Santiago hesitated. “He might not be glad to see me.”
“Why not?” De Funes asked as he ushered them into his office.
Once again, Melchor came to his rescue. “Never mind that now. There are more important matters to discuss, including why our government didn’t notify me of the treaty ceding La Florida to Britain.”
De Funes gaped. “But I sent an envoy from Madrid with an official notification weeks ago, as soon as I received word of my appointment. The missive was handed directly to your Vice-governor. The envoy assured me of it when I arrived here to accept the British handover.”
“Therein lies the answer,” Melchor replied. “Montserrat has been acting as an agent of the British crown, apparently believing he was furthering the cause of Catalonian independence. He did not pass the message on to me.”
“Then he must be brought to justice,” the governor declared.
“He’s dead,” Santiago informed him. “He tried to flee to Jamaica. His ship was wrecked in the hurricane. He didn’t survive.”
Gratitude shone in Melchor’s eyes. No one must ever know Valentina had spent time unchaperoned aboard HMS Lively.
“Oh dear, Ivanna Luna will be distraught at the news.”
Santiago thought the governor’s sympathies should have been directed to Valentina. It was interesting that Montserrat’s wife and Ambrosio de Funes were apparently on a first name basis.
“I’ll inform Señora Montserrat of her husband’s demise, and his treachery against her and his country,” Melchor insisted.
“Sí, sí,” de Funes replied absently.
Valentina leaned close to Santiago’s ear. “I get the feeling Ivanna Luna will know of it before my father has a chance to tell her,” she whispered.
The governor rang a small handbell on his desk. “My vice-governor will escort you and your daughter to our guest chambers and provide whatever you need, Felíx. I am hosting a reception this evening and there’ll be time enough to continue our discussions. It will be your chance to reunite with your brother, Capitán Velázquez.”
Santiago was relieved he wasn’t expected to remain in the castillo. He needed time aboard the Santa María to think on what he would say to the brother who had inherited what should have been his birthright.
He brushed a kiss on Valentina’s knuckles, bowed to his host and took his leave.





CHAPTER THIRTY
   
RECEPTION
V alentina soaked in the blessedly hot water a servant had poured into an impressive cast iron tub, listening to Clara chatter as she washed her hair. Preoccupied with the news Emilio was in La Habana, she wasn’t really paying attention.
Santiago had confided the whole story of his flight from Spain and she knew how much his family meant to him. Hopefully, Emilio would be glad to see his older brother.
“I have no siblings,” she muttered out loud without realizing it.
“Qué?” Clara asked.
She improvised. “I was only thinking how much I am looking forward to meeting Señor Velázquez.”
“And Señora Manuela will be glad to see you again. She has fretted about you since her arrival.”
Valentina felt guilty. She ought to have sought out her dueña sooner, but there would no doubt be an argument regarding Santiago.
Clara helped rub her body dry.
It felt good to be clean again and she brightened further at the sight of several gowns and new undergarments laid out on the bed. “Where did these come from?”
Clara shrugged. “The British governor’s wife had all kinds of clothing made, but she hardly wore any of it—complained it was too Spanish. Hah!”
Valentina allowed Clara to assist her with the undergarments and chose a red silk gown for the evening, anticipating Santiago’s reaction.
Clara fastened the buttons and cinched the fabric in at the waist. “Just a little too big. I’ll fix that quickly.”
They both startled when Manuela burst into the chamber.
Valentina smiled and opened her arms.
“You can’t wear that,” her dueña declared. “It’s much too low in the front. And red!”
Clara laughed, earning a scowl from Manuela, who ordered her out of the chamber.
“I’m happy to see you too,” Valentina said, aware of a shift in her relationship with the older woman. She no longer needed a chaperone to take care of her. She had Santiago. “But Clara stays. She’s going to sew my gown.”
Manuela huffed, but didn’t argue. It was as if she too sensed things had changed. “Your father tells me you’re to be married,” she said after long, silent minutes. “You won’t need a dueña any longer.”
“No, but I know you care about me. I’ll always appreciate your advice, especially as we begin a new life in Cuba. We’ll bloom together where God has planted us.”
Manuela almost allowed a smile to flit across her face, and her body relaxed visibly. “Fanciful notion,” she remarked, coming closer to inspect Clara’s stitches.
Valentina chuckled inwardly. Alessandro would have deemed Manuela’s predictable reaction amusing.
    
SANTIAGO RECALLED the last time his first mate had watched him inspect the fit of his finest coat in front of this selfsame mirror.
“No feather on this occasion?” Christian quipped.
Santiago smirked. “My goal isn’t to attract attention.”
“Perhaps a top hat?”
“No, definitely not. Too British. How do I look?”
“Like a man about to meet a long-lost brother, but unsure of his reception.”
“Not to mention being denounced by any number of people present as a pirate.”
“Señora Montserrat?”
“Having received word her husband is dead, she should go into deep mourning, but she might be vindictive enough to attend in order to destroy Valentina’s happiness.”
“The dueña?”
Santiago rolled his eyes. “Perhaps it would be better if I don’t go.”
“I never took you for a coward, my friend.”
Christian was right. Emilio would wonder about his absence if he failed to appear. There might never be another chance to reunite with his brother. He wanted his family to meet Valentina. He shouldn’t leave her to face the first social gathering of their new life alone. He and his intended bride belonged among the nobility.
He straightened the tricorn, toying with the idea of adding the feather for courage. He decided against it when his grinning friend shook his head. “Wish me luck.”
“I look forward to hearing all about it,” Christian replied.
Santiago made his way from his cabin to the dock, where he encountered the marines who’d escorted him from the castillo. Their wide-eyed surprise assured him he’d successfully transformed from a travel-worn sea-dog to an impeccably dressed nobleman.
Christian and the rest of the crew had expressed no concerns about what would happen to them in Cuba. Exposure to possible arrest in La Habana was an enormous risk. They trusted him to make the right decisions that would result in a new beginning, not only for himself, but for them.
He prayed silently that he would be equal to the task.
    
AS THEY STOOD in line outside the reception hall, waiting to be announced, Manuela fussed and clucked about the red dress.
Valentina didn’t care, preoccupied that Santiago hadn’t yet appeared.
However, she was elated when her father said, “Calmate, Manuela. Be proud that your little Valentina has grown into a beautiful young woman.”
She almost laughed out loud at her dueña’s open-mouthed astonishment when he added, “Perhaps it’s time you abandoned your widow’s weeds and wore brighter colors.”
Manuela’s spluttering retort was cut short when her father handed his card to the footman and they were announced.
“His Excellency Don Felíx Melchor de Alcobendas y Guadarrama, by the grace of His Sacred Majesty King Carlos, Governor of La Florida,” the bewigged footman intoned. “Lady Valentina Melchor de Alcobendas y Guadarrama, and Señora Manuela Campo.”
The loud chatter in the crowded hall ceased as every head turned to the entryway. Valentina held her breath, determined to enter with head held high. If these Cuban Spaniards decided to censure her father for the loss of La Florida, she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of appearing cowed.
She breathed again when the applause began and soon grew to a crescendo.
Ambrosio took her father’s elbow and introduced him to a flock of men clamoring to shake his hand.
Feeling somewhat abandoned, Valentina scanned the hall, amused by the errant thought that Santiago’s feather wouldn’t be long enough to tickle the high vaulted ceiling. She peered into alcoves for a glimpse of a man who bore any resemblance to Santiago. But what would she say if she came face to face with Emilio Velázquez?
Hello, I’m madly in love with your brother and I hope he arrives soon.
She was grateful when Manuela linked arms with her. “Come, we must present ourselves to the ladies.”
Her heart did a strange flutter as they approached the bevy of noblewomen, all fanning their faces in a leisurely manner totally unlike Ivanna Luna’s affected antics. For a moment, she was transported back to the suffocatingly strict code of court life in Madrid. The widows were easily identifiable, clad from head to toe in black; the other women wore subdued colors. Some gaped in amazement at her red gown. It appeared the less formal atmosphere of the tropics hadn’t yet touched the female members of the Cuban gentry.
She supposed she shouldn’t be overly judgmental. These ladies had persevered through two years of British occupation, a notion that resurrected unpleasant memories of Maitland.
If things were the same here as in Spain, her reception into Cuban society would depend on the actions of the dominant female—the leader of the pack.
It came as an enormous relief when a smiling young woman stepped forward to greet her with a kiss on each cheek. “Welcome, Lady Valentina,” she said. “I am Lady Elena de Funes, Governor Ambrosio’s daughter.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
   
REUNION
Sitting in a comfortable armchair shielded from the hubbub of conversation by the pillar of a secluded alcove, Emilio Velázquez crossed one leg over the other.
His elderly companions, all high-ranking Cuban businessmen, assumed he was listening to their chatter about trade, but in truth he was making a valiant attempt to calm the arousal brought on by watching Lady Elena.
They’d fallen head over heels in love when he’d visited Madrid, and been heartbroken by the separation necessitated by her father’s appointment.
After a fortnight of pacing his office in Sevilla, he’d made the decision to sail to Cuba, ostensibly on business, and ask for her hand in marriage.
The governor had been favorable to his proposal and planned to announce their betrothal this very evening.
However, things had suddenly become more complicated. He’d stared in disbelief when Elena’s father told him of his brother’s arrival in La Habana. Last he’d heard of Santiago, he was plundering ships on the Spanish Main, a wanted man.
Now he was apparently a respectable sea captain—a hero, according to the rumors circulating, who was betrothed to the daughter of La Florida’s former governor.
Santiago wouldn’t be happy to come face to face with the younger brother who’d taken over the shipping company that should have been his inheritance, especially when he learned of Salomé’s fall from grace.
Ambrosio de Funes might not look so favorably on Emilio’s suit for Elena if he was relegated to second-in-command, that is if he was allowed to stay on at the company at all.
He smiled when, true to her loving nature, Elena greeted the stunningly beautiful woman who was to wed his brother, but his gut tightened when a figure he recognized appeared in the entryway and handed his card to the footman.
    
FIDGETING with his tricorn as he waited for the footman to announce him, Santiago drew courage from a glimpse of Valentina. Deep in conversation with another young woman, she bloomed like a vibrant red rose in an otherwise unremarkable garden.
“Capitán Santiago Fernando Velázquez de Vallirana y La Granada.”
Much depended on what happened next, but his feet seemed fixed to the tiled floor.
He scanned the curious faces turned in his direction. Did they know of Salomé’s accusations? Were they aware of his marauding escapades? Had they been told about the Letter of Marque, the sunken treasure, his role in the rescue? How was he to convince them of his honor, of his…
A thousand thoughts swirled in his head, but uncertainty fled when Valentina hurried towards him, her companion in tow.
“Lady Elena, may I present my betrothed, Santiago Velázquez. Elena is Ambrosio’s daughter, Santi,” she explained.
Santiago bowed and reached for Elena’s hand, delighted Valentina had already made an important friend. He was taken aback when Elena stood on tiptoe and pecked a kiss on his cheek.
“You are Emilio’s brother,” she said with a broad smile. “I can certainly see the resemblance.”
“You are acquainted with him?” he asked, surprised by her deep blush. He’d wager Emilio and Elena were more than acquaintances.
“Sí,” she replied, “he’s…”
She stopped abruptly and looked up at the young man who’d come to stand bedside her.
Past resentments, worries, and recriminations flew away like chaff on the wind. What mattered was the beloved brother Santiago thought he’d lost forever. “Mi hermano,” he rasped, opening his arms.
He feared his heart might burst when Emilio came willingly into his embrace. No words were needed as they thumped each other on the back, rejoicing in their reunion.
    
VALENTINA STRUGGLED to control her tears as she watched the heart-rending reunion.
Curious onlookers smiled broadly when Elena explained they were brothers who hadn’t seen each other for years. It was a circumstance many of them were no doubt familiar with, the separation from family and friends in Spain made all the more difficult by the recently ended war.
Santiago and Emilio finally broke apart, gripped each other’s shoulders, laughed, then embraced again.
Elena fought back tears as she stroked Emilio’s back. “He talks of nothing else but his long-lost brother.”
This familiarity seemed to surprise no one, except Manuela who stood nearby, scowling. It became clear to Valentina that Emilio and Elena must be betrothed.
Governor Ambrosio arrived, beaming a big smile. “Bueno,” he exclaimed. “You’ve found each other.”
Her father joined them, a look on his face that she recognized—ever the diplomat, cautious, weighing the pros and cons of what was happening.
“My baby brother has grown into a fine young man,” Santiago said hoarsely, taking Valentina’s hand.
The joy on his face touched her heart, but she saw an unusual flicker of uncertainty in his brown eyes.
A flurry of excited introductions ensued, the brothers laughing again when they discovered both were betrothed.
“Well, unofficially,” Elena explained.
“We were planning to make the announcement this evening,” Emilio added, the same hint of uncertainty in his voice.
“Sí,” de Funes confirmed, looking equally unsure of what was afoot.
It was evident Elena loved Emilio; Valentina didn’t want the reunion to cause a postponement of their happy event. “You brothers have many things to discuss,” she said, hoping Santiago wouldn’t resent her interference. “Perhaps after the announcement.”
He frowned briefly, but then squeezed her hand and smiled. “Valentina is right. We have intruded. This evening is for you, hermanito, and your beautiful Elena.”
“No,” Emilio replied. “We need to talk now.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
   
STRICT FORMALITIES
De Funes ushered Santiago and his brother into his office, assured them they could stay as long as was necessary, and left.
“I suppose you’re surprised to see me,” Santiago began, his voice hoarse. He and Emilio had always been close, but his brother was no longer a youth obligated to show respect to an older sibling.
“I admit the circumstances are not what I expected,” Emilio allowed. “I feared I’d eventually receive word you’d been hanged for piracy.”
Santiago grimaced. “I would have dangled at the end of a noose if not for Melchor.”
He bade Emilio sit in an overstuffed armchair and paced like a restless cat as he told the tale of life after his banishment, omitting nothing except the existence of the treasure.
Emilio moved to the edge of the chair. “I need to tell you something.”
Santiago folded his arms and braced his legs, sensing he wasn’t going to like whatever came next.
“A year after you fled Spain to avoid arrest, Salomé recanted.”
A swell of emotion swamped Santiago. His exile could have been over years ago. He need never have become a pirate. “Recanted?”
“She withdrew the accusations against you. The Suprema eventually declared your innocence after subjecting her to a lengthy interrogation.”
Santiago had to sit before his knees gave out. Every Spaniard knew of the methods the Inquisitors used to interrogate witnesses. “What became of her?”
“The shame was too much for her parents. Her father banished her to a nunnery.”
Santiago clenched his jaw. “They might as well have sentenced her to death.”
Emilio got to his feet. “Then justice would have been satisfied,” he said, his voice choked with emotion. “Papa never recovered from the ordeal. He wore himself out leaving no stone to prove she had lied.”
Santiago closed his eyes, conjuring an image of his beloved father in happier days. “I only heard about his death months afterwards.”
Emilio stood ramrod straight, fists clenched. “This means you can now return to Spain and take over the company. It’s your right.”
Santiago looked up sharply. He might have known his brother would act honorably. “That’s not what I want.”
Emilio frowned. “You intend to remain a pirate?”
Santiago laughed. “No, that life has become much too dangerous, and Valentina deserves to be married to a man of standing. I want to be involved in the family company, but in Cuba and the Caribbean.” He took a chance. “I have money to invest in expanding your influence here.”
Emilio raised an eyebrow, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Money?”
“Spanish gold.”
Emilio tapped his chin, a gleam in his eye. “I see.”
Half an hour later, having each smoked one of Ambrosio’s excellent cigars, they emerged from their discussions, satisfied they’d laid the groundwork for the company’s future expansion in the New World.
“Congratulations, by the way,” Santiago said, putting an arm around his brother’s shoulders. “Elena is a beautiful woman.”
Emilio came to an abrupt halt. “What do you say to a double wedding?”
    
VALENTINA’S INSTINCT was to hurry to Santiago’s side when he and his brother reappeared in the hall. However, if they were to carve out a place for themselves in La Habana, it was incumbent upon her to start behaving like the well-bred noblewoman she was.
Like Elena.
She suspected Ambrosio’s daughter itched to rush to Emilio, but she waited, showing no outward sign of agitation as she chatted with the ladies gathered around them.
Valentina knew she’d made the right decision when the perpetual censure left Manuela’s face.
She tamped down the urge to touch Santiago when he and his brother reached them, reassured by their obvious camaraderie and the faint, sweet aroma of tobacco. Discussions must have gone reasonably well if they’d smoked cigars together.
“All is resolved,” Emilio announced, taking Elena’s hand. “Come, we must find your father.”
Delighted by the relief evident on her new friend’s face, and overjoyed for Santiago, Valentina threw decorum to the winds and linked arms with her beloved.
    
BUOYED by the swell of Valentina’s breast pressed against him, Santiago bent his head to whisper in her ear. “Judging by the crescendo of excited voices, we’ve caused a stir.”
He was tempted to nibble her earlobe, but Manuela’s disapproving glare deterred him.
Valentina squeezed his arm. “I think they’re excited for Elena and your brother. A society wedding will be a reassuring sign things are getting back to normal after the occupation.”
“And the appearance of a long-lost brother rumored to be a pirate and betrothed to a beautiful woman hasn’t captured their interest?” he teased.
The blush that spread across her delectable breasts had the predictable effect on his manhood. “How would you feel about a double ceremony?” he asked, wishing he could whisk her away to the Santa María and have done with the strict formalities expected of noblemen and women.
The leisurely fluttering of her fan suddenly became agitated. “I would love that, but…”
“It was Emilio’s idea.”
She had no chance to reply when a hush fell as de Funes and Melchor mounted a small dais at the front of the hall.
“Good evening to you all,” the governor announced, spreading his arms wide. “It’s my unexpected honor and pleasure to introduce illustrious guests. My old friend, His Excellency Felíx Melchor, erstwhile Governor of La Florida, and his daughter. They have finally made it safely to Cuba after the harrowing ordeal of arranging the evacuation of Spanish citizens from San Agustín, and weathering a hurricane en route.”
Melchor bowed in acknowledgment of the loud cheering and applause that ensued, then raised his hand for quiet to be restored. “I thank you for the warm welcome you have afforded my daughter, Lady Valentina, and myself, as well as the hundreds of refugees from San Agustín. I wish to make it known that without the courage of Capitán Santiago Velázquez, we would not be here today. As time goes by, you will no doubt hear details of the difficult experiences we encountered, but, for the moment, I would ask you to recognize the hero of the hour.”
Santiago fervently hoped no one ever found out about Valentina’s kidnapping. His crewmen would take the secret to the grave.
He’d never asked if she’d been violated, and it made no difference to his feelings for her. However, malicious rumor could destroy an innocent person, as he well knew. He squared his shoulders, his heart thudding in his ears as people cheered and whistled.
“You’re blushing, Santi,” Valentina teased as she too clapped her hands together.
“I just wish my father could have been here,” he rasped.
She nodded to the dais where Emilio and Elena had taken their places next to the governor. “You have the next best thing,” she said.
It was true. Emilio’s pride was evident in the set of his shoulders and broad smile as he too applauded. Santiago swallowed hard. His father was, in fact, present.
A hush fell again when Ambrosio cleared his throat. Every head turned to look at the dais. People were anxious to at last bear witness to the announcement they’d come to hear.
“It’s my distinct pleasure to stand before you and announce the betrothal of my daughter, Elena de Funes Villapán to Don Emilio Antonio Velázquez de Vallirana y La Granada. As you all know, Emilio is head of the Velázquez Mercantile Shipping Company of Sevilla. Please join with me in welcoming Don Emilio to our family.”
The guests responded with enthusiastic applause. Shouts of Felicidades echoed off the high ceiling.
Emilio’s happiness was plain to see on his grinning face, but suddenly Santiago saw something else. His brother was looking straight at him, as if…
Of course! How could he have been so blind? For Emilio, Santiago was the father figure, the family representative. He elbowed his way to the front. “Señores y señoras,” he began.
The hubbub quieted.
“In the absence of our late father, I congratulate my brother and declare how honored we are that the beautiful Elena is joining our family.”
The cheering resumed, but it was the gratitude and pride on Emilio’s face that warmed Santiago’s heart. Their bond had been tested and proven strong.
“I love you,” Valentina whispered when he rejoined her.
“Te amo, también,” he replied.
Her grip on his arm tightened when her father stepped forward and held up his hand for quiet to be restored. He beckoned Emilio to his side and shook his hand. “I have no wish to intrude on this young man’s special evening, but I’m afraid I can no longer keep the secret, that everyone knows anyway!”
Emilio laughed, as did everyone else.
“It is a happy coincidence that my daughter has also become betrothed recently, to another member of the illustrious Velázquez family, Santiago Fernando.”
Before the crowd had a chance to react, Emilio spoke. “I am proud to share this happy occasion with my older brother, and I bid Lady Valentina welcome to our family.”
Santiago and Valentina were urged to the dais in a swell of cheers. He didn’t think his happiness could be any greater until his brother declared, “And I think we should have a double wedding.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
   
BECOMING ONE
T  hree weeks later, Santiago carried Valentina over the threshold of the opulent chamber allotted to them in the Governor’s Residence.
“Our wedding is apparently the talk of La Habana,” he said as he sat her down on the edge of the enormous bed. “Probably one of the last in the Basilica de San Francisco de Asis.”
“Why?” she asked, reaching up to unpin the long lace mantilla from her head.
He put one knee on the bed and stayed her hand. “I’ve wanted to do that since I saw you walking down the aisle with Elena.”
She leaned back, enjoying the feel of his fingers freeing her hair. “The weight of it trailing behind me made my head ache.”
“It gave me an ache too,” he quipped, “but a pleasant one in a different part of my body.”
His words sparked a thrill of desire that spiralled through her. In the weeks they’d spent preparing for the wedding, Santiago had spoken openly about what happened between a man and a woman during sexual congress. There had never been a hint of censure about her spending time alone aboard a ship with Maitland and Montserrat. It apparently made no difference to his feelings.
She suspected his primary motive was to counteract Manuela’s dire descriptions of marital relations. Now, she could scarcely wait for the promised rapture that joining with him would bring. But she was nervous, too. “So, you were saying it’s the last wedding?”
He removed the mantilla and laid it carefully over the back of a nearby armchair. “Ambrosio tells me the Cubans no longer want to use it as a church.”
“Because they are building the new cathedral?” she asked, the heat rising in her body as he knelt to remove her shoes, then her hose. No man had ever seen her bare feet, except her father when she was a babe.
“Partly,” he replied, brushing a kiss on the toes of one foot, then the other. “But mostly because the British used it for Anglican services during the occupation. They feel its sanctity has been defiled.”
In an effort to calm the wanton sensations his kisses caused in very private parts of her body, she thought back to the ceremony. Walking down the long aisle, glad of Elena’s presence beside her, she’d glanced up at the impressive domed ceiling supported by twelve enormous columns, filled with a sense of rightness. “Surely they won’t destroy such an imposing building?”
He shrugged as he stood. “The monks still live in the seminary, so I suppose not. They’ll find some use for it. But enough of this talk of churches. You’ll have to explain how to get you out of your lovely gown.”
She wagged her finger. “You should have let Clara undress me, as Manuela insisted.”
“Ha, ha,” he replied with a wink. “Not a chance.”
    
SANTIAGO THOUGHT it a great pity the magnificent church in which he’d been wed was fated to be shunned. But an inner voice gloated; he could, in future, boast of the historic importance of his wedding.
Ever the arrogant Spaniard, he chided himself.
What man wouldn’t boast of the elaborate nuptial ceremony?
He’d been impatient to confirm vows to Valentina he’d thought never to make to any woman. Sí to love, sí to respect, sí to protection, sí to fidelity. He was humbly content to dedicate himself wholeheartedly to her happiness.
The only regret was that his late mother wasn’t there to walk down the aisle with him and Emilio in the Spanish tradition. However, they’d agreed that sharing the momentous occasion with each other was a consolation.
Bringing his errant thoughts back to his delectable bride, he touched his fingertips to the drawstring pouch peeking out from her enticing cleavage. “Shall I begin with this?” he teased.
She stayed his hand and thrust out her chin. “Ha! You give me the thirteen arrha coins as a sign of your support, then take them away,” she retorted.
The seductive flash of amethyst eyes intensified the ache swelling at his groin. Being teased by an intoxicating woman was arousing. “The traditional coins are a mere trifle compared to what I plan to bestow upon you.”
“The treasure, you mean,” she taunted.
He took her hand and pressed it to his arousal. “I want to join my body to yours, to give the most intimate part of myself to you. This is the treasure we’ll share, Cariña.”
Her nostrils flared as she squeezed with just enough pressure to make his cock swell. “I want you, Santi,” she breathed.
He nuzzled her neck, then sucked the earlobe he’d hungered to taste for weeks.
The prospect of leading this innocent in the dance of love was humbling. The fiery passion he knew lay within her, just waiting for him to ignite—that was enough to make a man strut around the chamber, crowing like a rooster.
He’d been rock-hard since she’d startled into his arms when they emerged from the basilica to be greeted by a loud burst of celebratory firecrackers.
He’d managed to control himself during the banquet, politely handing out cigars to the two hundred male guests, his gaze all the while on Valentina presenting tiny vials of perfume to the ladies. His expression probably mirrored Emilio’s. His brother looked ready to pounce on Elena as she moved gracefully from table to table with her new sister-by-marriage.
It penetrated his erotic haze that Valentina was wriggling to be free of the gown. “Careful,” he warned, helping her lift the black silk over her head. “You’re going to tear it.”
“I don’t care,” she wailed.
His little Valentina was in a hurry to mate with him! The notion, and the sheer black camisa that clung to her perfect curves, undermined his resolve to go slowly, to be patient. He laughed as he shrugged out of his jacket and tore off his shirt. “I’ve never been a patient man,” he confessed, putting his hands on her hips and pulling her to him. “Especially when I want something badly.”
He peeled the lacy straps of the camisa off her shoulders. The flimsy garment slipped silently to the floor, baring his bride to his gaze.
A thousand words to describe her beauty galloped through his head. Statuesque, noble, dignified, perfect, a work of art…
Then she pierced him with her amethyst gaze, put her palms on his chest and murmured, “Plunder me, my pirate.”
“Mine,” was the only word that mattered as he cupped her breasts and lowered his head to suckle at her bounty.
    
VALENTINA PREFERRED the naughty side of her that Santiago had unleashed like a genie out of a bottle. As far as society was concerned, she would enjoy being the paragon of virtue she’d been raised to be, the mother of well-behaved children. With Santi she would be wild, wanton, free. Valentina, Goddess of Sexual Pleasures.
He suckled her nipples to the point of driving her mad with want. “I love that,” she said in a husky voice she didn’t recognize, hoping he’d put his mouth on her secret place as he’d promised. She’d thought of little else since he’d whispered of the ecstasy awaiting her.
Breathing became difficult when he scooped her up, carried her to the bed and commanded, “Open your legs.”
She obeyed without question, eyes widening when he unfastened his trousers and eased them over his hips. She reached out greedy fingers to touch the thick lance that sprang forth, but he shook his head. “Patience,” he teased.
Dropping to his knees on the carpeted floor, he put his arms around her thighs, pulled her to the edge of the bed, and licked her womanhood.
“Santi,” she whispered, pulling free the ribbon that secured his queue. His hair fell around his face, silky on her thighs.
“Wait,” he rasped. “It gets better.”
She moaned when he suckled, then licked, then suckled again. The moans turned to strange mewling sounds she’d never made before when his tongue darted inside her body.
The ecstasy he’d promised was coming. She felt it in every fiber of her being, tasted it even. The sensations flooded her, turning her bones to liquid when he slid a finger inside, then out, in and out, all the while suckling, suckling.
The wave carried her higher. She closed her eyes and cried out, awed by the intensity of the euphoria sweeping over her.
It needed only…
Her eyes flew open when a hard, warm thickness penetrated slowly, filling her fuller than she’d ever imagined possible.
She stopped breathing when pain sliced into the pleasure.
    
HIS HEART POUNDING, Santiago was glad of a chance to pause, to relish the incredibly prideful satisfaction of being the first to possess Valentina. “The pain will pass,” he reassured her, not certain he could hold still for long.
Her answering smile had the predictable effect on his hips, but he forced himself to go slowly, to enjoy the sublime heat of every thrust and every retreat as Valentina’s pulsating sheath gripped him, matching him stroke for stroke.
He growled when she closed her eyes. He sensed her release building again as his thrusts became more demanding, more urgent. “Look at me,” he rasped.
Their gazes locked.
He drowned in amethyst, pumping his seed as far inside his beautiful wife as he could. She keened her bliss as a wild gasp emerged from his throat. “Mi tesoro.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
   
BURIED TREASURE
V alentina came awake slowly. She’d never shared a bed with anyone, but it seemed perfectly natural to wake up lying on top of a male body. She hadn’t expected to sleep at all, but she and Santiago had succumbed to exhaustion after hours spent learning how to please each other.
However, she should stop drooling on his shoulder.
She tried to move, but a strong hand kept her firmly in place, then began stroking her arm. She relaxed into the blissful cocoon, letting her husband’s heat seep into her skin.
Eventually becoming restless, she crouched and nestled his maleness between her breasts.
He gathered her hair gently in his fist. “You tempt me, Querida,” he whispered. “I would like nothing more than to spend the day in bed with you, but de Funes and your father are hosting a luncheon in our honor.”
“Not until noon,” she murmured, trailing kisses down his belly as she crawled backwards, hungry for another taste of him.
“It’s already eleven o’clock.”
She rose up on her knees and stared at him. “What?”
He splayed his hands on her thighs and laughed, his brown eyes bright with mischief. “Now that’s a sight I want to wake up to every day.”
She looked down at his elegant fingers and realized she was completely naked, tousled hair hanging like a cloak around her shoulders, her rigid nipples pleasantly sore, the blotchy evidence of his lustful kisses all over her body. “I’m a wreck,” she wailed.
He sat up, put his arms around her waist and licked a nipple. “You are the most beautiful woman in the world, and you are mine.” He moved to reveal the bloodstains on the sheets. “Here is the evidence,” he crowed proudly.
She sobered. “You never asked me.”
He narrowed his eyes. “About what?”
“Maitland, and Montserrat. Nothing happened, but most men would have cast me aside.”
“I am not most men,” he replied. “I was reassured you didn’t behave like a woman who’d been ravished when you were rescued. In any case, it wouldn’t have made any difference to me—except I’d have been determined to banish the memory and show you the delights of sexual congress.”
She arched her back, her heart bursting with love. The proof of lost virginity was a source of pride. Her most private place throbbed for need of the lance standing proudly erect between her knees. She put her hands on his broad shoulders. “I can’t get enough of you,” she admitted. “What have you done to me?”
“Simply awakened the woman within, my love.” He winked. “The buried treasure.”
She lunged for a pillow, but he took hold of her wrists. “I’d love to tussle, but later, warrior princess. Now, a bath.”
Pouting, she slid off the bed, squealing when he smacked her bottom playfully. “Hurry, we don’t want to be late. People might gossip.”
    
SANTIAGO FOLLOWED his bride into the baño, amused by her confusion as she stared at the empty bathtub. “Don’t worry,” he assured her, hefting a large tripod cauldron. “The footmen brought the water up fifteen minutes ago.”
Eyes wide, she crossed her arms over her breasts. “They carried it through the chamber? While I was still asleep?”
He emptied the contents into the tub, smugly aware of her eyes on his backside. “I made sure they saw nothing.”
“But…”
He put down the kettle and pulled her arms away from her body. “From this day forth, Valentina, the only person you have to answer to is me, and I am in your thrall. You are the mistress of my heart.”
Her smile returned and she watched him pour another cauldron of hot water into the tub, then add cooler water, bit by bit, from a third ewer.
“Tell me when it’s the right temperature,” he said.
She bent over and twirled a finger in the water. “It’s perfect now.”
“Oh,” she exclaimed when he picked her up and stepped into the tub. She clung to his neck, laughing as he sat down with a splash.
He turned her so they faced each other, then gripped the sides and lay back, his knees and the clear evidence of his desire protruding out of the water. “Now, where’s the soap?” he asked.
The giddy grin disappeared. Lust smoldered in her eyes as she stared at his cock. He’d never felt so desired as a man.
She retrieved the soap, lathered up her hands and reached for him. He inhaled deeply, closed his eyes and surrendered to her loving touch.
    
IT WAS difficult to remain composed during the luncheon hosted by the Governor. Valentina was certain the older guests who formed the majority must be aware of how the newly-weds had spent the morning. Especially if her face was as flushed as Elena’s.
Ambrosio and her father attempted humor in their polite speeches, but it was clear both men were finding it difficult to acknowledge their little girls were now married women.
The invited dignitaries responded with subdued applause and raised glasses of champagne at the appropriate moments.
Amusement danced in Santiago’s brown eyes.
Valentina leaned close to his ear. “It’s as though we are back in Madrid.”
“With the notable exception of your dueña,” he remarked softly.
Manuela did, indeed, look years younger. “I’ve never seen her smile so much.”
“She’s happy for you. You are no longer her responsibility and she’s relieved I’ll take care of you.”
She leaned her head on his shoulder. “I like the sound of that.”
A polite cough from her father served as a reminder of decorum and she sat back properly in her chair, still aware of Santiago’s nearness despite the space between them.
She returned Elena’s bright-eyed grin from across the table. It was a shared recognition they had both graduated into a world of public correctness and private abandon.
She deliberately touched her knee to Santiago’s under the table, wickedly thankful.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
   
P ARTNERSHIP
LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Emilio and Santiago were glad to escape a salon full of cigar-smoking, tipsy worthies spouting ribald comments about the pitfalls of married life, and making less than subtle inferences about the absolute necessity of taking a mistress. They made the excuse that Santiago wanted to show off his ship to his little brother.
“Let’s pray we never turn into such boors,” Emilio declared as they made their way down the coast road.
Santiago shook his head. “We won’t. We’re our father’s sons, and Valentina is more than enough woman for me.”
Emilio nodded. “I would never put my relationship with Elena at risk.”
“We’re lucky men,” Santiago asserted, his heart at peace.
On board the Santa María, Emilio put a firm hand on Santiago’s shoulder as they stood together on the fore-deck. “Never thought I’d see this old girl again,” he said with a smile.
His brother’s presence aboard his ship confirmed for Santiago that the promise of an exciting and prosperous future and the happy years of the past had joined to make the circle complete. “Careful,” he admonished playfully, “you’ll hurt her feelings. She’s got years left in her yet.”
“Still some hurricane damage, I see,” Emilio remarked.
“Sí, but she weathered it a great deal better than the ship we were chasing.”
Emilio was the only person entrusted with the reasons for the pursuit of the shipwrecked British vessel. He braced both hands on the mainmast and looked up into the rigging. “I’ll warrant the Lively wasn’t made in the shipyards at Cádiz.” He narrowed his eyes. “Is that a drac on your pennant?”
The Santa María flew the colors of their homeland, but the pirate devil in Santiago had convinced him to keep the dragon as part of his personal pennant. “Just a reminder of another life,” he confessed.
“What do you say to having it on the company pennant?”
Too choked up to reply, Santiago embraced his brother.
When they broke apart, Emilio said, “Let’s go to my vessel and work out the details of our partnership.”
~~~
Valentina felt the bed sag under Santiago’s weight. She opened her eyes and turned to face him. “I meant to nap for just a few minutes after the last guests left, but I must have fallen asleep.”
He kissed her nose. “A nap before dinner sounds good. Emilio and I talked for hours.”
She snuggled into him, inhaling the smell of the sea on his clothing. “I’m glad you had a chance to spend time with him alone before he and Elena leave for Spain. I wish they were staying.”
He sifted his fingers through her hair. “They’ll be back from time to time, and we’ll make new friends and acquaintances once we find a house and get settled.”
“I thought you’d want to live aboard the Santa María,” she teased.
He hesitated before replying. “She’s going back to España.”
Her spirits fell. “You’re leaving me?”
“Never,” he assured her. “Christian will be in command. He’s to oversee the building of new ships in Cádiz, then accompany part of the more modern fleet back here. Emilio and I plan to build a shipping company that will dominate trade in the Spanish colonies. There is so much potential now the war is over. Cuba will serve as our base in the Caribbean.”
“What about the rest of your crew?”
“All good men, including Collins, by the way, who will sail with Christian. It’s up to them whether they stay in Spain or return to the Americas.”
“If it was me, I would come back to the Americas,” she replied. “My heart is here.”
“Of course I am, Cariña,” he teased.
~~~
Santiago teased his wife, but in truth he was overjoyed she wanted to live in Cuba. “I have no desire to return to Spain,” he confessed. “The New World holds more promise for us.”
“And our children,” she added.
“Sí,” he replied, nibbling her earlobe.
He slipped into a doze, dreaming of Valentina round with his niño, giving thanks that he’d found a wife who gave freely of her bounty.
His marauding days were over.





HISTORICAL FOOTNOTES
NEW TERRITORY
My regular readers will recognize that this story is a departure from my usual time period and settings. I thoroughly enjoyed researching the 18th century era of conflict over the European colonies in the Americas. I confess to having not been aware that Florida once belonged to Spain, and that the British at one time occupied Havana, Cuba.
I’ve crammed many fascinating historical tidbits into the tale!
POLITICAL CORRECTNESS
I have used terms such as blacks, negro, mulatto and Chinaman in the way they would have been used at the time, and my intent was not to cast racial slurs. You can hopefully discern my personal feelings about racial inequality and colonial exploitation from the actions and attitudes of my hero and heroine.
PIRACY
You might be interested in this website about how pirates stalked and captured their prey.
https://www.pirateshowcancun.com/blog/famous-buccaneer-blaggards/how-pirates-captured-ships/
SPAIN
There has been regional conflict in Spain for hundreds of years. Even today, Catalonia is struggling to assert its independence, and the Basques have waged a sometimes violent campaign against the central government in Madrid.
Catalan is the official language of Catalonia and neighboring Andorra.
Andalusia is the southernmost and hottest region of Spain and was for centuries ruled by the Moors as Al-andalus.
The drac I’ve depicted is actually a mythical symbol of Catalonian folklore, the Viper or Wyvern, but I shifted it to Andalusia because I thought it would make a good pirate flag.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_dragon#Iberian_dragons
Montserrat is a famous Catalonian mountain range near Barcelona.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montserrat_(mountain)
ST. AUGUSTINE
I have used the Spanish name in my story. I became aware of some of the history of this city thanks to The Antiques Road Show. I was inspired by the star-shaped fortress, the Castillo de San Marcos, to write about the people who lived in what was then Spanish territory, and the pirates who roamed the Spanish Main.
FORT MOSE
Fascinating history!
http://www.blackpast.org/aah/fort-mose-florida
GUANTANAMO
Though synonymous nowadays with the US Detention Center located there, Guantanamo is actually a large province in south-eastern Cuba with an extensive coastline. Guantanamo is also the name of the principal city. The US base, which did not exist at the time of my story, occupies a relatively small area at the mouth of the bay.
SHIPS
Santa María is, of course, a name that recurs throughout Spanish history, beginning with the ship that Columbus sailed to the New World in 1492. It’s not surprising, given the deeply Roman Catholic beliefs held by most Spaniards for centuries.
The Royal Navy ship HMS Lively did exist. It was never shipwrecked. In 1759 she was under the command of Fredrick Maitland. He did not die in Cuba. The sorry tale of why Collins, the cabin boy, ran away to sea was all too real for many children.
HUDSON’S BAY COMPANY
Founded in 1670 , this Company still exists today as a retail giant in Canada. It had its beginnings in the North American fur trade, accumulating enormous wealth through the supply of beaver pelts to satisfy the insatiable demand among European gentlemen for felt top hats. It is the oldest chartered company in North America.
The similarity of its flag to the Royal Navy’s Red Ensign was too tempting not to make use of!
SATURIWA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saturiwa
Athore was the name of the son of Saturiwa who was chief when his people first came into contact with Europeans, hundreds of years before this story.
EMANCIPATION
The article on Fort Mosé has interesting information about freed slaves in Spanish territories.
TREATY OF PARIS 1763
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1750-1775/treaty-of-paris
This website underscores the importance of Cuba in the negotiations to end the Seven Years War.
HAITI
At the time of this story, Haiti did belong to France, but it was known as Saint-Domingue.
18TH CENTURY SPANISH WEDDINGS
Arrha was a traditional wedding gift of thirteen coins given to the bride by her groom as a token of his support. The mother of the groom usually walked him down the aisle. The bride had no attendants and often wore black. Santiago’s wedding would not have taken place in the Basilica de San Francisco de Asis. It was never used again for religious ceremonies after the departure of the British. Roman Catholics believed it had been defiled by the Anglican observances. Nowadays, it is used for concert recitals.
SPANISH GOVERNORS
Ambrosio de Funes Villalpondo was in fact appointed Governor of Cuba after the British occupation of Havana
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ambrosio_de_Funes_Villalpando
The last governor of Florida who oversaw the evacuation of Floridians after the territory was ceded to the British was Melchor Filiú.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melchor_Feli%C3%BA
I tinkered with the names a little. Neither man had a daughter, as far as I know. Valentina and Elena are figments of my imagination.
SPANISH MARINES
An elite branch of the Spanish navy, widely blamed for the fall of Havana to the British.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_Navy_Marines
INQUISITION
The Spanish Inquisition lasted for several hundred years until its abolition in 1834. The article I’ve cited focuses on its attitude towards sodomy since that it what Santiago was accused of. It is unlikely a flight to Florida would have solved his problem since the Inquisition carried on its reign of terror in all the Spanish colonies.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_Inquisition#Sodomy
CARLOS III
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_III_of_Spain
MACARONI
You may remember James Cagney’s Yankee Doodle, a song that originated about the time of the Seven Years War.
Yankee Doodle went to town
A-riding on a pony,
Stuck a feather in his cap
And called it macaroni.
There are excellent pictures here
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Macaroni_(fashion)
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EXCERPT FROM THE SEA DEVIL
BY ELIZA KNIGHT
   
Enjoy this except from Book 3 in the Pirates of Britannia series…
CHAPTER ONE
Edinburgh, Scotland
1445
THOUGH HE WASN’T DRUNK, he was perfectly willing to let every other buffoon in the tavern believe it were so.
Thor, Captain of The Sea Devil, and longtime second-in-command to the Prince of the Devils of the Deep brethren, often played this game.
The thing was, when a dunce believed Thor to be deep in his cups, he often joined him, and when a man was liquored up, his tongue became loose as a tavern wench in need of coin. And that was how Thor often found out about treasure that needed saving, or heads that needed bashing. Verily, the usual squealers were the swain with enough ale or whisky in their bellies to widen their jaws and wag their tongues.
As it happened, right now, a very intriguing conversation was taking place a few tables away. Talk of pirates and gold—two things that were liable to interest anyone in the tavern, not just Thor.
Letting out a belch loud enough to shake the rafters, Thor tapped his mug on the table rather obnoxiously and shouted, “Another! And shome for my”—he waved his hands in the air and pretended to tip back on his chair, balancing mid-air before righting himself with a snort of fake laughter—“all my friendsh.”
The men in the tavern let out a loud round of whoops and hollers, clicking their mugs as the wenches scurried to fill them with ale up to the rims and collect the coin from Thor before he changed his mind. On the far side of the tavern, men broke out in song, boot heels tapping against the sagging wood of the floor. The torches danced precariously in place where they hung on the walls. One of the drunkards picked up a set of bagpipes and began to play a rather dismal and shameful rendition of a Highland ballad.
Well, that wouldn’t do. Thor charged across the tavern, making certain to bounce against a few backs, spilling his ale and appearing unstable as he made his way there.
“That ish not how ’tish done,” he slurred. “Let me show ye.”
“Ye?” the buffoon laughed. “Another round says ye fall on your arse when ye blow.”
Thor grinned. “And if I do, I’ll shtill keep on playing.” Lord, help him, but he hoped the men discussing gold and pirates fell for his act.
Thor grabbed the pipes, settled them against his shoulder, left hand holding the chanter, right hand on the bag. He blew into them, and the squealing sound that issued was enough to have the men falling over laughing. But once he had a handle on the pipes, he played a haunting melody he’d penned on the high seas. The men of the tavern couldn’t hear the words he’d created to go with the song. No one would ever hear them twice, for he changed them in his mind each time.
When he finished the song, he dutifully fell to his arse with a laugh, tossing the pipes back to their owner.
“Impressive, ye drunk bastard,” said the man as he caught the pipes.
“No matter how drunk, a man always knows how to play his pipes,” Thor said, bringing out a round of laughter from the men. “Drinks on my friend here!”
As the wenches moved to refill the cups, Thor climbed to his feet, glancing out the side of his eye toward the men he’d been spying on earlier. They were still there, still talking in hushed tones. They’d stopped while he played, mesmerized as everyone else was by Thor’s sea song.
He wagered the time to be nearing midnight, and most of the rapscallions in the place had been splashing ale and whisky down their throats for the better part of several hours.
Thor staggered around the tavern, pretending to drink his empty cup of ale and slapping random men on their backs. To keep his ruse going, he shared a juicy tidbit about a wench he’d bedded the day before—a total lie—but it drew him closer to the table huddled in the corner, which was what he wanted. Thor didn’t bed women simply to brag about it, but for some reason, bawdy jests and innuendo always seemed to open men up, and so he’d use that to his full advantage.
“Aye, he’ll be paying a hefty sum in gold,” said the man farthest at the table from Thor.
Thor listened to their conversation as he continued being rowdy with the men at the table beside them.
“How much?” one whispered.
“I heard tell it was an entire chest of gold. A king’s ransom.”
“For a wee bairn?”
A wee bairn… What in the bloody hell kind of treasure was that? What pirate wanted to deal with a child? Thor could barely stand the adolescent lad he’d helped his pirate prince Shaw “Savage” MacLeod rescue just a few months ago. The lad followed Thor around like a puppy. Well, until Thor snarled.
“Well, ’tis not a bairn no more,” they continued, and Thor let out a loud belch to his newfound friends, which inspired a round of who could belch the loudest.
“How old?” The men looked about, none of them seeing Thor’s side-eyed glance.
“He said twenty or so.”
What in Hades were they talking about? Thor resisted the urge to knock their heads together and insist they spit the information out faster.
“Lad or lass?”
“He’s not sure.”
“Ye mean to tell me, Santiago Fernandez put out the word that he’d pay a king’s ransom for a bastard he got on a Scots lass two decades ago, but he’s not certain if it be a lad or lass?”
Whoa now… Thor almost choked on his empty mug. Santiago… Had he heard that correctly?
“Aye. A Scots whore. Santiago’s got a bastard running around if ’tis still alive.”
An icy chill rushed through his veins at the mention of Santiago Fernandez.
Thor growled, letting out a low curse, which startled his new friends.
“I need more ale!” he shouted, pretending that was the reason for his outburst.
A wench was by his side in less than a second, filling his mug as she rubbed her ample bosom against the front of his shirt. He winked at her, made to reach for one of her breasts, but she playfully batted his hand away. The men at his table laughed, but Thor felt no humor. Rather, he was seething inside at what he was hearing.
Captain Santiago Fernandez was his mortal enemy. Hate didn’t even begin to explain how Thor felt about him. He loathed the man. And for good reason. The first time Thor ever laid eyes on him was when the Spanish pirate stood over the body of Thor’s mother, laughing. The bastard had killed her. Murdered her in cold blood and left her bloodied and battered body on display for everyone to see, including Thor when he was just a lad. Santiago was the reason Thor had become a pirate two decades before. Five years ago, he’d thought the day of reckoning was at hand, but the bastard leader of Los Demonios de Mar had outmaneuvered him, then captured and tortured him. But that didn’t mean Thor was going to give up. Their parting words all those years ago had been Thor’s vow to see Santiago dead.
“Where’d ye hear it?” one of the scheming swain asked.
“From one of his crew. They were bragging about how they’d be the first to find Santiago’s offspring.” He leaned closer. “So I shanked him.”
A plan started to formulate in Thor’s mind. A crazy idea.
If these men were willing to kill for the information, the promise of a king’s ransom had to be accurate. Why else would they gut each other for it? Aye, they were all a bunch of scoundrels, but they didn’t kill just to kill, not without cause.
How many years had Thor waited to exact his revenge on the bastard? Was it just coincidence that the perfect opportunity had just presented itself? Or was it fate?
Thor didn’t believe in fate. Nor did he believe in coincidences. But he did believe in luck, and today was turning out to be his lucky day.
A slow grin covered his face, and he pretended to throw back another swig from his empty cup—the contents of which he’d surreptitiously poured into each man’s cup as he clinked mugs with them. He tossed the barkeep a sack full of coins, which he always did to maintain the secrecy of his identity, then waited outside the tavern until the three men who’d been whispering about Santiago’s bairn stepped through the door.
Thor wasn’t a small man. Even as child of ten, he’d been taller than most men in his mother’s clan. She was a MacLeod, and after his bastard Viking father left his mother to the care of her family, Thor had repudiated any connection to the whoreson—but he couldn’t deny it when he glanced at his reflection. For a long time, he’d shaved the wheat-colored hair from his head, only recently growing it out because he realized how much more savage it made him appear. Being a pirate was all about appearances. The only physical trait he’d inherited from his mother was her blue eyes. Thank God for that, because it meant when he did peer at his likeness, he could still make eye contact with himself, for he saw her instead of his traitorous father.
He was well over six and a half feet tall, and weighed as much as an ox. Even still, he was quiet, and the three men didn’t hear him approach. He bashed one on the head, knocking him out cold, then he grabbed the other two by the scruffs of their necks and jerked them into the alleyway behind the tavern.
One of the men pissed himself before passing out. The other stared at Thor as though he were God or the devil, it made no difference.
“Tell me where I can find the bairn?” Thor demanded.
The scab’s eyes widened, knowing instantly to whom Thor referred.
“I…I dinna know.”
“Then how were ye planning to find him?”
“Might be a her.”
Thor tightened his grip on the back of the imbecile’s neck and leaned in closer. He spoke slowly, pronouncing each word in a clipped tone. “What was your plan?”
“We were going to put the word out. Offer a small reward for information.”
“And then take the larger reward.”
“Aye.”
Thor nodded. “Sounds like a solid plan. And what makes ye think that the child survived?”
“No telling.” The man was shaking so hard he vibrated Thor’s arm.
“Here’s your new plan—go home and pretend ye never heard of the bairn, or risk me finding ye and tearing your arms off and shoving them up your arse.”
“Aye, sir.” He nodded emphatically. “Aye, never heard of whatever it is ye speak of.”
Pressing his lips together in thought, Thor head-butted the scab and dropped him to the ground beside his friends.
Sounded like as good a plan as any.
Thor grunted and nodded to himself again. This was truly happening. Revenge for his mother, for himself, for every man, woman and child Santiago had ever harmed, was within reach. Retribution would be his. And he refused to think of the bairn as being one of those victims, though guilt did prick his gut for it was likely true.
He stepped over the sleeping shites and made his way down to the wharf. The sun would soon be rising, and he needed to make certain his crew was on board with this newest mission, and that the reward of a chest full of gold and the satisfaction of revenge was well received.
A slow grin filled his face. Aye, soon he’d have Santiago’s child tossed in the dark cell of The Sea Devil. He’d arrange to meet with the Spanish captain and toss the body at the man’s feet—for he absolutely could not let a child of Santiago live, not when the man wanted it badly enough to offer such a massive reward. Then, when knowing dawned on the bastard’s face, Thor would sink his blade deep into Santiago’s heart. Revenge complete. An eye for an eye. A loved one for a loved one.
Thor ignored the bitter taste his own thoughts left on his tongue. He was a pirate. This was what pirates did. They ravaged, maimed, stole, took lives. Part of the brethren code he’d vowed to keep was not taking a life unnecessarily. But there had to be someway to get around that.
As he marched toward his ship, anyone scurrying around the docks at this bleak hour leapt out of his way, not wanting to cause trouble with a man the size of a mountain. The rest of them stayed where they were, hidden in the shadows, waiting for someone more vulnerable to pass by. Bodies heaved. Moaned. They were all up to no good.
Thievery.
Assault.
Smuggling.
Debauchery.
Thor had seen it all. And honoring the code of the brethren, if he came across an innocent being abused, he always stepped in. While he thought on it, he watched a lass leap across several barrels as two wharf guards chased her, their swords clinking as they shouted at her about the promise of the hangman’s noose. She was dressed in breeches, but there was no hiding the feminine curves she was blessed with. The moon lit off her creamy skin and the flash of her wicked smile. Added to that, her hair fell loose of its plait in wild black curls that surrounded her face like a shroud of devilry. Och, Thor liked her. A lot. Had he not been on a mission, and she not running—quite well, might he add—from the authorities, he might have asked her to join him aboard his ship for a dram.
Thor grinned, watching her impressive dodging. She thrust one long leg out to catch the top of a barrel with a dainty foot, making running from wharf guards look like an elegant dance. The lass was clearly used to being chased by the authorities—and with getting away. She taunted them with lewd remarks he’d never heard come from a lass’s lips and made a rude hand gesture at them as she darted into a darkened alley.
That was a lass who could take care of herself. His kind of woman.
Chuckling, he sauntered off, thinking it might be fun to go after her and offer her that dram after all, but she’d likely take his offer of respect as him wanting something else, and he might end up with a knife in his gut. Or worse—his ballocks.
Better to mind his own business. And keep his precious parts.
The Sea Devil loomed before him, the Devils of the Deep flag safely hidden and the merchant’s flag swaying in the evening breeze in its place. Every time he saw her, his heart swelled as it had the first moment he’d found out the ship was his. It was after he’d escaped from Santiago. Shaw had seen fit to give him the twenty-two-gun galley in an effort to turn his mind from revenge and back on the brethren. The responsibility of being the captain had been exactly what Thor needed to get his head back in the game. His men respected him. He respected himself. He had more to focus on than just the revenge he’d lived and breathed for the better part of two decades. But that didn’t mean he’d forgotten. Nay, he’d been a wild animal in hiding. Hibernating that need for vengeance until the right time presented itself. As it just had.
Thor leapt the few feet to the rope ladder and climbed. They never left a plank out for any scoundrel to climb aboard. That was asking for trouble. Trouble they did not need. Or want. The ship deck was littered with swabs, half of them drinking and cavorting, and the other half dead asleep.
Thor picked up his bagpipes, licked his lips, blew into the pipe, setting the tone for the music and then gave it his all, playing the same ballad he had in the tavern and longing for the seas to embrace them once more. Those who’d been asleep awoke, and those who’d been carousing quieted. They listened to their captain play, and when Thor was done, they waited for what he had to say.
“A treasure awaits us.” Thor met each of their gazes, nodding. “A bounty at this port that will lead us to a chest of gold doubloons.”
“Spanish gold,” someone muttered with obvious pleasure.
“What kind of bounty?” another asked.
Thor grinned, settling his pipes back in their case. “’Tis the bastard bairn of none other than Captain Santiago Fernandez.”
There were a few sharply indrawn breaths, and the men grew silent, waiting for their captain to expand on his words. He searched the sea of faces for Edgard, his first mate and second-in-command. Edgard’s face was guarded, but he did nod his support. The man had been with him for as long as The Sea Devil had been his, and Thor trusted him implicitly.
“I dinna know if ’tis a lass or lad, but I do know he or she would be twenty by now. We’ll put out the word for a small reward, and once we’ve the bastard in hand, we’ll set sail for Scarba, and then arrange to meet Santiago to claim the gold.”
“Ye’re not going to give him the child.” Edgard made the statement rather than asking, having picked up on Thor’s choice of words.
“Nay. I’m going to kill the wee bastard. Kill Santiago. And take all the gold on his ship.”
The men cheered, all except Edgard, who he suspected would remind him of the brethren code when his men wouldn’t dare. Thor took the large mug of ale they passed him, swigged it hard and then tossed it in the air.
He set his mouth to the pipes again and played a victorious tune, his hard gaze on Edgard’s all the while. Screw the code. Vengeance would be his. The taste of sweet retribution was already thick and delicious on his tongue.
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PROLOGUE
Near St. Ives, Cornwall
HE KNEW THEY WERE OUT HERE.
It was early morning and the sun was barely up, turning the fog that had rolled in overnight into shades of gray. Everything was still and quiet. Even the sea was quiet. So very quiet.
But he knew it was a ruse.
The pirate commander known as Lucifer stood on the deck of The Madness of Melinoe, or simply the Melinoe, a small but fast and heavily-armed vessel that was known to fight battles against ships twice her size and win. This lady was fiery, and she was commanded by a man that no sane man would tangle with. Any pirate named Lucifer was surely a man to be feared and avoided.
“What is wrong?” came a soft question. “What do you hear?”
The query came from a younger pirate, but a man who had proven himself indispensable on sea or on land. Felix d’Vant, tall and sinewy and blond, stood next to Lucifer, trying to figure out what had the man so fixated. He was simply staring out into the fog as if beholding a hidden enemy. But only tense, brittle silence filled the air. Lucifer simply shook his head.
“Hear?” he repeated. “I hear nothing. It is more a… feeling.”
Felix didn’t like that at all. Lucifer’s feelings were often truer than most men’s facts. Without a decisive command given by his leader, Felix took matters into his own hands. He turned to the men on deck, men who were on edge because Lucifer was seemingly on edge, and began to give them silent commands. His gestures were firm, bordering on panicky, and the men began to move. Something was in the air and they needed to be prepared. But before they could get to their posts, Lucifer suddenly bellowed.
“Hit the deck!”
Men began to fall, for a command of that nature wasn’t mean to be ignored. As they began dropping to the damp deck, a faint whistling could be heard that very quickly grew deafening, and the masts and wooden portions of the ship around them began to explode around them as nine-pound cannonballs hurled over the decks.
And just that quickly, they were in battle.
“Gun crews!” Lucifer roared. “Roll out the port side battery!”
Since the Melinoe was a smaller vessel, her gun deck was quite cramped and directly below the main deck. Lucifer found himself screaming commands to the gun deck officer, who in turn rolled out the five four-pounder cannons they had on the port side. The gun crews began to work furiously to load the long, iron cylinders.
They were very swift in their tasks. As the Melinoe continued north on her original course, the gun crews rolled out a strategic barrage of cannon fire in the direction of their enemy, hoping it would do enough damage to them before they could turn around and level off their other battery. The concussion was staggering, and the great blasts of smoke floated up onto the main deck, making the air toxic. As Lucifer rushed to the port rail with his spyglass to get a look through the fog, one of his men shouted to him.
“Lucifer!” Remy de Moray was a close friend and an excellent warrior. He was pointing up to the mainmast. “Look!”
Lucifer peered up through the damp, rolling mist to see a nine-pound cannonball wedged into the mainmast, not enough to collapse it, but enough to create an interesting situation. He shook his head.
“Damnation,” he muttered. “It is supporting the entire mainmast from the way it is sitting. We are bloody fortunate it stopped when it did and did not rip off the entire structure.”
Remy nodded, grinning. Young and handsome, with dark hair and jet-black eyes, Remy came alongside Lucifer.
“That’s a nine-pounder,” he said. Then, he looked out onto the fog. “That does not come from any ordinary vessel.”
Lucifer shook his head, his golden gaze still fixed on the mist. “There are only three ships that I know of that can fire off a cannonball of that size,” he muttered. “The French, and their main warship is near Lisbon last I heard, or the Spanish, or us. And I do not see the ships in our fleet firing on us.”
Remy wasn’t hard pressed to agree. “The Spanish, then?”
“The Spanish. Mayhap they are here to reclaim their glorious warship.”
Remy smirked. “Then they will have to find Shaw and his Devils,” he said. “The Leucosia belongs to the Scots now and they are welcome to the damned thing.”
Lucifer’s lips twitched with a smile. The Leucosia was the running joke between the English band of pirates, Poseidon’s Legion, and their Scottish brethren, the Devils of the Deep. Never was a ship such a hot commodity, a 22-gun beast of a vessel that the Spanish had stolen from the Dutch, the French stole from the Spanish, the English stole from the French, and now that beautiful vessel had been gifted to the leader of the Scottish pirates because Constantine had considered the vessel far too hot to handle. Only Shaw MacDougall, his dear friend and fellow pirate leader, didn’t know it.
But he surely knew it now.
“I am sure they are hoping to find her,” Lucifer said, “but their efforts shall be for naught. If it is Santiago and the Santa Maria out there, the Melinoe is faster. The Santa Maria has a heavy rudder and she cannot turn easily. She cannot outrun us and we cannot outfight her, so it is best for neither of us to try.”
“Then we run?”
“We run.”
They were nearing their port of Perran Castle. Once inside the cove that was protected by the enormous castle with its artillery facing out to sea, Captain Santiago Fernandez of the fearsome Spanish pirate gang, Los Demonios de Mar would be a fool to come within range of an entire battery of nine-pounder cannons. Lucifer and his men escaping into the safety of the cove was much like a child running from bullies and hiding in his mother’s skirts; the bullies were sure to run off when Mother threatened.
But Lucifer wasn’t concerned with turning tail from the Spanish warship; as he’d said, a ship the size of the Melinoe couldn’t outfight the big Spanish battle ship, so there was no shame in living to fight another day. He knew that Santiago and his crew, if they even knew who they’d been shooting at, were possibly looking for men to interrogate about the Leucosia and perhaps even prisoners to exchange for the vessel, so he wasn’t going to make an easy target.
It was better to return home.
“Curtiz!” he bellowed. “Load the stern cannon and make haste for Perran!”
Curtiz d’Evereux, a rather cutthroat mercenary that had been with Poseidon’s Legion for almost a year, nodded sharply at the order and began moving the men, barking orders in a strict manner. He had a firm way about him and wasn’t afraid to jump in and work alongside the crewmen, something Constantine and Lucifer liked about him. But he had an edginess that was difficult to define, making him a somewhat mysterious character.
Had they known what the mystery was, they would have thrown his carcass to the sharks.
But they didn’t know, and probably wouldn’t until it was too late. They were nurturing a viper in their bosom. As happened with men who roamed the seas for wealth and adventure, Curtiz hadn’t disclosed much of his background, so no one knew much about him other than he’d once served the great mercenary de Nerra army out of Cumbria. The motto among the pirate brethren was “ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies”, so inquiring about a man and his background simply wasn’t done. Men proved themselves in the eyes of their commanders and comrades and that was all that mattered. Curtiz was capable and that was all Lucifer cared about.
But that trust would possibly be his undoing.
At the moment, however, all men were rushing to secure the ship so they could live to fight another day. The dark sails of the Melinoe were unfurled, even in the fog, to catch whatever breeze there was while, down below, a myriad of prisoners began the ancient rowing rhythm to the beat from the Row Master. Boom, boom… boom, boom. The Melinoe began to pick up speed, enough so that a second barrage of cannonballs did no damage at all, sailing harmlessly out of range as the Melinoe slipped up the coast.
Lucifer, Remy, Felix, and Curtiz moved to the stern of the ship, listening to the cannonballs sail off into the mist. Quickly, the sound began to fade and they knew they were safely out of the Spanish range. There was a palpable sense of relief, but there was also a sense of triumph that the Spanish and their surprise attack hadn’t worked.
“They have no idea where we are now,” Remy said confidently. “They must be using depth readings to figure out where they are in relation to Perran and to the coast. The sooner we return to Perran Castle, the better.”
Beside him, Curtiz grunted. “The better question is how they knew we were here in the first place,” he said, turning to the others. “These are our waters, so why are they here?”
Lucifer shrugged, glancing at the big, blond seaman who faintly resembled Constantine. “It is no secret that our presence is heavy in these waters,” he said. “It is quite possible they are looking for us, or it is equally likely they are simply looking for other victims. Our sails were not unfurled so, in this fog, it is quite possible they do not even know it was us. They have merely seen a shape.”
Curtiz turned his attention back to the fog, which seemed to be lifting ever so slightly. “Or they are looking for Constantine and his new wife,” he muttered. “Word that Con has gone on a wedding trip has spread, and I have little doubt that our enemies have heard. Mayhap, they are even testing out these waters with the Sea-God away. Mayhap, they will challenge our supremacy.”
That was a good point and one that had crossed Lucifer’s mind. He glanced up at the sky, seeing flashes of blue through the white mist. Soon enough, the fog would clear and it would be a beautiful day with soft sea breezes and the gulls crying overhead. But for Lucifer, there was much more to the day than simply the sky or the sea. He grunted.
“Then they will be sorely disappointed if they test me,” he said. “While Con is in France with Lady le Brecque enjoying his wedding trip, I am in command of his Legion and anyone who challenges that command will be met with a firm and deadly hand. They would be foolish to try.”
He said it in a tone that left no room for doubt, and Remy grinned as he listened to the boast. But it wasn’t so much of a boast as it was the truth. As Constantine’s First Mate, Lucifer had always been one to follow his leader without question, commanding when it was necessary, and conveying the impression that one did not contest his ways and live to tell the tale. But with the event of Constantine putting him in command of Poseidon’s Legion, and his empire, while he was away, Lucifer’s stoic and ominous manner had taken on dimension. Now, he had the full feel of a captain behind him, which made the man that much more terrifying.
Remy had no intention of crossing him.
“Aye, my lord,” he said. “Now that we are heading back to Perran Castle with the Spanish at our backs, what will your first order of business be?”
Lucifer glanced at him. “It will be the same as it was when we left Eynon Bay,” he said. “We are heading home with a hold full of fine goods that we took from the merchant vessel foolish enough to drop anchor where they should not have. Once there, we will offload it, pay the men what they are due for the haul, and then I must deal with a few issues that have been left to my care in the wake of Con’s departure.”
“Like what?”
“Several, but the first ones that comes to mind are those two heiresses that we have imprisoned at Perran. I told Con that I would deal with them.”
Remy knew who he was speaking of. Last month, they’d intercepted a heavily-laden merchant vessel crossing from Ireland to the port of Plymouth. It has been a very rich vessel and they’d taken a huge haul from it, including the two daughters of the merchant who owned the ship. The women had been taken back to Perran and imprisoned, at Constantine’s orders, until it was decided what to do with them.
Ransoming them back to their father was one thing, or they could very well be auctioned off to pirates willing to pay their price. Constantine had been busy with his marriage, so the duty of deciding their fate had fallen to Lucifer, and Lucifer had been putting it off for weeks. They didn’t normally take female prisoners for any length of time, so Lucifer didn’t want to put it off too much longer. He needed to make a decision and get on with it. He had more important things to worry about than two disruptive females.
“I’d nearly forgotten about them,” Remy said. “As I recall, they were both rather pretty. What do you intend to do with them?”
Lucifer watched a gull fly overhead, disappearing into the fog. “Something,” he muttered, turning away from the railing. “Anything. With Con away, I have enough to worry over without having to deal with a pair of she-cats. Mayhap, I shall auction them off and keep the money for myself.”
“Oh?” Remy was interested. He had an eye for pretty women, and they for him. “How much will you ask for the pair?”
Lucifer pushed himself off the rail and began to head towards the bow. “I have not yet decided,” he said as he walked away. “But for you, the price is doubled, whatever it is.”
Remy smirked. “As I recall, the elder one was quite the spitfire,” he called after Lucifer. “You may have to pay me to take her off your hands if no one else wants her.”
Lucifer simply waved him off, knowing that would never be the case. The elder daughter – he’d forgotten her name – was, indeed, a spitfire. But she was also quite fine, as he recalled. She would bring a fine price should he decide to sell her, and perhaps an even finer price should he ransom her back to her father. Either way, she was his responsibility and he was going to make it worth his while.
As Lucifer departed for the bow, and Remy and Felix went about their business, Curtiz remained at the stern. He had been listening to the conversation quite carefully. He knew of the female captives because he’d been at Perran Castle when the ship bearing the women had come ashore. And he had been the one to settle the women in their new prison home.
Curtiz had been their jailor for the most part, at least in those first few early days. And as their jailor, he’d observed much. Mostly, he’d observed that no one seemed to be paying much attention to the women in the wake of Constantine’s marriage. Being that the women were being ignored, and that they were a valuable commodity, Curtiz did what pirates do – made the most of an opportunity, even if it was under the nose of his leader.
And that was why the Spanish were here.
Only, he wasn’t going to tell Lucifer any of that. He would pretend he had no idea why the Spanish had come. But the truth was that the Spanish had come to Perran Castle on his invitation to take on the daughters of a wealthy merchant so they could negotiate with the women’s father. Even if the Spanish pirates didn’t return the women to their desperate father, the women were both quite beautiful and would make fine concubines for the Spanish pirates.
But it was all for a price… and Curtiz was demanding a high price, one that the Spanish were willing to pay. After the loss of the Leucosia, they saw it as a great opportunity to take something from Constantine le Brecque, something of value, and Curtiz was more than willing to be the intermediary for the transfer.
The truth was that he didn’t have any real loyalty to Constantine or Poseidon’s Legion. He’d been bouncing around since his service to de Nerra and his only purpose in life was to make money, so the opportunity with the two female captives had been too good to pass up. They would be gone before Lucifer or Constantine realized they had been taken and, God willing, so would Curtiz. He planned to take the money from the Spanish and run.
But meanwhile, he would play the loyal pirate, at least for as long as it suited him. He was a good warrior, an even better sailor, and those skills had been impressed upon Constantine and his crew. He pretended to think as they did and, so far, the ruse had worked.
But he was in this only for himself, as he would soon prove.
Unfortunately, Lucifer was ignorant of the thoughts of a man he was slowly learning to trust. At the moment, he was more concerned with the Melinoe making port before the Spanish figured out they had escaped. The fog had begun to lift and the ship was making excellent time, drawing closer to Perran Castle along the western coast of Cornwall. In fact, the fogbank remained to the south as they passed out of it, leaving the Spanish buried in the mist and still out to sea.
With fair skies ahead and the wind at their back, the Melinoe glided gently into Perranporth Cove beneath the enormous citadel of Perran Castle, and the anchor was thrown into the soft, white sand bottom. Then, and only then, did Lucifer breathe a sigh of relief, for his ship had come home safely and the booty they’d collected from an ill-placed merchant vessel near the coast of Ireland was quickly offloaded and taken up to the great vaults of the castle.
Lucifer was the last man to leave the ship, heading up to the castle as carpenters began to comb over the Melinoe to repair what damage there was from the Spanish cannonballs. It was barely mid-morning, but Lucifer was already thinking about a good meal and a soft bed. He’d been at sea with his men for nearly eight days, so he was anxious to see what had gone on in his absence and administer Constantine’s empire as best he could. But he was seriously thinking that all of that could wait until he’d been fed and rested.
Except for the women captives. His conversation with Remy had brought them to light again, something he’d put aside for so long that thinking of them again brought instant distaste. Damnation, he’d already put them off long enough, and something was nagging at him to see to the women before he took care of his own needs. Given that there was some guilt with the way the women had been caged up for so long, he didn’t want to put it off any longer. He needed to get it over with, and the women had to know they hadn’t been forgotten and that their fates would soon be determined.
In hindsight, his choice to visit the captives that day would be a decision that changed his life.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Cantankerous Cock
Dockside in Cobh, Ireland
1443 A.D.
“T  hat bastard Berks better not have been lying,” Bruce “the Braw” Bolton grumbled into his fifth mug of ale.
Robbie tapped his finger against the rim of his first mug, the amber brew still more than half way up the glass. He didn’t like letting the drink dull his senses, especially not when there was business to complete. And cutthroats eying his purse.
“I trust Mortimer and Scofield,” Robbie intoned, his gaze pinned to the door across the crowded dockside pub. It was filled to the brim with smelly sailors, buxom wenches, and men who looked like they’d rather kill you than share the air with you. But that didn’t bother Robbie. He was right at home among them. “If they say I can trust Berks, I will trust him. Besides,” he said, rolling his shoulders, “I can think of no one else who can get their hands on the information we need.”
Bruce snorted, then gulped the last of his ale, before wiping the froth from his face with the back of an already soiled sleeve. “What’s this letter you said you found? And what’s it got to do with Ireland? Couldn’t we have asked around in Liverpool?” Bruce’s voice was edging on the whiny, but Robbie knew better than to assume Bruce was complaining. The man would sit through a hail of musket balls without flinching. No…this wasn’t him complaining, this was him forgetting he’d already asked all those questions; at their hideout in Leeds, at the dock in Liverpool, on their ship crossing the Irish Sea, and not more than thirty minutes ago when they’d first set foot in the teeming pub.
“I have already answered all those questions, Bruce. And if you call that wench over one more time, I will slit your throat so you can’t swallow another drop.” His voice was hard, without inflection. It was the voice he used when robbing the well-appointed carriages of nobles. Nobles with more money than purpose; men and women who cared more for their baubles than their people. And so, he relieved them of their baubles and purses so they could better recognize the plight of the less fortunate.
At least that’s what he told himself when he was lying in a bed of gold coins, tupping a comely maid.
Bruce belched, making Robbie cringe. “Oh, aye, you said the letter mentioned someone of interest—and do not think I wouldn’t kill you before you had the chance to ruin my throat.” Bruce’s sneer was about as menacing as a puppy with a twig.
Choosing to ignore Bruce’s pathetic threat, Robbie drawled, “And that someone is why we took the ship from Liverpool and are now sitting in this hell-hole by the sea—I really wish you’d stop licking your mug, Bruce.” Suddenly, the image of Bruce as that same puppy with a mug in his maw surfaced in Robbie’s mind. He swallowed the chuckle that emerged.
“Are you going to finish yours?” Bruce asked, his unfocused eyes gleaming at the mug in Robbie’s grip.
“No. And neither are you. What good are you to me if you can’t hold a sword—bastard.”
Bruce shrugged, sniffing. For a man of Bruce’s size—a head taller than most men, and wider than most doorways—he was about as hard as pudding. Until you threatened one of his mates; then, you’d see the true strength of The Braw Bolton. A strength like that came in handy when robbing carriages along the foot of the Pennines in the River Aire valley.
It was one such carriage, containing a ruddy-faced chinless earl, that had changed the course of Robbie’s life. He’d spotted the carriage through his spyglass from two hillocks away. The road was one less travelled by most nobles because of the rise in highwaymen—so Robbie knew that whoever was in that carriage had to have been desperate to get to wherever they were going. And desperate men usually carried something worth being desperate over. Though the driver had been armed with a hand cannon, Robbie had planned and pulled off many robberies along that road and so he knew just when to strike—as the carriage came around a bend in the road, just around a large boulder. The driver didn’t know what hit him until he landed on his back with Bruce atop him, his knife to the driver’s throat.
Robbie lost no time in opening the carriage door and leveling his sabre-point at the man inside. A beady-eyed man with a chest bedecked with gold medallions and pendants, his be-ringed hand clutching a long, narrow jeweled box. It only took a sneer and a threat of emasculation to get the spineless man to give over all his valuables—and the box he seemed unwilling to relinquish. Until the tip of Robbie’s dagger was pressed against his groin.
He thought little of the box until he and Bruce had reached their hideout, which was five miles southwest. But once they reached the safety of their cottage in the woods, Robbie opened the box to find the letter inside it, sealed in red wax with the insignia of a bear.
Shrugging, curious, he broke the seal and read the letter. He could still remember every word.
To His Grace the Duke of Revel,
His majesty, King Henry VI, requests your immediate action regarding the matter of Saban Rees, known as Sabre. You are hereby ordered to commission twelve men of exceptional skill to aid in your search and capture of the smuggler and anyone else connected to the dastardly criminals of the so called Ganwyd o’r Mor. Any of the men who are able to find information pertaining to Rees’s whereabouts or are able to capture him or one of his family will be rewarded with ten pounds of silver.
Once you have secured the twelve men, send a missive to Captain Marcus Gyland of the Waverunner in Liverpool. He will transport you to Cobh, Ireland where you will begin your mission.
Grace be to God,
Sir Aryn Marshall, Secretary of His Majesty’s Council of the Royal Navy
That name…Rees… It had been the name of the man his father had died cursing. Robbie didn’t understand why that name had stuck with him for so many years—perhaps it was the delirious ramblings of his father as he wasted away—but there was a feeling, a pulling, that caused Robbie to take notice.
“Saban Rees…” Robbie let the name slip from his lips, like an exhalation long in coming.
“Careful,” a gritty voice said from behind him. “Yer likely ta get yerself killed sayin’ that name in a place like this.”
His hand flying to the dagger at his belt, Robbie twisted on his stool to find a reedy man staring down at him. With one eye.
“Berks,” Bruce hissed. “Thought you were long gone.”
The man rolled his one eye and snorted. “Och, aye, I should be long gone. The information ye asked for was about as hard ta get as a nun’s virginity. And it didna come cheap.”
Robbie watched as the long-time smuggler and supplier of stolen goods plopped down on the stool beside him, the linen wrapped around his missing eye slightly askew. Red, wicked looking flesh shown from beneath the fabric before Berks righted it. Robbie wondered what had happened to Berks’s eye, but one man didn’t ask another man about such things. Unless they were drunk. Which they were not.
“Lass!” Berks bellowed. “Ale!” The wench in the barely tied together bodice and rucked up skirt smiled at him, showing a row of brown teeth. Robbie cringed but said nothing, waiting for Berks to get his drink and take the first gulp. Berks slapped the wench’s arse and she giggled before turning and sauntering over to another thirsty-looking man.
“What information do you have, Berks?” Robbie asked, eyeing Berks warily. He did trust the man but could he trust that the information he’d bought was good? Robbie and Bruce could very well end up sailing right into a trap; the Irish Sea was rife with Scottish pirates, and Welsh smugglers, and all manner of seafaring criminals—not that he could blame them. Stealing was much more lucrative than tilling the soil or tanning a deer hide. He should know—his own father had died a wasted man, a chivalric knight turned crippled tanner. He’d died a broken man—in body and spirit, whatever the falling boulder hadn’t crushed, his loss of confidence had.
Berks finished his ale with Bruce looking on lasciviously, then smacked his lips and answered, “No’ here. We can talk upstairs. Ye have a room?”
Robbie nodded, rising to his feet. He stood a head taller than most men and so it was easy to see every face in the pub. No one seemed all that interested in him or his companions, which was good. He’d hate to kill anyone tonight.
Bruce wobbled as he stood and Robbie sneered at him, disgusted that the man would allow himself such weakness, especially when he needed to be at his best. They were among potential enemies; letting their guard down could spell disaster—for their plan and for their mortality.
Robbie led the way to the room he’d procured for the night. He hadn’t been sure if Berks would come through with the information; he had been prepared to wait. He’d already waited months to get to Ireland, and years before that, waiting for God’s mercy as his father lost his mind and his mother lost her will to go on. They were both gone now…and so he no longer waited for God to do anything—he’d do for himself. And if that meant travelling into pirate-infested waters to find the truth of his heritage, then so be it.
Bruce shut the door behind them as they crowded into the tiny room with the single cot and the grimy window.
“Speak,” Robbie said, crossing his arms over his chest to keep from throttling Bruce who’d barely made it up the stairs without falling on his goddamn face.
Berks took a deep breath, his one-eyed gaze flitting about the room as if looking for enemies hiding in the shadows. After finding no one lurking about, he finally spoke. “Saban Rees is a cutthroat. They call him Sabre ‘cos he’d cut ye in half if ye as much as look at him crooked.”
Robbie grunted, his thoughts whirling. Saban Rees… Sabre.
“He’s the captain of the Torriwr, a sloop out of Port Eynon Bay. He suffers nay fools and takes nay prisoners. And now he knows yer lookin’ for him. There are waggin’ tongues in Liverpool.”
Stunned but not truly surprised, Robbie cursed. “Port Eynon Bay? That’s back across the sea,” he supplied, annoyed that he would have to take another journey on another ship before he could face the man.
“Aye, tis why word got to Rees before word got to ye…” Now Berks was being a nuisance to the highest order.
“I did not think it would spread so fast…but there’s little I can do about it now,” Robbie murmured, rubbing at the scruff of hair along his jaw.
“Ye’d be wise ta head back ta England and never speak of this again. The Ganwyd o’r Mor are ruthless…and Sabre is the leader of only part of those in the faction. The Rees…they be smugglers. Never been caught. Not in forty years. And they will kill ta keep from the hangman’s knot.”
“If they are so notorious, how was it my father could never find them?” Though…his father had only begun his search for the Rees before his accident, which left him crippled and bed-ridden for more than two years. It had taken sheer stubborn will to relearn to walk again, and by then, he was in no shape to hunt down pirates.
Berks eyed Robbie incredulously. “Tis no surprise. Few speak of them for fear of losing their tongues or their lives. The Rees are famously infamous—among those who live to speak of them.” Again, Berks looked on edge, as if speaking about the Rees in private could make them materialize in the room with them.
“Damn,” Bruce blurted, staggering to his feet from where he’d collapsed on the only cot. “What’ll we do now, Robbie? We can’t sail to Port Eynon—back the direction we came, damn you—without getting ourselves strung up and gutted.”
Robbie’s taut anger snapped. “Then stay here, you coward! I would be better off without your drunken arse slowing me down. Have you no sense of preservation, man? By Mary’s tits you’re about as useful as a cock in a snake pit.” As soon as Robbie spoke the words, his wrath dissipated; his friend’s face was mottled and his lips were drawn into a thin line.
“You damn well know I could best any one of those men downstairs with my eyes closed and my arm missing.”
Sighing, Robbie ran his fingers through his hair, the slide of the hair along the small of his back seemed to draw the strength from his body. Suddenly exhausted, Robbie scrubbed his hand over his eyes.
“Aye, I know, Bruce. Tis the trepidation talking.” That seemed to appease Bruce enough for the anger to drain from his face. Dipping his head in silent apology, Robbie turned his attention to the thin, balding man standing with his hand out—palm up.
“Tis touchin’, really, but I need ta be on my way. Need ta make myself scarce for the next fortnight.”
“Berks…thank you for the information.” He pulled a leather purse from beneath his waistband and opened it, handing Berks five gold coins.
Once the agitated man left, Robbie turned from the now green-faced Bruce to stare out the window—where the grime hadn’t obscured his view of the dock. Ship masts and billowing canvas bobbed above the water, making the sea seemingly alive with frothy waves of white and wood.
From behind him, Bruce asked, “What are you planning?”
Bruce was right to wonder…
“I will find Saban Rees.”
After a long, tense silence, Bruce asked, “But why? What’s this Rees done to you?”
Shrugging, Robbie answered as simply as he could. “He has done nothing to me.”
“Then why this dangerous scheme?”
“Honestly… I do not know. Perhaps…I want to look upon the face of the man who changed the course of my father’s life. Perhaps I just want to kill him.”
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