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THE MAROONER

CHAPTER ONE
 
Derbyshire, England
September, 1818
 
Somewhere in the dim light of the chandeliers, his future wife mingled with so-called polite society, but he would argue the perfumed peacocks, despite their refined manners, were every bit as cutthroat as the worst of his associates, especially the marriage-minded mamas, as they trotted their daughters before a man they believed was a well-heeled, wealthy American merchant.
In truth, he was but a wolf in gentleman’s clothing, with his face clean-shaven and his black hair trimmed and tied in a leather thong, that he might appear civilized.  Of course, the as-yet unknown darling did not know she was marked as the bride for ruthless former pirate Leland Stryker, as he surveyed the various targets, bedecked in their finery, and how the beast was hungry.  What would he choose from so many tempting offerings?  Blonde, brunette, ebony, or redhead?  Curvy or slender?  Blue, green, hazel, or brown eyes?  Tall or short?  Meek and mild or saucy and fiery of temperament?
In the end, his body would decide.
“Good evening, Mr. Stryker.”  Another in a long line of chits paraded past, batting her lashes at him, and he waited for some sign of life below his belly button, as he dipped his chin.
“Good evening.”  Thus far, his notoriously fickle interest rejected every single blushing debutante, but he was in no rush to the altar.
Known throughout the pirate ranks as The Marooner, for his habit of abandoning his victims on deserted islands, a practice he considered far more charitable than gunning down, running through with a sword, slashing with a knife, or feeding to the sharks, as did other buccaneers, patience guided his every move.  Whereas he always thought it unfair that the general public deemed him heartless and brutal for leaving his quarry to their own fate, his colleagues viewed his eccentricity as a sign of weakness.
For most marauders, innocents manifested prey to be consumed, in some form or another, if only to provide amusement for the crew.  For Leland, those who had the misfortune of falling into his custody, through no fault of their own, other than happenstance, presented a connection to his childhood, to the young lad sold into servitude because his parents could not afford to feed him.  Perhaps that was why he could not, by his own hands, kill the guiltless.
“My, my, Lady Sophia, what an interesting ensemble you sport, tonight.”  An unseen female snickered in a nasty tone.  “Is that not last year’s fashion?”
In that moment, he came alert.
“This is my favorite gown, so I see no reason to dispose of it, simply because it might offend your delicate sensibilities.”  Given the cutting retort, the heretofore-unfamiliar Lady Sophia charged the fore, as she piqued Leland’s curiosity.  “As always, Miss Barty, you exhibit the stellar comportment one would expect of a lady.  Your parents must be so proud.”
“My father says your father has driven the earldom to ruin, and you have no dowry.”  Now that bit of information snared Leland’s attention, because it made his goal much easier.  “Such a pity.  Who will have you now, when you possess naught but a good name to recommend you?”
“Certainly not that delicious Mr. Stryker from America.”  So another tormentor joined the fray, and he gritted his teeth.  “I mean, he could afford to marry anyone.”
“Why would he settle for nothing but an empty title?” Miss Barty replied, in the shrill voice that grated his last nerve.  “When he could have a woman of taste and fortune.”
If there was anything he hated, it was a bully, because he was small in his youth and often the recipient of abuse aboard ship.  But as the boy grew into a man, and he gained physical strength, he never forgot the seemingly endless beatings, and he always championed the unfortunate.
“Then I congratulate him on his good fortune, should he choose either of you.”  Ah, Lady Sophia boasted a sharp tongue, and what he would love to do with that spirit.  He had to see her.
With that in mind, he rotated casually, to glimpse a group of ladies, but the valiant Sophia remained with her back to him, as he identified the insufferable Miss Barty and her friend, Miss Oswald, two self-important debutantes he had already dismissed as viable candidates for a mate, because they inspired nothing but a queasy belly.  Petite in stature, with dark brown hair, the mystery woman squared her shoulders, as she confronted her adversaries, and he cleared his throat.
“I beg your pardon, but would you care to dance?”  Life was too complicated in England.  In Jamaica, he would have taken her by the hand and hauled her into his arms.
“Oh, Mr. Stryker.”  The snobbish Miss Barty gloated, and he savored the opportunity to take her down a peg or two.  “It would be my pleasure.”
“I am so sorry, Miss Barty, but I address Lady Sophia.”  Now he enjoyed that, as the haughty Miss Barty frowned, and his intended partner flinched, ever so subtly.  When Lady Sophia faced him, a shiver of awareness kissed his flesh, and he gazed directly into her velvety brown eyes.  “Leland Stryker, most definitely at your service, Lady Sophia.”
“I have heard much about you, Mr. Stryker.”  She curtseyed, and in that seemingly harmless gesture he found all manner of erotic possibilities.  “And it would be my honor, sir.”
It was then he confronted his next difficulty in his plan to buy a bride, because he had yet to master the country-dances.  “I should warn you, I am not very good at this, and you and your toes may regret accepting my invitation.”
“Then we are a pair, because this is a dress from last year, and I am not so delicate, sir.”  She smiled and favored Leland with a charming giggle, and the cannon in his crotch loaded for battle, much to his chagrin, because he was in no position to do anything about it.  “Thank you, for saving me.”
“There is much I would do for you, Lady Sophia.”  Bloody hell, he showed his hand, as her heart-shaped face and cute little nose distracted him.  “And how did I save you?”
“Excuse me?”  She blinked and then regained her composure.  “You overheard the conversation, and you took pity on me.  No doubt, that is why you chose me over Miss Barty and her estimable dowry.”
“I plead ignorance, and I could fetch a cup of ratafia, if you prefer to take your ease, or we could tour the garden.”  To his relief, she appeared to relax, as she led him into the throng.  “And I have never met anyone less in need of pity.  As for Miss Barty, all the money in the world would not induce me to take her to wife.”
“But it is raining, and I thank you for the compliment.  In regard to Miss Barty, I could kiss you for that.”  When she peered over her shoulder, his knees buckled.  Had he thought her beautiful?  In truth, she was glorious, and he had to have her, even if only for a night, because her lush lips, a marvel of perfection, would look spectacular, wrapped about his whore’s pipe.  “Now, just follow me.”
“To the ends of the earth, Lady Sophia.”  The gentle sway of her hips beckoned, and he answered the summons, but not as a pirate.  Instead, he touched hands with hers, strolled to the left, backed to the right, and twice he lost pace and stumbled, but she did not laugh at him.  Rather, she instructed him in the correct maneuvers.  Such was the way of gentlemen, masking their base appetites in refined dance moves and civil conversation rooted in deception, saying everything but what they meant, because it was unacceptable to voice passion in society.  “Are you to wed, Lady Sophia?”
“Why do you ask that?”  She furrowed her brow.  “Are you in search of a wife?”
“Because I have not seen you at the other dances I have attended, since venturing to Derbyshire.”  Her unerring accuracy in guessing his motive rankled him.  “And what man would not want a beautiful woman at his side, for the rest of his life?”
“You surprise me, Mr. Stryker.”  As he twirled her about, she laughed.  “And I suspect you are not what you claim.”
“Oh?”  Fascinated, he twined his fingers in hers, on guard for her next words.  “Why would you say that?”
“Because your skin is sun-kissed, which suggests you spend much of your time outdoors, unlike most gentlemen.”  Then she flipped his palm.  “And your hands are rough and calloused, which tells me you are no stranger to manual labor.  What is your story, Mr. Stryker?”
“As everyone knows, I am a merchantman, Lady Sophia.”  In that, he did not lie, because he abandoned his former occupation.  “I spend much of my workday aboard ship.  Given I am the captain, I often station at the helm.  And I am not ashamed to admit I join the crew in performing physicals tasks, as I am unaccustomed to being idle.  Now I would know about you.”
“In light of your candor, I am compelled to offer the same.  Given I am a woman, my fate is dictated by English law, which is bad enough, but there are other circumstances that impact my situation that I am equally powerless to affect.”  As he eased his arm about her waist, and they strolled to the left, she lifted her chin.  “It is no secret my father invested heavily with unscrupulous scoundrels, and the earldom teeters on the brink of ruin, thus I am expected to marry a man of means, and I shall do my duty.”  Then she leaned near and whispered, “But my worst fear is being treated like a mare at Tattersalls, because I am not an object to be owned.”
“So you are, in effect, to be sold?”  Myriad thoughts raced in his brain.  “Are there any bidders?”
“To save my family, yes.”  When she met his gaze, he glimpsed naught but pain.  “And there are a few prospects, but none of which I approve, yet it matters not what I think.”
“You are to be forced?”  If Leland was to claim her, he had to act fast, and he rarely made rash decisions.  “And why do you disapprove?”
“It would be unladylike of me to elaborate, and I am nothing if not a lady.”  The music stopped, and he escorted her to a spot near the terrace doors.  “And as I explained, I take a husband to spare my father the humiliation of insolvency, which even now nips at his heels.  Although I had hoped to marry for love or, at least, for the chance of a love match, the candidates offer no such opportunity.  Even more disappointing, only two are in need of an heir, and I do so want to have a family of my own.”
“Fret not, Lady Sophia.”  While he could not speak for a love match, because he was not sure he believed in such things, he could guarantee all the babes she desired, as he was more than willing to help her beget them.  “I suspect you will get your wish.”
With that, he bent and kissed her gloved knuckles, as would a fop.  Before she could respond, he turned and walked toward his partner in nefarious enterprises, Barrington Howe, Marquess of Ravenwood, also known in the pirate ranks as the Iron Corsair, after he was accused of a murder he did not commit and fled England.
“Any luck, tonight?”  Happily wed to a society lady, Barry convinced Leland of the need to look to the future and a new occupation, which was why he signed the Crown’s agreement.  “I hear Miss Barty set her sights on you.”
“Actually, fortune smiles upon me.”  The world filled with possibilities he never contemplated, as he caught Lady Sophia studying him, and she quickly averted her stare.  The thrill of the hunt charged his loins, and he licked his lips as he prepared to feast.  “Because I just danced with my future bride.”
~
It was just after noon, as Lady Sophia Grace Radcliff reclined on a chaise in her room, staring at a book, her fingers tapping a gentle rhythm on the page she had not read, because she could not focus her thoughts.  With a huff of frustration, she slammed shut the tome and set it on a table.  Folding her arms, she reflected on the celebration, the previous night, and a single recollection charged the fore.
The same pair of intrusive blue eyes danced before her, just as they haunted her dreams, and she could not elude the memory of Leland Stryker, because there was something about him she could not place, and it troubled her.  Despite his polished garb and somewhat refined manners, she suspected he was not what he appeared, although she could not discern what it was about him that kept her awake in the wee hours and bothered her, even now.
“Sophia, are you all right?”  Gabriel, her brother, knocked on the door, even though he loomed in the entry between her sitting room and her bedchamber.  “I called to you, but you did not answer.  “Are you unwell?”
“No, darling.”  She sat upright and waved a welcome.  “Come in, and sit with me.”
“I cannot, because father bade me fetch you to the study.”  He bowed his head and frowned.  “He wishes to discuss a marriage proposal, and we have a visitor.”
“Oh?”  She stood, walked to the long mirror, and assessed her appearance.  Yes, she wore an old dress, the hem of which had been let out on more than one instance, but they had no money for new day gowns.  “Anyone I know?”
Given the family’s poor finances, and the debts leveraged against the estate, owing to her father’s poor investments and terrible luck at gambling, her father had long since dismissed her lady’s maid, as well as several other servants, excepting their elder butler, who could not hear well, thus he often repeated things at the top of his lungs, and a cook.
“He was at the Oswald’s party.”  Wrinkling his nose, Gabriel narrowed his stare and tapped his chin.  “I peeked through the window, but I cannot recall his name, and I was not present when he arrived.  No doubt, Boswell shouted the poor chap’s designation and scared him to death, so I suppose we should be grateful he did not flee.”
“Please, tell me it is not Lord Egremont.”  At her vanity, Sophia sat and refreshed her coif.  Of course, she could not refuse the annoying suitor, if he marked a path to her home, intent on proposing, because he possessed deep pockets, despite little else to recommend him.  Notwithstanding her reservations, she had only a few offers, and the situation grew more and more desperate by the day.  “His laugh gives me megrims.”
“You mean Lord Fartmont?  And he is rather full of himself, given his propensity for breaking wind.”  Gabriel snorted.  “Reminds of me that old sow we had and how she passed gas whenever she ate.”
“Stop.”  Sophia collapsed in a fit of mirth, which she appreciated, as it alleviated the tension gripping her spine.  “I would not greet what could be my future lord and master, with a red face and puffy eyes, because you made me cry.”
“But it is true.”  Gabriel held his belly and gave vent to a rip-roaring howl of laughter.  “I wonder what he eats for dinner, and if you will suffer the same problem, should you wed him.”  He rolled on his side and hooted even louder.  “Forevermore, you shall be known as Toot Toot Sophia.”
“Oh, you are horrid.”  Swift and sure, she leaped from her chair, grabbed a pillow from the chaise, and pounded her brother, in play.  While she had the initial advantage, he lunged, caught her about the waist, and toppled her to the floor, and they wrestled for control of the cushion.
“What on earth is going on in here?”  Wilhelmine, the youngest and most elegant Radcliff, stood in the middle of the room, adopted her characteristic perfect posture, and frowned.  “Papa sent me to see what is taking you so long, Sophia.  I gather he grows impatient, as does our esteemed visitor.”
“And that would be—who?”  Resting on her back, Sophia craned her neck.  “What is his name?”
“I know not, as it is none of my affair.”  At three and ten, Wilhelmine had formed an idea of what she believed constituted the perfect lady, and she never deviated from her example.  “Just look at you.  Why should any man deem you marriageable, when your dress is wrinkled, and your hair is mussed?”
“Perhaps, you can fix my coif?”  Gaining her feet, Sophia dusted off her skirts and perched on an ottoman, as her sister rearranged a few wayward curls.  “What will I do without you, when I am gone?”
“Do you really think your future husband will take you away from us?”  In that moment, Wilhelmine’s singular composure broke, and tears welled.  “Because you have to be here for Gabriel’s wedding, and then mine.  And we will have families of our own, yet we will gather at the Season and for the holidays.  In the summer, we will take turns hosting house parties, and we will be happy.”
“Sweetheart, I did not mean to make you cry.”  As Sophia hugged her little sister, Gabriel wrapped his arms about them, and the three siblings shared a brief respite from the worries that plagued their household.  “I love your dream, and, if I can make it come true, I will do so.”
“But at what cost, Sophia?”  Gabriel, at six and ten, more a man than a boy, cupped her cheek and rested his forehead to hers.  “I will not let our father sell you like a piece of property.  If must needs, I can find work.  I can ask Uncle Isaac to purchase a commission in the army.”
“My dear brother, how I do love you.”  She chucked his chin.  “But you could never earn enough to settle Papa’s debts.  The only answer is for me to wed a wealthy husband.”  Resigned to her fate, she squared her shoulders.  “Now, be brave, and escort me to the study, where my prospective groom awaits, and I would know him, as I am curious.”
Together, the three Radcliffs, arm in arm, marched forth.
Noting the dust on the hall table, Sophia made a mental note to clean the second floor common areas, as soon as she had a chance.  In the sorely neglected gallery, she ignored the tattered rugs, and as they descended the stairs, she deplored the unpolished bannister and newel post, but she was only one person, and Saelmere Park once boasted a household staff of fifty domestics.  Now, she could count their number on one hand.
That was the cruelest part of their adversity and misfortune.  The loss.  She recalled the more prosperous times, when she knew not of the importance of money.  It was not the difficult aspects of their less than affluent existence—not how she lived, in the moment, in relative poverty on the verge of insolvency and beneath the threat of debtor’s prison, which hurt so much.  Rather, it was the past, as manifested by all the wonderful reminisces of an opulent, bygone era.
At the door to the study, she kissed her brother and her sister and gave them another hug, before she knocked and entered the man’s domain.  “You summoned me, Papa?”
“Ah, here she is, now.”  Given his desk held pride of place between two large windows, and faced the exit, the chairs situated before him afforded no view of her caller.  “Come in, my dear.”  He stood and met her halfway.  “I am sure you remember Mr. Stryker, from America?”
In that moment, her world pitched and rolled beneath her feet, as the enigmatic foreigner rose and turned to smile at her.  Garbed in an impeccable coat of grey Bath superfine, a navy blue waistcoat, a pristine cravat with a diamond twinkling at the center, buckskin breeches, polished Hessians, and his thick black hair tied back with a leather thong, she lamented her threadbare morning dress, in comparison to his refinement.
Indeed, he looked every bit a proper gentleman.
But there was something dark in his blue eyes that gave her pause, and she wondered about his history, as she suspected he was not what he appeared.
“Lady Sophia, it is remarkably pleasing to see you again.”  As he took her hand in his, and pressed his lips to her bare knuckles, a shiver of unease traipsed her spine.  “I was just talking with your father about our enlightening discussion, last night, and I made an offer I hope you will not refuse.”
“So, it is true?”  She gulped.  “You wish to marry me?”
“Sophia Grace, do not be impertinent.”  Papa wagged a finger.  “Mr. Stryker would first speak with you, and he brings a chest, the contents of which he gifts in exchange for your acceptance.”
“What is in it?” she asked, with a hint of skepticism and a mountain of reservation.
“Not so fast, Lady Sophia.”  With a sly half-smile, Mr. Stryker clasped his hands behind him and inspected her from top to toe, as he circled her.  “How old are you?”
“Eight and ten.”  To her unmitigated disgust, he cupped her chin and drew down her bottom lip, with his thumb, presumably to check her teeth, and she was tempted to bite him.
“And you remain intact?”  He inclined his head, as he stared at her bosom, and she crossed her arms in front of her.
“I beg your pardon?”  She peered at her father.  “What does he mean, Papa?”
“Er—Mr. Stryker, my daughter is wholly unspoiled.”  From his coat pocket, he drew a handkerchief and daubed his brow.  “Sophia comes to you as a virgin.”
“How dare you question my character in such a vulgar fashion.”  She retreated behind a small sofa.  “Have you no sense of decency, sir?  Do you think so little of me?”
“On the contrary, and forgive me, Lady Sophia, as I intended no insult.”  What she would give to slap the smug expression from his chiseled features.  “But the price I pay is dependent upon the receipt of an untouched bride.”
“It must be pretty steep, given your demands.”  And to think she thought him nice, at the Oswald’s party.  “What do you propose, sir?”
“Open the chest and find out the amount I am willing to compensate your father, for you.”  He stuck his tongue in his cheek, and she did as he requested.
Gold.
Countless pieces of shimmering brilliance filled the trunk, and she almost swooned.
“You cannot be serious.”  She bent and sifted through the veritable fortune.  “It is too much.”
“I will decide what is too much, Sophia.”  Papa ushered Mr. Stryker to the door.  “If you will give me a minute with my daughter, I would speak with her and gain her response to your most generous offer, while you wait in the drawing room, which is down the hall and across the foyer.”
“Of course, Lord Ferrers.”  Mr. Stryker glanced at her and winked, and she gave him her back.  To her indignation, he chuckled.
Then she spotted Gabriel and Wilhelmine in the window, and Sophia crossed the study and threw up the sash.  “What are you doing?”
“We are part of this family.”  Gabriel lifted Wilhelmine over the ledge, and then he followed her.  “We have a say, too.”
“And I want Sophia to stay here.”  Wilhelmine pouted and clutched Sophia’s hand.  “She is my only sister, and I need her.”
“What in bloody hell do you two think you are about?”  Father rested hands on hips.  “This is none of your affair.”
“Do not do this, Father.”  Gabriel halted when he spotted the gold.  “Is this what he pays for my sister?”
As her family argued, Sophia studied the cache and considered her options.
A plaything, a doll, a toy subject to the whims of men, to be taken out, dressed in finery, and trotted out for the delectation of society, there was not much she could do to free herself from the constraints inflicted upon her by those who would protect her.  Yet she could do something.  Something that mattered, if only for a brief moment.  From her vantage, she had only one real choice.
Given her father’s bad habits, her world dwindled, and it grew smaller with each passing day.  Trapped in a quandary not of her making, she held the solution to all their worries in her hands, and the minute taste of power emboldened her.
“Gabriel, it will enable me to settle our outstanding accounts.  We can hire more help, buy a new coach, purchase new furnishings, eat beef every Sunday, and host the most marvelous parties.”  Papa scratched his chin.  “Perhaps, if I am lucky at cards, I can double it.”
“Papa, no.”  Clenching and unclenching her fists, she bared her teeth.  “If I do this, you must promise you will never again step inside a gambling hall, else I will summon Mr. Stryker, and have him retrieve his chest of gold.”
Her father furrowed his brow.  “But, Sophia, I would—”
“Also, you will set aside a sum for Wilhelmine’s dowry, so you can secure a good match, and for Gabriel’s education.”  Myriad thoughts filled her brain, as she stared at the mesmerizing fortune.  “Further, I will calculate a monthly allowance, which you may not exceed, and the rest we will deposit, as it is unwise to keep such riches in the house.”
“All right.”  Father frowned.  “You have my word, as a gentleman, I will honor your stipulations, if you inform Mr. Stryker that you will marry him.”
Without a word, Sophia walked to the door, turned the knob, swung wide the oak panel, and stepped into the hall.  Clinging to the last vestiges of courage, she marched into the drawing room, whereupon her future husband stood from an overstuff chair.
“Mr. Stryker, I apologize for keeping you waiting so long.”  It was now or never, and she inhaled a deep breath.  “I accept your offer and will wed you, at your earliest convenience.”




THE MAROONER

CHAPTER TWO
In the sennight since Lady Sophia accepted Leland’s proposal, he made a round of boring engagements, enduring afternoon teas, evening musicales, and country dances, during which one woman after another inflicted a series of tortures not even the most ruthless pirate could best, and he ached to end the ridiculous farce and embark on a relentless seduction of his bride-to-be.  Yet, to secure his unsuspecting prey, he dressed as a peacock, tamed his unruly hair, and adopted an air of polite refinement, but he was not sure how much longer he could maintain the fiction.
Even as he loomed in the foyer at the Barty’s, all he could think about was the temptation Sophia’s lips presented.  Growing impatient, he paced, until she appeared on the entrance steps.
Bedecked in a rich green gown of his selection, which featured a low-cut bodice, with a matching emerald necklace, ear bobs, and bracelet pilfered from his stash of not so honorably procured treasures, with a single glance his fiancée reminded him why he continued the charade.  Indeed, there was little he would not do to have her in his bed.
“Someone is besotted, as he looms in his gentleman’s garb.”  Barrington elbowed Leland and snickered.  “And how lovely she looks, unwittingly adorned in stolen buccaneer booty.”
“Tell me something, my marauding friend.”  Sophia peered at Leland and smiled, as she navigated the receiving line, and he nodded an acknowledgement.  “What is it like to have your whore’s pipe blown by a woman in possession of all her teeth?”
“That was low, even by your standards.”  Despite the polished finesse and title, Barrington, known in social circles as the marquess of Ravenwood, spent five years on the run for a murder he did not commit, yet he enacted countless ruthless deeds as the Iron Corsair, a vicious raider of notorious renown, while eluding capture.  “And do not abuse my wife, as Florence has been naught but kind to you.”
“Indeed, she has been the soul of charity.”  Leland admired Lady Florence, an uncommonly kind society bird absent the usual ramrod up her arse.  “So, does she accommodate your more…lecherous nature, and if she does, how does she?”
“You know, my friend, it would be a shame to kill you, when you have only just plucked your own precious flower.”  Barrington leaned near.  “However, one thing you have yet to discover is that when your bride gifts you her heart, the other more delectable parts perforce follow, and she will do whatever you ask of her, denying naught, because she loves you.”
“Is that the way the wind blows?”  The mere suggestion of love provoked a wicked shudder of disgust, as Leland had no intention of surrendering to the sentimental whims born of useless emotion.  “Sure it is not what lies between her thighs that drives your passion?  Have you defiled her highborn arse?”
“One more insult, and I will slit your throat.”  Barrington shifted his weight and scowled.  “I do not care that we are friends.”
To wit Leland burst into laughter.
“All right.”  He splayed his palms.  “I yield.”  Then he checked his tone.  “But I cannot wait to split my lady’s bottom cheeks and sail her windward passage.”
“You should guard your words and protect her reputation.”  Barrington shook his head.  “I feared this would not work, and your behavior suggests I was right to be concerned.  Do you not understand that, as her husband, your primary charge is to defend her?”
“Aye.”  Anxious, Leland shuffled his feet, as Sophia paused to greet another guest.  “And I was just having a bit of fun, before I run amok, because all this pomp and civility, which is nothing but a thinly disguised veil of lies no less savage than my former occupation, grates my last nerve.  Give me a bottle of grog and a whorehouse, where life is far more simple and honest, and I am happy.”
“In that I cannot argue, given I have persisted in this organized chaos, from birth.”  Barrington cast a lopsided grin.  “But you would never find a woman of Lady Sophia’s quality in a whorehouse.  Now, if you will excuse me, I believe I shall search out my marchioness and whisper naughty suggestions in her ear.”
“There you have me, and that sounds like a worthwhile endeavor.”  Just then, Leland’s delectable target approached, and he stood tall.  “Good evening, Lady Sophia.”
“Mr. Stryker, it is a pleasure.”  Oh, it was definitely his pleasure, and he savored a glimpse of her tantalizing bosom, amply displayed, and he wanted nothing more than to bury his face between her breasts.  She toyed with the necklace he sent and favored him with a shy smile.  “Thank you, for the jewelry.  These are the most beautiful gems I have ever seen or owned, but you really should not have done it, as you have given me so much, already.”
“Why must you always apologize for something you enjoy?”  The practice irritated him to no end.  “Why can you not just express gratitude for the things I give you?  Is that not the proper way to accept a present?”
“Forgive me, as I meant no offense.”  Crestfallen, her answering frown inflicted far worse agony than a machete-wielding barbarian.  “Since you know of my father’s financial situation, then you might understand when I say I am unaccustomed to receiving such lavish gifts, but these baubles mean more to me than you will ever know, because they are from you.”  She glanced from side to side.  “For the past ten years, our lives went from bad to worse, and I sold my most prized possessions, cherished heirlooms and keepsakes far more precious to me due to their sentimental value, for a mere pittance of their actual worth, to appease my father’s creditors.  And I scrimped and saved every penny, to keep a roof over our heads and food in our bellies, such that there was nothing left for luxuries.  Believe me, I hold dear the jewels.”
“I am so sorry, Sophia.”  Had he thought her strong?  In truth, she was formidable.  “It would seem I erred again, as my clumsy attempt to tease you, much like my poorly executed joke, when I checked your teeth that afternoon in your father’s study as I announced my suit, has only caused you distress.”
“But the fault is mine, as I should have known you would not be so cruel, after our conversation at the Oswald’s.”  To his delight, she settled her palm in the crook of his elbow, and he led her toward the ballroom.  “I promise, I will try to adjust to your lifestyle.”
That might take more than she realized, given she had no idea of the truth behind his polite façade, and Leland was in no hurry to reveal his genuine nature.  At the moment, he just wanted to get her alone.
“You know, I was told the Barty’s have a large terrace, and it is awfully warm in here.”  He tugged at his deuced cravat.  Of all the useless garb he wore, as a pirate in sheep’s clothing, the yard-length of linen wrapped about his neck mystified him, as it served no purpose, other than to choke him.  “What say we venture outside?”
“But, it is not acceptable without a chaperone.”  Despite her pathetic protest, he navigated the maze of halls, in search of privacy.  “Mr. Stryker, you are leading us down a path to ruin.”
“Do you not think it past due for you to call me Leland, given we are to wed?”  And then he would strip her naked and violate her in every way possible.  “And I will call you Sophia, as what use are titles between a husband and his wife?”
“With that I cannot object, but we are not yet married, thus you cannot take liberties.”  Oh, he planned to take plenty of liberties, if only he could find the bloody terrace doors, as she dug in her heels, and he scooted her along, with a gentle nudge.  “Please, Leland.”
“I like it when you beg me.”  And she would utter that particular phrase, again and again, as he invaded and pillaged her honey harbor.
A gathering of hens loitered near a rear exit, exchanging derisive gossip, and he swore under his breath and pulled Sophia into a nearby alcove.
“Did you see that gown Lady Sophia is wearing?”
“She looks more like a London courtesan than a woman of quality and breeding, not that I know of such creatures.”
“Can you blame her, given she settled for an American merchant?”
“Well, in all fairness, he has money, which her family needs, by the boatload.”
“And it is not as though anyone else would have her.”
“I heard even Lord Egremont refused her, and he was thought to be smitten with her.”
“Perhaps, only an uncivilized Yankee could afford her.”
“Then I suppose Lady Sophia will get her just reward, as you know what they say.  When you marry for money, you earn every penny of it.”
“And I wager she will do so on her back.”
In that instant, Leland would have given anything to unleash his men on the perfumed pack of hyenas, and he would have marooned them, true to his reputation, on a deserted island, where they would, no doubt, eat each other.
When he checked his lady, he discovered tears rolling down her cheeks, and he cupped her chin.  He was not sure why he did it, but then and there he kissed her.
The gesture, more an attempt to comfort than seduce, began as a gentle communion of flesh but quickly grew into something more, as she splayed her hands to his chest and backed him against the wall.  Driven by unmasked desperation, she parted her sumptuous lips, and he plundered the warm, inviting enclave of her mouth and twined his tongue with hers, which garnered a soft moan.
Without thought, he skimmed his palms along her enticing peaks and valleys and fondled the twin swells of her bottom.  It was then she ended their heated rendezvous, a countenance of shock marring her beautiful features, and he drew her into his arms.
“I want to go home,” she whispered.
“Shh.”  He nipped the crest of her ear.  “Dry your tears, because you will never let them see you cry, and let us rejoin the party, as we will never run from those gotch-gutted brassers and their short-heeled lasses, who could not buy a husband for all the money in the world.”
“What is a brasser?”  Sophia blinked, as she daubed her face with a lace-edged handkerchief.  “And, although I gather it is not a compliment, what is a short-heeled lass?”
“You really want to know?”  He arched a brow and chuckled when she nodded.  “A brasser is a cheap whore, and a short-heeled lass is a girl most likely to spend the better portion of her days and nights on her back.”
“Oh.”  She clutched her throat.  “That really is not very charitable, Mr. Stryker.”
“No, it is not, and I did not intend it as such, given they showed you no consideration.”  He trailed a finger along the curve of her cheek.  “But they are as much for sale as anything else in this house of deception, because more than one of those cackling hens offered their daughters to me.”  He resettled her at his side.  “Now, let us confront the enemy.”
Before she could protest, he swept her into the fray.
Still lingering in the hall, the so-called distinguished society dames started when he ushered Sophia into their midst.
“Lady Sophia, what a stunning dress you wear, and Mr. Stryker, what a lovely surprise.  Might I be one of the first to congratulate you on your wonderful news?”  The pinch-faced Mrs. Oswald lied through her teeth, because she campaigned hard for her shrew of a daughter, and Leland could not be bothered to give her a dog’s rig for free.  “And how are you enjoying the Barty’s little get-together?”
“To be honest, I find such parties rather droll.”  Adopting an exaggerated front, he resolved to meet the harpies on their level, to defend his woman.  “And I must congratulate you on your incomparable sense of fashion, Mrs. Oswald, as I personally selected Lady Sophia’s dress, and she thought it too much.”  Let the miserable hen swallow that, as he gazed at Sophia.  “Do you see, my dear?  I told you it was not too much.”
“Oh, no.”  Another crow cawed.  “And the color accentuates her eyes.”
“There.”  He nodded once.  “I believe my fiancée is too modest, which is but one reason I adore her.  Now, if you will excuse us, I should like to partner Lady Sophia in a dance.  And fret not, as I am sure we will soon be celebrating fortuitous announcements for all your unattached English roses.”
With that, Leland steered Sophia toward the ballroom.
“Now that was not nice.”  She giggled.
“Perhaps not, but it was more than deserved.”  And his comments were tempered, for him, as it was hard to level pointed insults like a gentleman.  “Feeling better?”
“You know, in some respects, they are correct.”  She averted her stare.  “If you wish to withdraw your offer, I will understand and not think ill of you.”
“Ah, but I will not understand.”  In the massive chamber, music played, and he led her into the crowd of couples.  “Thus, there is no chance of escape, my dear Sophia.”
Oh, no.  Not after that kiss.
~
Just two days before her wedding, Sophia sat in the back parlor and awaited her fiancé’s arrival for a late afternoon tea, while Wilhelmine sketched a drawing and acted as chaperone.  Nervous and excited, at once, she twiddled her fingers and jumped when the mantel clock chimed the hour and the butler appeared in the doorway.
“Lady Sophia, a Mr. Leland Stryker to see you.”  As usual, Boswell shouted, given his poor hearing.  “I said, a Mr. Leland Stryker to see you.”
“Thank you, Boswell.”  With care, she pronounced the worlds clearly, so he could understand her.  To Leland, she said, “Will you sit?”
Of course, true to form, he took the place beside her, on the settee, when she indicated a chair perched at a safe distance, because she could take no chances with her bold fiancé.
“To what do I owe the invitation?”  In a break with propriety, Leland took her hand in his and pressed his lips to her knuckles.  To her chagrin, he always lingered just a tad too long for common decency, and he ever so briefly touched his tongue to her skin, in a scandalous display of intimacy.  “Although I was grateful to receive it.”
“I thought we might take the opportunity to get to know each other better, prior to our nuptials.”  As a proper hostess, she lifted a plate of shortbread.  “Would you care for a refreshment?”
“Indeed, I would.”  To her confusion, he snapped his fingers.  “Wilhelmine, come here.”
“Yes, Mr. Stryker.”  She dropped her drawing paper and pencil and skipped to the fore.  “What can I do for you?”
“Have you ever seen one of these?”  From his pocket, he pulled a gold coin with strange markings.
“No, sir.”  Wilhelmine shook her head, as her gaze fixated on the piece.  “May I hold it?”
“Perhaps.”  Leland arched a brow, and Sophia suspected his motives were less than honorable.  “If I give it to you, you must promise to research its origins, and you cannot return until you do.  If you fulfill my charge, the doubloon is yours.”
“Oh, I will, Mr. Stryker.”  As soon as the gold landed in Wilhelmine’s palm, she flew to the door, rushed into the hall, and slammed shut the oak panel, without so much as a backward glance—leaving Sophia alone with her wayward fiancé.
“Wilhelmine, wait.”  Sophia stood, but Leland lunged, caught her about the waist, and pulled her into his lap.  “Mr. Stryker, unhand me.”
“I will not.”  His mischievous laugh gave her gooseflesh.  “And we are to be married in two days, so what would it hurt to indulge in a little kiss?”
And then he speared his fingers in her hair and seized her lips in a bruising assault that left her gasping for air and pining for more.  Tempting.  Beckoning.  Inviting her to sample and explore all he could give her.  For a moment, Leland paused, their noses mere inches apart, and he looked on her like a triumphant marauder, assessing his latest spoils of victory.
Expectation blossomed, an artful enticement, shivering through her, evading her instincts and well-honed defenses.  A new and exciting hunger grew in her belly, unfurling and spreading, fanning the flames of desire, until she relaxed and rode the crest of passion, as he bent and resumed his tantalizing invasion.
His lips hardened, masterful in their command of her senses, as she focused on that delicate yet arresting point of contact, and he shuffled her in his grasp.  And then she discovered why he demanded her attention so savagely, when his hand closed about her bare breast.
The shock of the deed, skin-to-skin, elemental yet startling, held her captive, as his fingers groped and caressed her.  Fire lanced through her, searing her veins, charging her nerves, and anticipation rose, as she ached for more, and he did not disappoint her.
Breaking their kiss, much to her distress, she had not a chance to voice a protest, as he fastened his mouth over her taut nipple, and she emitted a strangled cry.  The warmth of his lips, coupled with flirty flicks of his tongue, drove her to the edge of some beguiling precipice—until her father called out from the hall.
Panic wrenched her to reality, just as Papa opened the door.
It was then she discovered her bodice righted and secured, and her naughty fiancé, adopting an angelic pose, occupied the chair.
“Good afternoon, Stryker.”  Her father perched beside her, and she feared she might swoon.  “Wilhelmine told me of your visit, and I thought I would join you for a cup of tea.”
“Excellent.”  Leland glanced at her and winked.  “Sophia was just about to pour me a cup.”
“Papa, I apologize for entertaining Mr. Stryker, alone, but Wilhelmine abandoned me, when she was supposed to act as chaperone.”  Slowly, she regained her faculties, even as her blood burned for Leland.
“In fact, she was so concerned, she was just about to summon you.”  Leland held her stare and trailed his tongue across his bottom lip, and she gulped.  “But I assured her that, given our nuptials take place in two days, there is no harm in partaking of such innocent pleasures.”
Innocent?
She almost choked.
“Sophia, have you forgot your manners?”  Papa slapped his thighs.  “What about our tea?  And pass me the plate of shortbread.”
“Of course.”  She did as he bade, and her hands trembled such that she spilt some of the steaming brew.  “Oh, forgive me.”
“What is wrong with you?”  Her father sighed, in obvious exasperation.  “Why do you shake?  Are you ill?  Should I summon a doctor, because we cannot have you sick on your wedding day?”
“You know, she is a tad flushed.”  Devil that he was, Leland smirked.  “Perhaps she could benefit from a cool bath.  Or she could loosen the stiff bodice of her gown, as it appears to be strangling her, or is that the fashion these days?”
She wore the high-necked dress to guard against him, much good it did her.
“That reminds me of something.”  Papa snapped his fingers.  “I have an appointment with my tailor, for the final fitting of my coat, for the nuptials, so I will leave you two to savor your repast.”  He shoved an entire square of shortbread into his mouth, drained his cup empty, and strode toward the door.  “As for a chaperone, I agree with Mr. Stryker’s assessment, given you two are all but wed, my dear.”  With his hand on the knob, he paused.  “Indeed, Mr. Stryker should stay for dinner, and I am certain you can entertain him until then.”
Unaware of the dangerous creature that lurked in the back parlor, namely her fiancé, Papa closed her in with the beast.  As soon as the latch clicked, Leland lurched from his seat, and she jumped to her feet and took shelter behind the settee.
“Mr. Stryker, this is most unusual.”  He veered to the left, and she dashed toward the overstuffed chair, near the windows.  “We cannot engage in such questionable behavior until the vows are spoken, and even then I am not sure such conduct is acceptable.”
“Sweet Sophia, trust me, once you are mine, there is much more I will teach you, in the ways of physical gratification.”  Lowering his chin, he leaped and grasped for her, but she eluded capture.  “Tell me something, what bothers you more, the fact that I did what I did or that you enjoyed it?”
At his bold declaration, she halted near the hearth, because she could not deny the truth.  As he neared, she stiffened her spine.
“I am not sure.”  Without thought, she touched her fingers to her lips and recalled what he made her feel.  And, oh, what she felt.  “I have never experienced anything like it.”
“Come, now.”  He narrowed his stare and snorted.  “Has no man ever handled you?”
“I am not even sure what that means.”  And perhaps that was what frightened her.  The unknown.  “And I know not how to manage what I cannot even describe, as of this moment.”  With a clenched fist pressed to her bosom, she licked her lips.  “What did you do to me?”
“I pleasured you.”  How his blue eyes mesmerized her, as he moved toward her, to hug her about the waist.  “I gave you a very small taste of passion.  Had your father not interrupted us, I would have satisfied you.”
“How?”  Although she voiced the query, she was not certain she wanted to know the answer.
“I would have released you.”  As he skimmed her back with one hand, he cupped her cheek with the other and pressed on her a gentle whisper of a kiss.  “I would have let you fly, but your father intruded before I could bring you to completion.  However, there is nothing to fear in what you sampled.”
“Are you sure?”  Apprehensive yet curious, she desperately wanted to believe him.  “Do you promise we did nothing wrong?”
“I had no idea you were so innocent.”  He frowned.  “And you are terrified.”
“Yes.”  Clutching the lapels of his navy coat, she clung to him.  “Can you not see I do not understand what you do to me, and I seem powerless to control my reaction?  That, when I am with you, I hardly know myself?”
“And that is a problem—how?”  He inclined his head.  “What is your concern?”
“Because you are marrying me.”  In that instant, she wrenched loose and moved to a safer spot by the window.  “Given your apparent extensive knowledge of marital relations, what if I disappoint you?  What if I am unable to appease you?”
“Trust me, there is no chance of that.”  When he rested palms to her shoulders, she flinched.  “Relax, Sophia.  I am not going to hurt you, and you cannot help but please me, because I want you, even now.”
“Why?”  That was the only response she needed, as she gazed at the fountain in the garden.  “Why me, when you could claim any woman of my acquaintance.”
“Because you are strong.”  That did much to alleviate her anxiety, but she was not entirely convinced.  “Because you can take care of yourself.”
“How do you know of my fortitude?”  His approbation did not quite appease her.  “We had known each other not even a day, which strikes me as precious little time to make such a momentous, lifelong decision, when you offered for me.  What did you know of my character that convinced you that I was your bride?”
“While I will not deny I find you uncommonly attractive—no, you are beautiful, there is more to you than a pair of brown eyes that puts to shame the emeralds I gifted you.”  He kissed the sensitive flesh behind her ear, and she gasped.  “Rather, it was your sharp rebuke of Miss Barty and Miss Oswald that garnered my admiration.”
“So you overhead the entire conversation, including their praise of you?”  Was that why he spurned the two other ladies?  When he trailed his lips along the curve of her neck, she closed her eyes.  “Had I voiced similar interest, would you have shunned me?”
“No.”  From behind, he cupped her breasts, long fingers questing and stroking, her cambric day dress no real barrier to his touch, as he licked and suckled the skin along the edge of her jaw.  “But you would never be so vulgar or so obvious.  Rather, it was your defense of your situation that won me.  When a man seeks a wife, he wants a woman capable of standing with him, working alongside him.  They do not possess your courage of spirit, and they cannot compete with your resilience.”  Then he pinched her turgid nipples, through the fabric, and she whispered his name.  “But that is not the real reason I want you.  Because you are blessed with that which cannot be taught, and a man knows it when he sees it, thus I would have paid three times what I gave your father, to claim you.”
Before she could reply, he turned her to face him and favored her with another mind numbing, soul-stealing, full-frontal attack.  Her ears pealed a carillon of warning, as he distracted her with a familiar tactic when she wanted to talk.  Lifting her lids, she was startled to discover him watching her.
Calm and self-assured, he moved on her, and she stared into his blue gaze.  For a brief instant, what she glimpsed frightened her.  Somewhere behind the polite façade and somewhat genteel demeanor, hidden amid the gentleman’s attire lurked something dark and sinister.  Defying her attempts to seize upon some measure of recognition, a very real malevolence colored his expression, and she wished she had delayed accepting his proposal, because she still knew naught about his past.  Given her father had spent a vast deal more than modest sum of the money, she found herself trapped in another prison.
Only the gilded cage was of Sophia’s making.




THE MAROONER

CHAPTER THREE
When Leland looked back on his life as a ruthless buccaneer, he never imagined standing before a long mirror, in a palatial bedchamber, located in an elegant country mansion, belonging to an English marquess, preparing to wed a gently-bred society virgin.  Dressed like one of those perfumed peacocks he once terrorized on the seas, he stared at his reflection and smiled.
Sir Ross Logan may have taken Leland Stryker from a life of piracy, but Logan could never take the pirate out of Leland Stryker, a fact his high-born bride would learn, soon enough.  How he looked forward to his wedding night.
“Leland, are you ready?”  In the doorway, Barrington loomed and checked his timepiece.  “Are you sure you would not prefer to sneak out the back?  I can have a horse saddled, and you can make a dash for the coast.”
“Not without Lady Sophia.  Of course, if I could have her without the formalities, I would take her however I could get her.”  He adjusted the bloody cravat, which threatened to choke him.  “Tell me something.  Do you ever get used to the pointless pomp and pageantry of your world, which is no more honest or less callous than that of our former trade?”
“It is funny, is it not?”  Barrington folded his arms, leaned against the wall, and shook his head.  “Until the murder that occurred in my London residence, when I fled to Jamaica, this pomp and pageantry, as you call it, was all I knew.  I had no experience with anything else.  But since my return, I find it all rather silly.  The only thing that sustained me through everything I endured was Florence, and I hope Sophia anchors you, in much the same fashion, as you embark on the next chapter of your life.”
“I have no need of such support.”  That was a lie, but Leland was not about to admit it.  Yet, as he teetered on the brink of some invisible escarpment, considering a future he thought he never wanted, myriad possibilities enticed him with dreams he once believed were nothing more than a child’s fantasies.  “To me, she serves but a single delicious purpose, which I intend to exercise to the fullest extent that her young, supple body can withstand my baser appetites.  In short, want her warming my bunk.  That she is legally required to be there only sweetens the deal.”
“There is a bit more to marriage and wives than that, my friend.  And it will require a boatload of courage.”  Barrington chuckled and studied the toe of his polished Hessian.  “Yet, if you are willing to expend the effort, and take a leap of faith, I wager Lady Sophia will not disappoint you.”
“Fine.”  Leland tightened the leather thong that tamed his black hair and snickered.  “Are we done?”
“So you really intend to go through with it?”  Barrington arched a brow and inclined his head.  “Because I will have your word, as a fellow former pirate, that you will not hurt her.  I have known Lady Sophia since she was born, and she is a kind, gentle woman.  Trust me, you could not have done better.”
“What do you take me for, some sort of villain?”  Nothing could be further from the truth, as Leland had plans for his soon-to-be-bride, and none of them involved pain.  As he walked into the hall, he buttoned his coat and envisioned her shy smile, when he suckled her bare breast.  Nothing would stop him from marrying her, so he could finish what he started.  “You may rest assured that my primary goal, as Sophia’s new husband, is to spend the first fortnight of our union between her thighs.  If that makes me a reprobate, then I plead guilty, as charged.”
“There is nothing wrong with that, as I did the same thing when I married Florence.”  Barrington chucked Leland’s shoulder, as they approached the landing.  “Just do not make me regret helping you.”
“I will not, now, stop nagging me, because you are worse than an old woman.”
After descending the stairs, they crossed the foyer, where Florence waited, and together they exited the house and strode straight to the parked coach.  As the rig lurched forward, he gazed out the window and studied the passing landscape, because he was in no mood to talk.
The months Leland spent on land, in search of a bride, were the most frustrating he could recall, and he wanted nothing more than to be aboard his ship, back on the ocean, and riding his new wife.  Beyond that, he had a pickup date to honor for Crawford Mercantile, in Port Royal, before he sailed for Boston.
When the coach turned onto the narrow lane that led to the chapel at Saelmere Park, Leland exhaled, rolled his shoulders, and tugged at his cravat.  In the distance, he recognized the Ferrers rig, with the earl’s coat of arms emblazoned on the door.  It appeared his society miss intended to uphold her end of the bargain, not that he doubted her.
Upon arrival, a couple of powdered-wig-wearing footmen leaped into action, and Leland longed for the simpler life, where he opened his own doors.  Still, he played the game, with his eye on the prize, as he entered the small stone structure.
Two rows of wooden pews lined either side of the chapel, and light shone through the lone stained-glass window above the altar.  For a minute, he half-expected lightning to strike him dead, on the spot, given his plans for Lady Sophia, and he suspected fate possessed a wicked sense of humor.
As he progressed down the aisle, he glimpsed his bride, mingling with the same cackling hens who mocked her, and he halted in his tracks.
Gowned in some lavender confection, all she lacked was a halo.  When she spotted him, panic flashed in her brown eyes, and he almost expected her to flee.  Instead, she stiffened her spine and smiled, which did not fool him for a second.
“Having second thoughts, my dear?”  Before she could withdraw, he took her hand in his and pressed a chaste kiss to her gloved knuckles.  “Have you a saddled horse prepared, to execute a swift escape?”
“Fie on you, sir, as I gave you my word, and I shall honor it.”  She seemed genuinely crestfallen by his comment, as she pouted.  “Do you think so little of me?”
“I spoke in jest, Sophia.”  Leland tried but failed to shrug off his clumsy comment.  “If we are to succeed in our union, you must learn to appreciate my sense of humor.”
“Is that what you call it?”  When she inclined her head, he fixated on a brown curl, which peeked from beneath her lace-trimmed bonnet.  Soon, he would run his fingers through her long locks.  Splay her thick tresses across his pillow.  Bury his face between her thighs.  “Are you listening to me?”
He snapped to attention.  “Of course.”
“Then what did I just say?”  She arched a brow.
“What does it matter?”  The elderly vicar neared, and Leland ignored his racing heart.  Although he teased Sophia, he actually considered making a run for the exit.  Then again, he refused to leave Derbyshire without her.  “It appears we are ready to begin the ceremony.”  He offered his escort.  “Shall we?”
“Indeed.”  Holding high her adorable chin, which he could not wait to nibble, she settled her hand in the crook of his elbow.  “As I am not afraid.”
“If that is your story, you stick with it, Lady Sophia.”  Her eyes flared, and he savored her fiery spirit.  “Now, let us take our vows, break our fast, and make for the coast, as I mean to cast off before the sun sets.”
“Must we leave today?”  As they approached the altar, she tripped, and he caught her.  “My apologies.”
“None necessary.”  Just that brief touch was enough to send a shudder of awareness rippling through him, and her subtle gasp almost upended his defenses.  If he managed to get her to the ship before seizing her bride’s prize, it would be no small feat.  “And we must depart, at once, for Port Royal, because I need to pick up a load of sugar cane and deliver it to the refinery in Boston.  Remember, you are marrying a man who earns his living.”
“How could I forget, when you have gone out of your way to prove you are no noble?” she stated, as she assumed her position and nodded to the vicar.  “But I would have loved to spend our wedding night in my home, as I am nervous.”
“How interesting.”  He adjusted his coat and glanced at the vicar.  “So am I.”
“If we are ready, let us begin.”  Vicar Taylor, who seemed suspicious of Leland the first time they met, and rightfully so, stared down his nose, as he held high the Book of Common Prayer.  “Dearly beloved family, friends, and distinguished guests, we have come together in the presence of God to witness and bless the joining together of this man and this woman in Holy Matrimony.  Therefore, marriage is not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reverently, deliberately, and in accordance with the purposes for which it was instituted by God.”
“I fear I may swoon.”  Sophia swayed.
“It will be all right.”  He offered his escort, and she leaned against him.  “I promise, I will not hurt you.”
With Barrington at Leland’s right, and Wilhelmine perched to Sophia’s left, the unlikeliest couple in England prepared to take the sacrament that would forever bind them.
“Into this holy union Leland Kendrick Stryker and Lady Sophia Grace now come to be joined.”  Vicar Taylor peered at Leland and arched a brow.  “If any of you can show just cause why they may not lawfully be married, speak now or else forever hold your peace.”
For some reason he could not explain, he held his breath.
“Lady Sophia, will you have this man to be your husband; to live together in the covenant of marriage?”  The vicar narrowed his stare.  “Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, be faithful to him as long as you both shall live?”
“I will.”  Although Sophia answered in a calm, clear voice, she dug her fingers into Leland’s arm, and he exhaled.
Thus it was his turn, as he made the same vows, and somewhere in the deep recesses of his mind, he committed the words to memory.  Following the vicar’s last prompt, Leland took her hand in his and met her gaze.  “From this day forward you shall not walk alone.  My heart will be your shelter, and my arms will be your home.”
The plea, simple in meaning, presented a challenge far more arresting than he realized, because his word was his bond.  It defined him inasmuch as his name instilled fear at a mere mention, because Leland always honored his oaths.
And one way or another, he would fulfill his pledge to Sophia.
The vicar faced the attendees.  “Will all of you witnessing these promises do all in your power to uphold these two persons in their marriage?”
“We will,” the audience responded, in unison, although he suspected Miss Barty and Miss Oswald privately expressed sentiments to the contrary, given their incessant whispers and matching frowns.
“Grant that all married persons who have witnessed these vows may find their lives strengthened and their loyalties confirmed.”  Doffing his spectacles, Vicar Taylor closed his book.  “And now I pronounce you husband and wife.  Mr. Stryker, you may kiss your bride.”
A hush fell on the little chapel, as he faced his bride.
Aware of nothing save her oh-so-luscious lips, which he intended to enjoy, at length, all the way to Port Royal, he paused to savor what was now his, by law.  As he reached for her, fear flashed in her delicate countenance, and he tempered his movement.  With care, as he would approach an unbroken mare, he bent his head and kissed her.
After a dash down the aisle, they ran outside, where the earl’s new brougham, festooned with fresh flowers, waited.  A footman handed Sophia into the rig, and Leland almost crushed her, as she sat in the middle of the squabs.  Blushing, she scooted to one end, and he eased beside her.
“So it is done.”  She shifted and tried to increase the distance between them, but he kept her firmly anchored.  “You are my husband.”
“Afraid?”  He chuckled.
“Terrified.”  She jumped as he reached for her, and he imagined she would lead him on a merry chase in his cabin, if he were lucky.
“You are wise to be wary, my dear.”  He twined his fingers in hers.  “But make no mistake, as you are mine.”
With that, he swooped and claimed a proper kiss.
~
Sunlight filtered through scattered clouds, which signaled an approaching storm, as though the world wept with her, as Sophia stood on the graveled drive before her home.  On the entrance steps, Wilhelmine and Gabriel held hands and cried, as she prepared to depart Saelmere Park, for places unknown.
A series of cherished vignettes played the story of her life before her, and she recalled countless happy memories of her childhood.  But those carefree days had long since passed, and it was time to embark on the next adventure.  She could only pray she made the right decision.
“You will be good and mind Papa.”  Sophia hugged her little sister, knowing not when they would ever again meet.  “And you will remember to say your prayers, stand tall when you face our friends, and never settle for less than you are owed, when it comes to your lifelong mate and love.”
“But you will be here, will you not?”  Wilhelmine sniffed and shuffled her feet.  “You will not be gone forever.”
“Darling, I will try to come home, but my husband sails for distant shores, and it is my duty to serve him.”  In that instant, Sophia’s heart sank, as she clutched Gabriel’s hand, because she preferred not to lie to her siblings.  “Both of you must promise to be strong, and take care of each other.”  To Gabriel, she said, “You must guard Papa, in my stead, and you must monitor his spending, else this is all for naught.”
“I promise.”  Gabriel wiped a stray tear, and she ached to console him, but he had to learn to rely on himself, as she would no longer be there to comfort him.  “And you need not worry, because I will protect Wilhelmine.”
“You must protect each other.”  After a final hug, Sophia retreated.  There was so much she wanted to say to her brother and sister, but nothing could temper the pain of their separation, given they had spent their lives together.  “Know that I love you, and there will never be a day when I do not think of you.”
Holding high her head, she walked to the traveling coach that would take her from everything reassuring and familiar.  Looming in the shadow of the rig, Leland studied her, as he spoke to her father.
“Ready?” he inquired, in a soft voice.
“I suppose.”  She turned to her father.  “Papa, I—”
“Do not say it.”  He rubbed the back of his neck and peered at Leland.  “You will take care of her.”
“Of course.”  Her husband nodded.  “And I assure you she will want for nothing.”
In silence, Papa suddenly reached for her, and he held her tight in his embrace.  Just as quick, he set her at arm’s length.  For a moment, he stared at her, and tears welled in his eyes.  Then, without so much as a backward glance, he walked toward the house, skipped up the entrance stairs, and crossed the threshold.
For a moment, she wanted to run.  To flee her fate, yet she took the sacrament and vowed to honor Leland, so she resisted not when he handed her into the coach.  Given his past predilections, she scooted to the opposite end of the squabs, and he did not disappoint her, as he positioned himself at her side.
“I noticed you brought only a single trunk.”  With a scowl, he loosened and them removed his cravat.  After unbuttoning the collar of his shirt, he yanked the leather tong from his black hair.  “At last, I can rid myself of this useless accessory that I am convinced is nothing but a means of torture.”
“As I already explained, I sold most of my belongings to satisfy my father’s creditors.”  The equipage lurched and gained speed, and she bit her lip to stifle a sob of despair, as something inside her fractured when they rounded the drive and passed through the gates.  “Will I ever see Saelmere Park again?”
The startling change in his appearance, the tanned flesh revealed by the absent neck cloth, gave her pause and piqued her suspicions, as he no longer fit the image of a proper gentleman.  It was not the first time she wondered what manner of man she married.
“Sophia, I am not an ogre, and I have no intention of keeping you from your loved ones.”  Raking his fingers through his ebony locks, he sighed.  “I expect we will meet your family either here or in London, at some point in the future, but do not ask me to fix a date, because I cannot, as of this moment.”
“And what of your relations?”  Nagging doubts plagued her, and she hugged herself.  “Do you plan to introduce me to them?”
“No, because I know not where they live, and I do not care to know them.”  That gave her pause for reflection and explained why he never mentioned his kin.  Trepidation grew in direct proportion to his ever-increasing agitation, as he swore.  “But you will meet those I consider my closest friends, and I would argue they are family, as such connections are not defined by blood, alone.”
Dare she ask?  “And that would be—who?”
“Jean Marc and his wife Madalene, as well as Cager and Francie.”  Yawning, Leland stretched.  “Before that, you will meet my mates aboard the Cry Havoc, and I wager they are anxious to get a look at you.”
“The Cry Havoc?”  She blinked, and she could only pray the unusual name was not indicative of her life with the mysterious merchantman.  “That is what you call your ship?”
“What did you expect?”  In light of his answering scowl, she laughed.  “Something maudlin?”
“Actually, I supposed you would employ something elegant for a lady of the seas.”  While it was perfectly clear he did not appreciate her questions, Sophia yearned to know more about her spouse.  “Is that not correct?  Do you not refer to your vessel as a lady?”
“I do, and just like all females, she performs best when she is well handled.”  To her shock, he draped an arm about her shoulders and she tried not to panic.  Would he exercise his husbandly rights in the coach?  “Believe me, I intend to extend the same consideration to you, when we consummate our vows.”
“Will we stop at an inn?”  As she peered out the window, she summoned calm and reminded herself that she was his wife, and she owed him obeisance and conjugal duty, without complaint.  The former she could manage, given she had been born into a life of submission, but the latter terrified her, as she knew not what to anticipate.
“No.”  In light of his response, which indicated a reprieve, however brief, she sighed in relief.  “We drive straight for Liverpool, where I plan to cast off as soon as we arrive.”  Leland eased to the corner, stretched out his long legs, reclined, folded his arms, and closed his eyes.  “Then I will take you below, to my cabin, where I will seize your bride’s prize, and I plan to dock in your honey harbor for the better part of a fortnight, so you should get some rest, as I can promise you little in the foreseeable future.”
In that instant, Sophia pondered jumping from the moving equipage.
For the next several hours, she mulled her husband’s less-than-elegant declaration, and the singular inevitable event, but no matter how hard she tried, she could not stop fidgeting and could not silence the troubling thoughts that swirled in her mind, as his startling proclamation echoed in her ears.
Tracking the sun’s path in the sky, she sighed and yielded, as fitful sleep beckoned.




THE MAROONER

CHAPTER FOUR
The sun rested well below the yardarm, as Leland studied his sleeping wife, so graceful in repose that he hated to wake her.  For a moment, he admired the gentle lines of her face and her pert little nose, but it was her lush lips, which contrasted with her pale skin, that captivated him.  Just as the fancy rig came to a halt near the docks, they struck a rut, a violent jostle rocked the coach, and she opened her eyes.
“Sophia, we have arrived in Liverpool.”  He gave her a gentle nudge.  “Gather your things, and let us depart, as we have no time to waste.”
“Yes, my lord.”  She blinked and sat upright.  “I mean—Leland.”
“I like, ‘my lord,’ too, although you should not expect me to dress the part.”  Yes, his was a pathetic attempt at humor, but he had to do something to alleviate her fears, as evidenced by her trembling fingers and uncharacteristic, clumsy movements.  As would a gentleman, he descended to the docks, turned to hand her down, and signaled his men.  “Now, let us board the jolly boat, which will carry us to the ship.”
“Goodness, there are so many vessels.”  Shaking out her skirts, she glanced from left to right.  “Which one is yours?”
“The frigate.”  Holding her wrist, he steadied her when stepped into the small craft.
“And I am supposed to know what that means?”  She scooted across the bench.  “Could you be more specific for those of us unfamiliar with nautical terms?”
“Ah, of course.”  To Leland’s irritation, his tars seemed far too interested in Sophia.  He would have to assert his authority, where she was concerned, if he wanted to keep her safe during their voyage to Port Royal.  “See the beauty with the mermaid figurehead on the prow?”  Leaning close, he whispered, “The one with the exposed breasts.”
“Oh.”  With an expression of shock, she tensed at his side and clutched her throat.  “It is rather provocative.”
“I beg to differ.”  He glanced at his crew and nodded, and they picked up the oars.  “She suits the Cry Havoc, but I think I may change her hair color.”
“Why?”  So innocent, he doubted it occurred to her what he planned for the decoration.  “Do you not like it?”
“Well, I used to enjoy the blonde locks.”  With his palm, he skimmed the curve of her waist and then cupped her bottom, and she jumped.  “But now I prefer chestnut brown, with eyes to match, and lips red as a pomegranate.  And I shall have the nipples repainted, as the sun faded the coloring, but I require inspiration for that alteration.”
In that instant, she met his gaze, and he spied a more than a hint of panic.
“I never thought to ask prior to our wedding, but do you maintain a residence in America?”  Her chin quivered as she spoke, but her nervous state did nothing to temper his desire, which grew in direct proportion to his rapidly nearing ship.  “Or do you live elsewhere?”
“The Cry Havoc is my home.”  And with each slice of the water, Leland counted down the minutes until he consummated his vows.  “Now, it is yours, too.”
“And we will spend most of our days at sea?”  She craned her neck and narrowed her stare.  “Will we never retire to some place ashore?”
“Sophia, once again I must remind you that you married a working man.”  Soon.  Very soon, he would indulge in his husbandly rights, which was his primary reason—his only reason for taking a wife, when they adjourned to his cabin, because, heaven help him, he ached for her, and his new bunk was so close.  “But we can take a room at an inn, should you wish to enjoy the sites and sounds of the city, and we will stay with Jean Marc and Madalene, when we venture to Boston.”
“How often will we be there?”  As they drew alongside the mainsail hull, she reached for him.  “And where will we celebrate the holidays?”
“My schedule is predictable.”  Holding the Jacob’s ladder steady, Leland admired a flash of her shapely calves, as she climbed.  “Tonight, we make for Port Royal, to pick up a shipment of sugar cane.  Then we will travel to Boston, where we will exchange one load for another, comprised of rum and molasses, which we will deliver to London.  And then we will retrace our course.”
“So it is an endless cycle?”  At the waist, she gazed at the crew and furrowed her brow.  “Upon my word, but they are not like any sailors I have ever seen.”
“Do you often associate with mariners?”  Of course, his men were no ordinary seamen.  Despite the pact he signed with the English, the crew remained hardened pirates, a fact of which he never intended to share with his innocent bride.
“I danced with a few naval officers, in the ton’s ballrooms.”  Yet, fear invested her delicate features.  “But they were clean-shaven, and they wore the most resplendent regimentals.”
“My crew wear uniforms of their own making, and I would match their skills against the Royal Navy, any day.”  And Leland would wager his men were far more cutthroat.  While His Majesty’s sailors played by the rules, pirates knew no such limits, and they exercised the distinction to their advantage.
“Well, I don’t believe it.”  A familiar voice brought Leland alert.  “So you married a wench.”
“She is no wench, you gotch-gutted pogy.”  Leland turned and greeted his first mate.  “Lady Sophia, permit me to introduce Earland Smit, or Smitty, as we call him.  He is the second in command aboard the Cry Havoc, and he has no manners, so you must ignore the slight.”
“A pleasure to meet you, Lady Sophia.”  Smitty sketched an exaggerated bow.  “Welcome to our motley crew.”  The first mate glanced at Leland.  “The men finished the alterations you requested, and your hammock is gone.  In its place, they built a large bunk, against the bulkhead.  Should I show her to your cabin, Cap’n?”
“Aye.”  Leland waved to a tar.  “And have her trunk delivered, now.”
“Is there anything I can do to be of service?”  Sophia whisked a stray tendril from her forehead, as the men scattered in all directions, in preparation to cast off.  “I can stay with you, if you want.”
“No.”  He pulled her close and kissed her temple.  Then he whispered, “Go below and remove your clothes.  I want you naked when I arrive, and you will not have long to wait.”
Shock marred her countenance, and she gasped as she retreated and touched her fingers to her bottom lip but said nothing.  Without a word, she followed in Smitty’s wake, pausing to peer at Leland, over her shoulder, before she descended the companion ladder.
Not for a minute did he miss her overt signs of distress, and he realized his grand seduction would have to yield to attempts at comfort and reassurance; else she might jump ship and try to swim ashore.  As he headed for the helm, he noted a pile of supplies at the waist, frowned, and caught one of his crew in a narrow stare.  “You there, get those stores stowed, now.”  Then Leland lowered his chin.  “All hands, make sail.”
When Smitty reappeared, Leland motioned his first mate.  “Aye, Cap’n?”
“Is my wife settled?”  Leveling the bring-em-closer, he monitored their course.
“She is, and Lady Sophia is a sweet woman.”  Smitty sighed.  “How did you manage to marry that fresh little thing?”
“It is a not so long story that I am in no mood to share, at the moment.”  In truth, Leland doubted he would ever reveal the sad facts surrounding his betrothal, because he would never embarrass his bride.  “But she is all right?”
“She may have the sickness.”  Smitty wrinkled his nose and scratched his cheek.  “But it is hard to tell, because she would hardly stand still, and she looked on the verge of tears, but she was pale, so something is wrong.”
“Bloody hell, I did not think about that.”  Leland searched his memory and tried to recall whether or not Sophia mentioned previous travel at sea.  Did they not discuss something of her journeys?  “Perhaps I should check on her.”
Then again, he was in no rush to deal with a weepy woman, so he remained on the quarterdeck.  Slowly, the Cry Havoc cleared Old Dock, passed through the lock gates, navigated the Lyver Pool tidal inlet of the estuary, and steered for open water.
“Uh, Cap’n.”  Parker, the helmsman cast a half smile.  “We know the route to Port Royal, if you would rather retire, as you have other more pressing business.”
“I would say he does.”  Smitty waggled his brows.  “What say I take the watch, and you take that beautiful new bride?”
The men guffawed at Leland’s expense.
“Enough.”  Glancing left and then right, he scowled.  “If I hear one more snicker or snort, arses will be kicked.”
To his everlasting frustration, their expressions conveyed a wealth of meaning he understood too well.  At last, he groaned and made for his cabin.  While it took a matter of minutes to arrive at the door to his quarters, he could not bring himself to turn the knob.
Instead, he flexed his fingers, as his palms itched to savor Sophia’s supple flesh.  Yet he could not seize her as he would a whore, because she was untouched.  Inhaling a deep breath, he rolled his shoulders and leashed the beast below his bellybutton, because he might hurt her.
Finally, he relaxed and entered his private domain.
Perched in a corner, and wearing what appeared to be a robe of some sort, his new wife hugged herself.  Tears streamed her face, and she bit her bottom lip, as he neared.
“Sophia, are you unwell?”  In actuality, he prayed she had the sickness, because he knew the cure for that ailment.  “Why do you not sit at the table, while I fetch you a drink.”
“I tried to undress, but I could not do it.”  She shook her head.  Hell, her entire body quivered, and he swore under his breath.  “You must forgive me, as I am ignorant in the ways of conjugal duty.  I know nothing, because no one told me anything, and I know not what to do.”
“It is all right.”  He splayed his palms and moved toward her.  “I will teach you, and you will be fine.”
“But I have heard that it hurts.”  In that instant, he realized she still wore her dress and had added a few layers of clothing.  “And some say you bleed the first time.”
“Come.”  When he reached for her, she cringed, and he halted.  “Let us take a drink, my dear, as a belated celebration of our nuptials.”
“I disobeyed your first command.”  She fidgeted with the mother of pearl button at her throat.  “You are within your rights to punish me.”
“Something tells me that will not be the last such occasion, and I would be disappointed if it was.”  Holding her stare, he strolled to his desk, retrieved a bottle of brandy and a couple of glasses, and poured two ample portions, as he required a little liquid courage to manage a panicky virgin.  At the table where they would take their meals, he pulled out a chair and sat.  “Please, join me.”
After a few tense minutes, she dragged her feet and perched in the opposite seat.  It was then he noted multiple hemlines.
“Other than some champagne on rare occasions, I have never sampled such spirits.”  She cast a wary gaze at the glass before she picked it up and took a sip.  Almost immediately, she collapsed in a violent coughing fit.  Wrinkling her nose, she squinted.  “It burns.”
“Take it slow, Sophia.”  For the first time in his life, he pondered how best to deflower a woman, and he would wager it was not so easy as he guessed.  “There is no hurry, and we will get where we are going, eventually.”
“Because we must seal our vows.”  She clutched the glass to her chest and exhaled a shivery breath.  “I understand my body is your property, by law, and I owe you my maidenhead, thus I will honor my commitment.  All I ask is that you tell me what you plan to do, that I might prepare myself for the shock.”
“So you have never been touched?”  Again he studied her, as though he looked on her for the first time.  “And you did not dissemble when you claimed as much, in the back parlor of Saelmere?”
“I give you my word, as a lady, that you are the only man I have ever kissed, with passion.”  Inclining her head, she averted her stare.  “Papa often kissed my forehead, though, but I do not believe that counts.”
“You truly are a unique woman.  In fact, you are unlike any woman I have ever known, and I will take special care with you, my lady.”  It dawned on him, in that instant, that she manifested a rare gift, a blank canvas upon which he could design his own creation, if he was careful, and one he was too smart to take for granted.  “What say we begin with something elementary?”
“What do you propose?”  She furrowed her brow.
“We should address your fear of nudity, because you should know my body as well as you know your own.  And there is no shame in that, given I am your husband.”  He swallowed his brandy in a single gulp and stood.  “Come here.”
Mirroring his movements, she emptied her glass and yielded to another series of coughs.  When he doffed his coat and waistcoat, and commenced to unhook his shirt, she blanched.
“What are you doing?”  She shuffled her feet.
“Sophia, there is no other way to temper your fears than to confront them.”  As he stripped the fine lawn from his shoulders, her mouth fell agape.  “Put your hands on my bare chest.”
To his surprise, she did as he bade.  “Your flesh is so warm.”  With a finger, she traced a scar.  “What happened to you?”
“I was stabbed during a brawl at sea.”  It took every bit of strength not to reach for her.  “Do you see, my dear?  There is no harm, as I am but a man.”
“Yes.”  She nodded.  “Now what?”
Given her naïveté, he could not help but smile.  “It is your turn.”
~
Swallowing hard, Sophia managed not to scream, as Leland peeled back layer upon layer of clothing, which symbolized her ultimate surrender.  It was not as if she did not know what was expected of her, but something inside her rebelled to the last.  Embarrassed by her childish behavior, when she was a married woman, she remained quiet as he undressed her—until he tugged at the laces of her traveling gown, and she wrenched free.
“May I have another drink?”  Stalling, she reached for the bottle of brandy, but he caught her by the wrist.  Given she had witnessed her father’s drunken forays, she yearned for the mind-numbing intoxicant.  “Please?”
“No, because I need you awake and aware, and you have had enough.”  He chuckled, which made him seem far less menacing.  Still, Leland frightened her.  “Come, sweetheart.  Let me take off your dress.”
“Should you not first permit me to doff my slippers, hose, and garters?”  That might buy her a precious few minutes to delay and gather her nerves.
“What a wonderful idea.”  To her horror, he knelt before her and slid his hands beneath her skirt, which completely undermined her intent.  “Allow me to be of assistance.”
A protest died in her throat, as he lifted each foot and eased off each slipper.  With inexpressibly gentle movements, he unfastened and rolled down her hose.  Every brush of his fingers, however haphazard, to her skin set her alight, the room grew unseasonably warm, and she ached for that which she did not quite understand.
At last, he stood, turned her around, and untied her laces.  At his prompt, she lifted her arms, and he whisked the heavy gown from her body.  Covered in naught but her chemise, she hugged herself.  When his boots hit the floor, she jumped.  Then he tossed aside his breeches, and she gulped.
“You are naked.”  She braced for the first glimpse of his nude form.
“Aye.”  Grasping her slip, he gathered the fine material at her hips, and she did not resist as he pulled it over her head.  “Now, you are, too.  And you are more beautiful than I imagined, Sophia.  Will you not look at me?”
“All right.”  Of course, it was easier said than done.  In interminably minute shifts, she faced him.  While she tried to focus on his piercing blue eyes, she found herself drawn to the one part of his anatomy that most terrified her.  But the reality was far less intimidating than she imagined.  “It is not what I expected.”
“I hope that is a compliment.”  He snickered.  “Touch me, my dear.  Do not be scared, as it will not bite.”
“But I do not want to hurt you.”  Yet she was tempted.  “It appears rather angry.”
“Be gentle in your inspection, and I will be fine.  And that is just a sign of healthy desire, Sophia.”  Riding an irresistible crest of curiosity, and reminding herself that Leland was hers, as she was his, she cupped his most fascinating protuberance.  To her surprise and gratitude, he offered much needed tutelage, and she mimicked his ministrations.  “See?  There is nothing to fear.”
“It is so hard, yet it is incredibly soft.”  With care, she toyed with the plum-shaped tip and then skimmed her fingers along the ridge to fondle the strange pouch.  When he groaned, she flinched and retreated.  “Did I wound you?”
“No.”  He stepped in her direction.  “But I have long ached to know you in this way, and you test my limits, because I am a mere mortal.”  Backing her toward the bathing area, he paused and spun her about.  “As I pledged, I am going to tell you what I am about to do, so there are no surprises.”  He pressed his lips to her temple, as he anchored her about the waist, and his erection rested in the cleft of her bottom.  “Watch your reflection, as I stroke the treasure between your thighs, and you will know there is no reason to be afraid.”
“If you say so.”  In enticing circles, he caressed her breast and pinched her nipple, before walking a beguiling path to her bellybutton, which he poked in play.  To her astonishment, he moved further still, tugging at the dark patch of curls, and then he delved deeper and grazed her core.  “Leland.”
“Shh.”  Thus he went to work.
Locked, safe and sound, in the haven of his unbending embrace, Sophia held tight to her husband, as he wreaked havoc on her senses.  Mesmerized, enthralled by his seemingly pedestrian actions, she could not tear herself away, as he shifted and with a single finger entered her.
Her knees buckled, given the delicious invasion, and sumptuous heat flared, unfurled, and spread, simmering in her muscles and setting her alight, yet he did nothing more.  Instead, he confined his attention to that very small, otherwise insignificant part of her body she had grossly ignored.
Little by little, his intimate massage beckoned, and she answered the summons.  Conscious of naught save the rush of his breath, which quickened as he went about his decadent task, she tensed as some heretofore-foreign sensation flitted over her.  Resting her head against her husband, she closed her eyes and sighed, as she gave herself into his care.
“Do you not wish to watch?” he whispered into her ear.
“I trust you.”  In that, she did not lie, because she really had no choice, but she could not have foreseen the response her declaration would incite.
Picking up the pace, he played a repetitive rhythm, as he trailed a series of charming kisses along her jaw and the curve of her neck.  Had he come at her boldly and forcefully, she would have fought him.  Instead, he lured her with a tender touch, and she followed in his wake.  Like the evening tide, which crept ever closer to shore, a tantalizing awareness rose and ebbed, carrying her ever higher toward some as-yet elusive pinnacle, until she grasped the incomparable prize.
Wave upon wave of pure, unutterable pleasure cascaded over Sophia, and she thought she screamed, but it came to her as if from afar.
When next she roused, she found herself in Leland’s large bunk, with her husband splayed atop her, as he nibbled her bottom lip.
“Feeling better?”  He nudged her nose with his.
“Much.”  Sinking into the down mattress, she sighed and relaxed, until he flexed his hips, and she jolted alert.  “Upon my word, we are joined.”
“Indeed, we are, my dear.”  He laughed, and it rocked her to her center.  “I thought it best to take advantage of your temporary stupor.”
“So the deed is done?”  Given the intimacy of their position, he struck her as much less ominous, when she expected the opposite.  “There is no more pain?”
“No more pain, Sophia.”  In that moment, he arched his spine, withdrew from her, and then thrust, and she gasped as he filled her.  “But we have only just begun.”
Had she thought the act was personal?  She could not begin to describe what she felt, as he moved over her, on her, and within her.  When he showed her how to wrap her legs about him, she obeyed, and he shifted and penetrated deeper still, such that she could do nothing but fix her stare on the wood beams overhead and give vent to a single exclamation, as passion tasted her.  “Oh.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
A fortnight had passed since they departed Liverpool, and Leland struggled to adapt to his new existence, which included a highborn bride seemingly intent on driving him insane.  As he rummaged through his locker, he groaned, because nothing remained as he left it, which reflected his entire world.
“Is something wrong?”  Sophia sniffed.  “Because you bellow like some undomesticated beast, when I am trying to sleep.”
Leashing his temper, because he married her, he summoned patience, which she tested at every opportunity.  Indeed, he purchased her, outright, through no fault of her own, so he could not blame her for their predicament, and he told himself that, again and again, lest he crush her spirit.
“My dear, I wish you would confine your devotion to duty to our bed, where your services and attention to detail are most welcome, because I cannot find my greatcoat.  In fact, I cannot find anything.”  Sifting through his various garments, he realized his waistcoats were missing.  “What have you done with the rest of my clothes?”
“It is simple, really.”  When he peered over his shoulder, he glimpsed her naked form, a treat he savored with regularity, yet it never grew old, as she donned her robe.  Then, heavy-eyed, she walked to him.  “Your greatcoat hangs on the peg, to the right of your locker, so you do not dirty the clean shirts and breeches, when your outerwear is damp from rain.”  She pointed, and he snatched the item, cursing under his breath.  “And your waistcoats are folded and neatly stacked in your trunk.”
“Why?”  Resting hands on hips, he huffed in frustration.  “I prefer everything to be stowed in one place.”
“But there is not enough space, and cramming your things into your locker makes no sense, as it only wrinkles your belongings.”  Unaware of her tempting state, because she was still so innocent despite the luscious hours spent in his arms, with her rumpled hair and sheer night rail, she yawned and stretched.  “As your wife, it is my responsibility to maintain your wardrobe, and your previous arrangement was grossly inefficient.  Now, I have corrected the situation, and you should thank me.”
Whenever they clashed, and it was becoming more and more frequent, he wondered whatever possessed him to take a bride, because he could easily secure the services of an experienced whore, to provide the favors his tenacious spouse currently fulfilled.  However, no three-penny upright had ever roused his whore’s pipe like his unseasoned debutante, and hell would freeze before he parted with her.
“Sophia, from hereafter, you are not to stick your lovely little nose in my affairs.”  He stepped in her direction, hoping to intimidate her into acquiescence, but she stood her ground.  “Do you hear me?”
“I wager everyone hears you, given your propensity for shouting, which is rather rude and unbecoming.”  She thrust her adorable shin.  “And I have been meaning to speak with you about the annoying habit, as there is no need to scream at me, because my ears work just fine.”
“Is that so?”  He yelled even louder.”
“It is so.”  To her credit, she matched him, roar for roar.  “And I have had quite enough, believe me.  Daresay it is no small surprise that your men follow you, given your foul temper and how you treat them.”
“That is because a crew of unruly tars requires discipline, not that you would know, as you are no ship’s captain, so you would do well to keep such ignorant opinions to yourself.”  At his stern rebuke, she pouted, and he tempered his tone.  “Trust me, I have plenty of use for you, your busy hands, and your succulent lips, between the sheets.”
“Is that all you ever think about?”  She folded her arms, which framed her beautiful breasts, and his thoughts turned to her sweet, wet quim.  “Is that the only reason you married me, because we have been at sea for more than a sennight, and I have yet to venture on deck?  I am not even sure what day it is, and I cannot recall when I last wore a dress, but I suspect it was the evening we boarded the Cry Havoc.”
“And that is a problem?”  As usual, she distracted him, and he decided the watch could wait.  “Because you are quite fetching in your nudity.”  Then he noted his favorite shirt hanging among the usable garments.  “But you made a mistake, because this particular item has a large hole—”
“Which I mended, as you can see.”  She displayed the repaired seam and then drew forth another of his preferred items.  “And I sewed and reinforced the placket of your dark brown breeches, though I would argue they would not rip so easily if you would not wear them so tight.”
“Are you criticizing my attire, my lady wife?”  How he admired her velvety brown gaze, which flared just then.  “What else does my lady require?”
“Since you inquired, I will tell you.”  He should have known better than to bait her.  “The food is terrible.  Indeed, it is what I consider inedible, and I would make improvements to the cooking, as I often prepared meals for my family.”  She tapped a finger to her cheek.  “And I would advise the men on cleanliness, as their dirty conventions provide naught but a foundation for illness and infection.  They should take more pride in their appearance.”
Holding his belly, Leland could not moderate his gales of laughter, given the lunacy of her suggestion, because he knew exactly how his salty tars would respond to that gem of advice.  When she stomped her foot, he guffawed even louder.
“Horrible man.”  She swatted at him, frowned, and bent to retrieve the shirt he discarded last night, when he stripped in haste, before fucking her into oblivion.  “And is it too much to ask that you help me keep our cabin neat and clean?”  Admiring the cleft of her bottom, which he had yet to defile, he unhooked his breeches, grabbed his fast-rising erection, and pleasured himself.  When she noted his demeanor, and his stout whore’s pipe, she rolled her eyes.  “Not again.”
“Oh, yes, my delicious Sophia.”  While it bothered him that she did not seem to enjoy his skills between the sheets, when no whore in Port Royal could resist him, he told himself her disinterest and lack of enthusiasm was just a sign of her naïveté, and with time and instruction, she would grow more passionate.  Grasping her hips, he backed her toward the bunk, turned her about, shoved her to the mattress, and brushed aside her robe, so he could take her from behind.  “And do not worry, as this will be quick.”
With his knees, he forced her legs further apart, and she clutched fistfuls of the blanket.  Caressing her beautiful, round arse, he positioned himself and thrust, and she gave vent to a muffled sob.  Riding her hard, he dispensed with her needs, because her satisfaction mattered not at the moment, gritted his teeth as completion beckoned, and fired his seed deep within her.
“Well, you were not joking, although I do not know why you bother, when it is over before it begins.”  Now that remark hurt.  Standing upright, she pulled down her robe, in a display of her characteristic modesty, and her biting retort cut him to his core, although she could not have known it.  “But if our marriage is to succeed, we must do more than make love, Leland.  At some point, you will have to talk to me, else I will never know you, and you will never know me.  Do you not see that I only wish to please you?”
Of all the situations they faced since their nuptials, that singular declaration most terrified him, because he had so much to lose if she learned the truth.  And never would he describe what happened in their bunk as lovemaking.  He fucked her, pure and simple.  While he tried to convince himself that he needed but one thing from his wife, in reality he had come to rely on her for so much more, and it well nigh scared the hell out of him.
He had been there, before.  Stood at the precipice of an imaginary cliff, peered over the edge, and begged for love.  For acceptance.
If he closed his eyes, a child’s pleas echoed in his brain, and he returned to that fateful day, so long ago, when his life changed forever, yet the memories came to him as though it were yesterday.
At the time, he had been but a boy of six, too young to fully comprehend what was happening to him, as his parents sold him into service.  It was not uncommon for poor families to barter a child they could not afford to feed, and the same could be said of Jean Marc, Leland’s closest friend.  Only Jean Marc had been traded to settle a debt, whereas Leland’s father auctioned his son for a chance at a new start in another state.
How could he share that bit of information with Sophia, that he was unwanted, much less tell her she married a pirate?
The obvious answer was he could not tell her anything, so he would divert her as she did him.
“My dear, we have the rest of our lives to become acquainted.”  In play, he smacked her delectable arse.  “Right now, I am most interested in the treasure between your thighs.  Focus your efforts in that respect, and you will please me.”  After tugging on his greatcoat, he raked his fingers through his hair.  At the door, he paused and glanced over his shoulder.  “Tonight, I will teach you to ride me, and that should keep you occupied until tomorrow morning, so you should rest while you can.”
~
A ray of sunlight cast a bright glow on the wood floor, and Sophia rolled onto her back and rubbed her eyes, as the Cry Havoc listed gently from side to side.  How many days had passed since she departed England she neither knew nor cared, because Leland kept her busy in their bunk, and she resolved to venture forth that day.  If she did not make it out before he returned for the noon meal, she would end up right back where she started, because he had developed quite a routine, which she knew well.
First, he dined on the food, and then he supped on her flesh.
After freeing herself from a nasty tangle of the sheet and the blanket, she eased to her feet and walked, which proved painful, as he had exercised her thoroughly in the predawn hours, to the washstand, where she cleaned her face and teeth.  Standing before the long mirror, she worked the tangles from her hair, and it was no easy task, given her husband’s salacious appetite and physical endeavors.  Indeed, he seemed to delight in destroying the last vestiges of propriety.
From her trunk she pulled a pale yellow morning gown, and she struggled to tie her laces but managed to turn herself out in trim.  At last, she made a few adjustments to her coif, made a final inspection of her appearance, and nodded to her reflection.
Relying on the memory of her arrival, she strolled into the narrow passage, which led to a larger opening, where several men lingered.  Scanning the room, she spied no sign of her husband.
“Hello.”  She dipped her chin.
“Ma’am.”  A scruffy character saluted.  “Cap’n is at the helm.”
“Thank you.”  She smiled and continued her advance.  “But I am looking for the galley and the cook.”
“That would be the forward gun deck, ma’am,” a young sailor replied.
“She does not know what the forward gun deck is, you son of a gutter whore.”  A grey-haired man glanced at her and sobered.  “Apologies, ma’am.  That would be on this level.  You can follow the corridor, toward the bow of the ship.”
“My thanks.”  Determined to start out as she meant to go on, Sophia navigated the impressive vessel, crouching in the cramped and confined space and choking on the musty air.  As she walked past the guns, she noticed the odd names etched into the wood frames, such as “Rude Awakening” and “Equalizer,” until she arrived at the galley, where she located another peculiar individual, as he dressed down a young lad.  “Good afternoon.”
“What the—who goes there?”  A coarse ruffian assessed her from top to toe, stood upright, and smacked the boy.  “Doff your hat in the presence of a lady.”  Then he bowed.  “I beg your pardon, ma’am.  Red Bateman, cook for the Cry Havoc, at your service.  Can I help you?”
“Actually, I wish to help you.”  At his expression of confusion, she laughed.  “I am Mrs. Stryker.”  In deference to his position, she half-curtseyed, as he saluted.  “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Bateman.  I wonder if I might be of assistance, given I know numerous recipes and am quite fond of kitchen duties.”  She noted the spilt flour, spattered animal fat, and grains of rice scattered about the cooking surfaces.  “Since I discovered a few weevils in the bread, at dinner, last night, I had thought to make improvements, which would benefit the crew.”
“I see.”  Bateman averted his stare and shuffled his feet.  “And Cap’n is all right with this?”
“Of course.”  She shrugged, as if Leland had granted permission, when he insisted she remain naked, in their cabin, but she refused to live at his beck and call.  “Shall we get to work?”
“Sure, ma’am.”  The cook rubbed his chin.  “There is soap powder in that container.”
“Have you a clean cloth and an apron?”  She realized, too late, that she should have brought such provisions from home.  “And perhaps you should begin by removing the excess food, so we do not contaminate future dishes, and then we will sweep and mop the floor.”
“Yes, ma’am.”  Bateman glanced at the lad.  “Well, don’t just sit there.  Help the lady.”
“No.”  As she tied the apron strings behind her, she shook her head.  “He is too dirty and requires a bath.  Anyone handling perishable items must exercise personal cleanliness, and that includes you, Mr. Bateman, else we risk sickening the crew.”
“You hear that, Tom?”  In that instant, the cook checked his appearance and frowned.  “Do as the lady says, and I will see to myself, later.”
“We should boil water to wash the dishes.”  A pile of filth presented her first task, and she dove right into the fray.  “How many men are aboard the Cry Havoc, Mr. Bateman?”
“All told, I feed one hundred and twenty-seven souls, ma’am.”  Bateman grabbed a broom, and together they tarried.  “Three meals a day.”
“So many?”  Sophia considered the numbers and marveled at the effort required to fill those empty bellies.  “I never knew the ship carried such a great populace.  Indeed, we are but a floating community.”
“That we are, ma’am.”  The cook collected the refuse in a burlap sack, as she ordered the stores.  “And everyone brings with them a healthy appetite.”
“Then we shall compose some tasty menus to satisfy our family, will we not, Mr. Bateman?”  Pausing, she stretched tall, assessed her handiwork, and smiled.  “And I will teach you some of my recipes, as I make a delicious bread and butter pudding with currants, if that is all right with you.  As this is your galley, I do not want to trounce your toes, and I would have you be honest with me.  If you do not welcome my assistance, please, say so.”
“You are very gracious, Mrs. Stryker.”  He compressed his lips and narrowed his gaze.  Then he grinned.  “I admit I was skeptical, when you first appeared, but my feelings are not so delicate, ma’am.”  He glanced about at the now tidied kitchen.  “And what you managed to accomplish in so little time is nothing short of amazing.  Also, as a cook, I pride myself on putting out the best possible meal, so I look forward to working with you.”
“Thank you, so much.”  A burst of pride filled her chest, as she gathered ingredients for the noon meal.  “Because I wish to be service.”
“Bateman, Cap’n wants a cup of coffee.”  A tall, lanky sailor started when he peered at Sophia.  “Excuse me, ma’am.”
“Oh, may I take my husband his coffee?” she asked the cook.  “Given we are at sea, I have had few chances to serve him.”
“Let me pour it.”  Bateman opened a cupboard.  “And that would be Alpheus, Mrs. Stryker.”  To the crewman, the cook said, “Make your obedience to the Cap’n’s wife.”
“Hello.”  Suddenly nervous for no apparent reason, except the obvious, she untied and removed her apron, dusted off her skirts, and tucked a stray curl behind her ear.  To her chagrin, when the cook handed her the steaming cup, her fingers shook.  “Thank you, Bateman.”
“You are most welcome, ma’am.”  He rested fists on hips.  “You can follow Alpheus to the helm.”
“After I deliver my husband’s coffee, I will return and continue preparations for the noon meal and dinner.”  As she trailed in Alpheus’s wake, she nodded a greeting to every seaman she passed, and each crewmember treated her with deference.  Balancing the cup, she climbed the companion ladders and shielded her eyes, when she emerged into the sunlight.
As was the case below deck, her arrival caused some commotion, and she maintained her practice of addressing each person.  When she spotted her husband, she waved, and he arched a brow and brushed aside another sailor.
“Good morning, Leland.”  With a half-curtsey, she delivered the cup.  “You requested coffee, and your wish is my command.”
“What are you doing out of bed?”  With a finger, he traced the curve of her cheek, bent, and kissed her forehead.  “I rode you hard just before dawn, and I expected you would be asleep when I returned at noon.”
“I cannot spend my life in our cabin, sir.”  It was then she glimpsed the ocean, and she inhaled the fresh air.  “Upon my word, it is beautiful here.”
“It is the sea.”  He slipped an arm about her waist and pulled her close.  “You are beautiful.  And I prefer you naked and in our shared bunk.  Given you are my wife, a fact of which you are so fond of reminding me, I would have you devote your time and skills to that particular aspect of our marriage.”
“I know what you want, but we cannot build a relationship based on conjugal duty, alone.”  Somehow, she would break through the wall he constructed about him, because she desperately wanted to know her husband, and it hurt more than a little that he seemed to have no interest in knowing her, but she would change that.  “Why will you not open up to me?  What are you hiding?”
“Why are you so suspicious?”  When she hugged him, he tensed.  “My dear, it is early in our union, and there are adjustments to be made on both sides.  All I ask is that you be patient, and I am certain things will develop naturally.”
“I find that rather hypocritical, given your dedication to a particular task.”  Resting her head to his chest, she sighed.  “You want me to show more enthusiasm, and I am convinced that would not be an issue, if I knew more about you.  Otherwise, the act is intimate and hollow, at once.  Yet, I have not refused you, and I would never do so.  Whatever you ask of me, I abide because I am your wife.  Will you not meet me halfway?”
“What do you want to know?”  He set his chin firm, and her heart sank.  “Pose your question, and I will answer it.”
“What do you fear?”  She could not have missed his violent flinch.
“What do you mean?”  Ah, the arrogance appeared with a vengeance.  So often he wrapped himself in a shroud of conceit when she pried into his personal history, such that she could have predicted his response.  “I fear nothing.”
“We all fear something, Leland.”  When he gave her a gentle nudge, she lifted her head to receive his kiss, another diversion from her original aim, which did not fool her.
“All right, Sophia.”  He rubbed his nose to hers.  “What do you fear?”
“That you might never trust me enough to share yourself with me.”  If she hoped to reach him, she had to offer the honesty she demanded of him.  “That what we share in the confines of our cabin will comprise the sum of our interaction, and that terrifies me, because we could have so much more, if you let us.”
For a moment, he remained silent, and she wanted to scream.
What he did to her, in private, often left her shaken and vulnerable, because the physical joining of their bodies manifested an intensely intimate deed, but he treated the act as naught more significant than combing his hair.  That was why she found it more and more difficult to lose herself in his exploits, which seemed designed to shock her, and in that he succeeded.
There was a cruel sort of compact to carnal endeavors bereft of any declaration of emotional attachments.  Absent love, intercourse represented nothing but a pastime, an amusement, a leisurely pursuit reminiscent of skipping rocks on the pond at Saelmere Park.  And much like the pebble that skimmed the surface, before it lost momentum and sank to the bottom, she suspected her union was destined for the same disastrous outcome.
“If I promise to engage in the trivial narrative of my existence, at dinner, will that make you happy?”  When she nodded, he chuckled.  “Then you must promise to do something for me.”
“Need I even inquire?”  As if she had to guess.
“Ah, but I want you before and after lunch.”  Then he bent and whispered, “And I want your luscious lips wrapped around my whore’s pipe.”
“Must you be so vulgar?”  The man was insatiable.  “And do not refer to that part of your anatomy by that name, as I am no whore, and I find the mere implication offensive.”
“Fair enough.”  Leland waggled his brows.  “What would you have me call it, as I am open to suggestions?”
“Well, given what you insist I do with it, which I am still not entirely convinced is normal, but I will not gainsay you, as I am inexperienced and rely on your tutelage, and it does not harm me, what is wrong with Sophia’s pipe?”
In that instant, he burst into laughter.  “Oh, my proper English lady, there is hope for you, yet.”  Then, to her disgust, he swatted her bottom.  “Now, go below, take down your hair, and get rid of that gown, because I want you naked when I arrive in our cabin.”
“And that is new?”  She humphed, accepted the now empty cup, and returned to the galley.
After assisting Bateman with meal preparations, Sophia adjourned to the captain’s cabin, to brace herself for Leland’s plans.  From the bunk, she retrieved a fluffy pillow, because his favorite maneuver was brutal on her knees.
From the table, she collected a few charts, which her ribald husband left behind, after he broke his fast.  At his desk, she shook her head, as she rued the disorganized mess, which she had yet to tackle.  “Well, there is no time like the present.”
The first drawer contained various tools associated with his occupation as a sea captain, and she arranged everything in a neat and tidy manner.  The second and third drawers held a variety of logs and charts, along with etchings of naked women in lewd poses, which she tossed into the sea, so she separated the important items into two stacks and placed them, accordingly.  The last drawer yielded a bottle of brandy, some other foul-smelling concoction, and the familiar glasses, which she set atop the blotter.  In the back she located a crumpled parchment, and she spread it flat to smooth the wrinkles.
It was then the impressive seal of His Majesty caught her eye, and she perused the curious document.  A chill of dread slithered down her spine, as she digested the contents, and her knees buckled.  “My god, I married a pirate.”




THE MAROONER

CHAPTER SIX
Port Royal, Jamaica
 
The November wind cut across the bow, whispering and thrumming in the sheets, as the Cry Havoc eased into port.  At the larboard rail, Leland admired his bride, as she bounced with unveiled joy.  Garbed in pale lavender wool, with a matching pelisse and bonnet, she cut the perfect picture of an English lady, as they prepared to go ashore.
“Listen.”  She perched on her toes and favored him with a glowing smile.  “Can you hear the music?  What sort of food do they eat here?  And are there any theaters?  Oh, I cannot wait to go shopping, as I would redecorate our cabin.”
“There are all manner of delights, and you may partake of whatever you wish.”  He signaled his men to prepare the mainsail hull, and then he led her to the Jacob’s ladder.  “Wait here, and I will go first and help you down.”
“All right.”  Fetching in her lace-trimmed finery, she posed an enticing contradiction to the wanton woman who sat in his lap, naked as the day she was born, and rode him after they broke their fast.
If he could confine her influence to the sensual realm, he just might maintain control of their marriage, but she tested him at every opportunity.  Of course, he could not blame her, because he was the one who decided to share his personal history with her, and he should have known she would not stop there.
But in the last sennight, something had changed, and fear invested her gaze when he caught her staring at him.  While she continued her investigation of his character, she lacked her former enthusiasm.  He should have welcomed her reticence.  Instead, he endeavored to please her, because with her he would never be alone, and that was his greatest fear.
“Sophia, turn around, and grip the rope.”  Standing in the jolly boat, he steadied the ladder.  “Smitty, hold her tight, and do not drop her.”
“Aye, sir.”  The first mate grabbed both her hands, until she gained her footing.  “Go slow, ma’am.”
“Easy.”  Leland stretched and reached for her ankle to guide her progress.  As he glanced up, he savored an unhindered view beneath her skirt, and he wondered if his desire for her would ever wane, because the more he took her, the more he wanted her.  “Be careful.”
“I am being careful.”  At last, she dropped to the boat, and he relaxed.  “Where are we going?”
“Well, I need to speak with the port agent, to ensure our shipment of sugarcane is loaded tonight, because we must cast off for Boston, tomorrow.”
“You mean we are leaving so soon?”  Crestfallen, she pouted, and he vowed to make it up to her.  “But we only just arrived.”
“There will be plenty of opportunities to explore the city, on other trips.”  Two tars descended the ladder and took up the oars.  At his signal, they rowed.  To Smitty, Leland yelled, “Make sure everyone is back aboard the ship at noon, as we depart with or without them.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”
Sitting beside Sophia, he extended his arm, and she rested her palm in the crook of his elbow, and all was right in his world.
“What is that tall structure?”  She craned her neck.
“It is the watch tower, which is used to deter privateers.”  He pointed.  “And next to it is the Port Admiral’s house.”
“Privateers?”  She cast a side-glance.  “Do you mean pirates?”
“Aye.”  When she squeezed his arm, he kissed the crest of her ear.  “But you need not worry about them, because their numbers are dwindling.”
“Oh?”  The breeze rustled the lace edge of her bonnet, and she smoothed a wayward tendril.  “Why?  And do you know many pirates?”
“I know a few.”  That was one topic he would prefer to avoid, because he still could not admit the truth.  “Given the current state of military affairs, and England’s determination to eradicate piracy, their way of life is no longer sustainable, and they are forced to find legitimate ways to survive.”
“It sounds as if you know quite a bit about it.”  Despite her calm composure, he wondered if someone told her of his past.  “Are pirates naught but vicious criminals?”
“There is more to it than that, but I would not expect you to know anything of it, given you were to the manor born.”  Therein manifested the greatest difference between them, and he doubted she would understand the situation he confronted as a boy, much less sympathize with the man who persisted as one of the most ruthless buccaneers in Jamaica.  “But not everyone is so fortunate in their parentage, Sophia.  Still, others have no choice in the matter, as it is join or die with such men, but we arrive at the dock, so now is not the time to discuss it.”
One of the tars jumped to the boards and tied off the jolly boat, and Leland disembarked.  When he turned to lift Sophia, she wrapped her arms about his neck and kissed him.
“I would know more, if you would enlighten me when it is convenient.”  Sliding down the front of him, she held his gaze.  “Indeed, I would know everything of your world, if you let me, and I would never spurn you.”
“Of course.”  He wanted to believe her—to believe in her, but he was afraid of losing her, so that conversation would never happen.  “For now, let us enjoy the local attractions, which I have longed to share with you.”
With that, he escorted her to the shipping office, where he met with the port agent, signed the necessary documents, paid the requisite fees, and scheduled the delivery and stowing of cargo.  What he had not anticipated was the change in the way people dealt with him, when his bride anchored at his side.
“Mr. Stryker, you may rest assured we will complete the loading of your ship on time.”  The port agent tripped and stumbled, as he rounded his desk and reached for Sophia’s hand, which he brought to his lips.  “And permit me to welcome Mrs. Stryker to our fair city.  If there is anything I can do to ensure an enjoyable visit to Port Royal, do not hesitate to call upon me.”
“You are too kind, Mr. Gleeson.”  Averting her stare, she tapped a finger to her chin.  “Could you recommend a place to secure fresh produce, as I am in need of various items to plan menus for the crew’s meals?  Given your knowledge, perhaps you can point me in the right direction.”
“Of course, Mrs. Stryker, as I am glad to be of service.”  Gleeson preened like a peacock, and Leland wanted to punch the agent in the nose.  “You may find a great selection of goods at the market square, which your husband can show you.”
“I can, and I will.”  Grabbing her by the wrist, he dragged her from the shipping office.  “Did you have to be so bloody accommodating to that perfumed dandy?”
“Leland, please, slow down.  I am not a horse, and I cannot keep pace.”  She dug in her heels.  “And it is called manners, which you could use, given your foul temper.  I submit I did nothing wrong, as I was only being nice to your friend.”
“He is not my friend.”  At the main road, he veered left and set a course for his favorite establishment and a bottle of rum.  “From now on, you do not speak unless I grant permission.”
“No.”  When she came to a halt, he yanked her hard, and she sobbed.  That stayed him.  “I am no servant, and you will not treat me as such.  Rather, I am your wife, and I demand the respect I am owed.  If you did not wish to marry, then you should not have offered for me, as no one forced you to the altar.”  Then she sobered.  “You are jealous.”
“Did they not?”  Furious, loomed, toe to toe with her, and she stiffened her spine.  “Was I supposed to leave you to the mercy of those so-called gentlemen, who would have dealt far worse with you?  And I am not jealous.  I only ask that you behave with some measure of decency, instead of fawning over strangers.”  He bared his teeth.  “Now, move, else I will throw you over my shoulder and carry you.”
“You wouldn’t dare.”  She folded her arms.
“Do not test me, Sophia, as you will lose.”  Who was he fooling, when she tested him at every turn?  When she made no attempt to obey his command, he clenched his jaw and groaned in frustration.  Finally, he relented and offered his escort, and at last she settled her palm in the crook of his elbow.  “I need a drink.  Maybe, several.”
A familiar and comforting establishment occupied a corner of a bustling thoroughfare, and he had spent many a night in the pirate’s den.  The combined stench of sweat, vomit, rum, cigar smoke, and sex permeated the dank brothel, and a trio of musicians screeched a tune on their instruments, as whores plied their wares.
At an empty table near a window overlooking the beach, Leland straddled a bench and tugged Sophia to sit.  In the corner, a surly brute took a three-penny upright, and they grunted in rhythm.  To the right, a short-heeled lass knelt between the legs of an old tar and suckled his nutmegs.  That was Leland’s world, and he rolled his shoulders, as the tension abated, and then he signaled a bar wench.  “Bring me a bottle of rum and two glasses.”
“Aye, Marooner.”  The hussy winked.  “Nice to see you.”
He expected his always-astute wife to comment on his pirate alias, but she remained noticeably silent.
“Make it three glasses.”  At that moment, Blade ‘Reaper’ Reyson sat astride the opposite bench and rested elbows to the table.  “It has been a while, Stryker.  Who is the bit o’ fluff?”
“Reaper.”  Leland nodded once and pulled Sophia near, because Reyson’s nickname was well deserved.  “This is Sophia, my wife.  What brings you here?”
“Ma’am.”  Reyson stared at Sophia, and she scooted even closer but said naught.  “I met with Cager, a sennight ago, while he docked, and he extended the same lunatic agreement you signed, as well as a business proposition I am still considering.”
“Really?”  When the bar wench returned with Leland’s order, he grabbed the bottle and poured three drinks, one of which he pushed toward Sophia.  “Do you want to settle down and follow the straight and narrow path?”
“Cager made a decent case, and we cannot run forever.”  Reyson rubbed the back of his neck and then arched a brow.  “Did I say something wrong?”
“Why do you ask?”  Swirling the grog, Leland stretched his booted feet.
The Reaper motioned with his head.  “Because your woman just departed.”
In an instant, Leland came alert, glanced to his side, and cursed at the empty space.  Throwing a few coins on the table, he stood.  In a single gulp, he drained his glass and sprinted toward the exit.
Outside, he peered from left to right, located his wife, running along the sidewalk, and gave chase.  “Sophia.”  In seconds, he caught her.  “Sophia, stop.”
“How could you?”  When she faced him, tears streamed her cheeks, and she shrieked as she pummeled him with her fists.  “How could you take me to that…that…that awful place?  I never would have treated you so abominably.  No matter your faults, I never would have humiliated you like that.  Have you no respect for me?  Do you care for me, even a little?”
“Sophia, I am sorry.”  Grasping her wrists, he tempered her assault, until she kicked his shins, and he pulled her into his arms.  It was then she collapsed in a state of unutterable misery, and her heaving sobs wrenched his gut.  “Shh, love.”  He cradled her head.  “I apologize, as I never should have taken you there.”
“Set me free, you ill-mannered goat.”  At her adorable attempt to upbraid him, he could not help but laugh, and she struggled even harder.
“Where would you go?”  At last, she relented, and he hugged her properly and kissed her forehead, as she wept.
“Anywhere away from you.”  That cut like a knife, and she sniffed.  “Why did you marry me, when it is obvious you have no need of a wife?”
“Ah, sweetheart, you could not be more mistaken.”  It was too late when he realized he hurt his bride, and that knowledge worked on him in ways he never could have imagined.  “And I married you because I admire your spirit, which I could not yield to one of those perfumed peacocks.  What say we dine at a respectable establishment, and I will share some of my history with you?”  When she replied with naught more than a whimper, he gritted his teeth against the pain that ripped through him.  “Please, darling, do not cry, and I will tell you whatever you wish to know.”
“You will answer my queries, without complaint?”  She shuffled in his grasp and cast an expression of woe and skepticism.  “You will conceal nothing, and I have your word?”
“Aye.”
~
Given Sophia’s less than graceful introduction to Port Royal, the blame for which she placed squarely on Leland’s shoulders, she met her husband’s promise of candor with a healthy dose of suspicion, as he led her down the road.  After fishing a handkerchief from her reticule, she daubed her cheeks and her nose.  Conscious of her appearance, she bowed her head, lest anyone note her distress.
At a pleasant-looking business, Leland opened the door, stepped aside, and bowed.  “After you.”
To her relief, the establishment boasted rich décor of matching gold damask, with oak trim, and nary a bawdy woman or a lecherous man in sight.  To the right, beyond a pair of French doors, a bustling restaurant served an elegantly garbed clientele.
“Good evening, and welcome to the Grand Port Royal Hotel.”  Distinguished in black formalwear, the host bowed.  “Will there be two for dinner?”
“Aye.”  Leland cleared his throat and shuffled his feet.  “I mean—yes, please.  My wife and I would like a private table, if possible.”
“We have a small dining room, perfect for a romantic meal, and you are in luck, because it is available.”  The host stepped to the fore.  “If you will follow me.”
As they navigated a sea of tables, her husband took her hand and twined his fingers in hers, and that simple act did much to allay her fears.  Dressed in black breeches, polished Hessians, a crisp white shirt she mended, a brown waistcoat, and a dark green coat, sans cravat, Leland did not quite look like a gentleman, but neither did he appear a pirate.  Rather, he seemed adrift somewhere between two worlds, and she wondered if that was the source of his mistrust.
“Here we are.”  The host set wide a door, which revealed a cozy little chamber with a small table and two chairs.  “If you will make yourselves comfortable, I will send a waiter to serve you.”
To his credit, Leland held her chair as she sat, and then he moved his seat from the opposite end to her immediate left, but that was not enough to satisfy her.  Once situated, he again took her hand in his, and she sensed his agitation, but she would not be deterred.
A thin, grey-haired server entered the room.  “Good evening, Mr. and Mrs.—”
“Stryker.”  Leland rubbed the backs of her gloved knuckles with his thumb.
“Mr. and Mrs. Stryker, we are delight you chose to dine with us tonight.”  The waiter inclined his head.  “The Grand Port Royal features a single signature dish, every night, and the selections vary based on the seasons.  For an appetizer, we have saltfish fritters paired with a spicy mango dipping sauce.  The second course is a lovely salad of mixed greens, pineapple, mandarin orange wedges, cilantro, and green onion, with a refreshing honey and lime dressing.  Our main entrée is our signature chicken dish, which is marinated in pimento and scotch bonnet peppers, slow-smoked over pimento wood, served with roasted sweet potatoes and rice and peas.  For dessert, we have plantain tarts.  May I recommend you begin with a white wine and finish with a port?”
“Sounds delicious.”  Knowing her husband’s humble beginnings, Sophia picked up her napkin, glanced at Leland and nodded, and he mimicked her movements, as she draped the cloth in her lap. “I will take the wine, but I prefer tea to complete the meal.”
“And I will take rum.”  Leland flexed his jaw.
“As you wish.”  The waiter bowed.  “I shall return, momentarily, with the first course.”
Painful silence pervaded the refined chamber, and she admired the leather wall inserts and flocked coverings that matched the main dining room’s décor, while her husband remained stoic, much to her disappointment.
True to his word, the servant delivered the various dishes, and Sophia consumed the savory fare in silence.  Every now and then, she met her stubborn spouse’s stare, and he mustered a brittle smile that did not fool her for a second.
With each successive bite, she anticipated some form of communication, but he spoke not.  Resolved to find transport to England, at the earliest opportunity, because she doubted he would care if she left him, she gazed at the plantain tart on her plate and frowned.
“Come here.”  Leland scooted back his chair and slapped his thigh.
“Why?”  She toyed with the strange pastry.
“Sophia, please, do as I ask.”  Again, he slapped his thigh.  “I know you are upset with me, and I would honor your request, but I need you close to me.  Do it for me, not because you want to, but because you are my wife, and you never refuse me anything.”
“I am surprised you know the meaning of the word, since you exhibit so little understanding.”  Yes, hers was a spiteful response, but he hurt her, and the wound still smarted.  However, her devotion to duty overruled her desire for retribution, so she obeyed.  When she eased to his lap, he cupped her bottom, as was his way, framed her chin, and kissed her.  It was a gentle gesture.  It was a peace offering, and by the time he lifted his head, her defenses fractured.
“What do you want to know?”  Trailing a finger along her cheek, he rubbed his nose to hers.  “What do you want to ask me?”
Several pressing queries danced before her, but one would determine whether or not they had a future.  “What do you fear?”
Tension weighed heavy, as he held her stare, and what she spied in his turbulent blue gaze struck her as a vicious blow.  “A life without you.”
An invisible dam burst, and a wave of undeniable passion drove her, as she wrapped her arms about his neck, covered his mouth with hers, and engaged his tongue in a frisky duel that lasted untold minutes.  By the time they parted, he had snaked a hand beneath her skirts, to fondle her most intimate flesh, and she was breathless.
“Why could you not have told me so, sooner?”  In play, she nipped his bottom lip and inhaled, as he circled the pearl of her desire.  “I could have allayed your concerns and spared you needless suffering, because I will never leave you.”  Oh, no.  Not now.  Not when he wanted her, so desperately.
“Is that a promise?”  The raw anguish, palpable in his expression, wrenched her heart, and she ached to soothe him.  “Because I need to believe in you.  I need to believe in us.”
“Have you never had faith in anything or anyone?”  When he shook his head, she sobbed.  “My poor darling, why?  What happened to you that you are so cynical?”  Catching his ear lobe between her teeth, she teased him in the manner he most enjoyed.  “Talk to me.  Tell me who hurt you.”
“My parents.”  Between her thighs, he increased the tempo, employing his thumb, as he slipped a finger inside her.  “They sold me when I was but six years old.”
“What?”  She lauded his efforts with a moan, as the alluring pressure built.
“Yield, Sophia.”  Squeezing her bottom, he increased his licentious assault.  “Yield, as there is nothing so stunning as my wife in the throes of passion, and I need a victory right now.”
“Leland.”  She evoked his name as a plea, and he came to her rescue, taking her scream of completion into his mouth.  Holding her, as she went rigid in release, and whispering praise until the sultry storm passed.
“Do you not comprehend what you do to me?”  He rested his forehead to hers.  “Regardless of my experience, with you I have never felt more a man.  With a single glance or touch, however brief, you command me.”
“More’s the pity.”  She bestowed upon him a quick but tender kiss.  “Because I know the same torment.”
“Do you?”  When she nodded the affirmative, he smiled a boyish smile that melted the last vestiges of her opposition.  “Why?”
“My cherished husband, do you really not know your worth?”  In the shadows of his wretched torment, the moderation of which became her chief priority from that moment forward, she yearned to console him in a manner he would appreciate.  “Have you no idea of your estimable attributes?”
“You think me estimable?”  He chuckled in a self-mocking tone that did not escape her.  “I was a slave, Sophia.  I was an indentured hand, often bullied and beaten for the amusement of my master’s crew.  As a lad, I was small, and often the other sailors forced me to dance for their entertainment.”  He heaved a mournful sigh and closed his eyes.  “And they did other things—committed unspeakable acts, which I endured, because I was too young and incapable of defending myself.”
“Shh.”  Sensing he had reached some invisible wall, she halted his confession before she hurt him, and that was not her aim.  “It is over now, and I am here.  I will never let anyone harm you, again.”
“Are you so formidable?”  He came alert and narrowed his stare.  “You would protect me?”
“Yes.”  In that instant, she walked her fingers to his crotch, where she found him hard to the touch, as she caressed him through his wool breeches.  “But right now, I have something else in mind.”
“And what is that?”  He arched a brow, and the adorable marauder emerged.
Emboldened, she whispered in his ear, “I wish to suckle Sophia’s pipe.”
To wit, he choked.  “Are you seducing me?”
“What if I am?”  After unhooking his placket, she slipped her hand inside, to grip his steely erection, and he groaned.  “What if I desire you?”
“I think we should take a room, here, because I am about to burst.”  As she massaged the tip of his protuberance, he clutched her wrist but did not halt her massage.  “Sophia.”
His plea, simple in construction, carried a wealth of meaning that roused her, and she wanted him inside her.  “But I prefer our cabin, aboard the Cry Havoc.”
“Why?”  Loosening her bodice, he teased her décolletage.
“Because it is where we first made love.”  Given the tempting strokes of his questing fingers, she shifted her hips, as passion erupted beneath her skin.  “Oh, Leland, I ache in all the places you have not touched, and it is an agony I can scarcely endure.  I beg you, put me out of my misery, and take me.  Here or anywhere, just take me.”
“My sweet wife, I have never made love to you.”  He lifted her in his arms.  “But tonight, I will rectify the situation.”




THE MAROONER

CHAPTER SEVEN
It was a sunny morning in Port Royal, as gulls keened in the distance, and Leland embarked upon what he believed would deliver him to an asylum.  In short, he accompanied Sophia on a shopping trip.  But after a night spent in his wife’s arms, which he likened to heaven on earth, he could refuse her nothing.
So, as a dutiful spouse, he lingered in her wake, while she perused the various shops, in search of a collection of items.  In quick succession, she added to her purchases, including a new counterpane, two high-back chairs, three thick rugs, and two lockers.  When she emptied the small bag of coins he gave her, she turned and snapped her fingers.
“Are you sure we need all these items?”  From his coat pocket, he drew forth another pouch of money, which she snatched from his grasp.
“Indeed, they are absolutely necessary.”  As she counted the sum, she peered at him.  “I want to remake our cabin as our own private sanctuary, where you will always find rest and succor.”
“I hope to find more than that.”  Waggling his brows, he inched closer and whispered, “How is your bottom?”
“Much better, thanks to your suggestion, and the soak in a hot bath worked wonders.”  Ah, she blushed, and he savored her shy smile, in light of all they shared in their room at the hotel.  “And I want everything to be perfect, when we depart for Boston.  Did you not warn it would be considerably colder, the further north we sail?”
“I did.”  Snaking an arm about her waist, he pulled her close and kissed her temple, because he could deny her naught.  “Buy whatever you wish, my dear.  Whatever you want, it is yours for the taking.”
“Much like last night.”  Biting her bottom lip, she averted her stare, and he did not mistake her meaning.  “Did you feel the soft, down-filled velvet damask?  Can you just imagine the two of us huddling beneath it, on a chilly night?”
“I can, now.”  In truth, all manner of sumptuous images filled his brain, accompanied by a sweet symphony of her breathy sighs.  “And I look forward to it.”
After retiring to a posh suite at the Grand Port Royal, they stripped and took to a massive bed, whereupon he proceeded to lavish attention on every part of her succulent body, to her much-professed pleasure.  To his infinite gratitude, whatever he asked of Sophia, she yielded, and never had he made such demands of any woman.  Yet his barely ex-virgin performed the services one would never dare ask of a professional.
Most of all, she accepted him.
Without judgment.
Without disdain.
Without rejection.
Oh, no.  Not his prim and proper society lady.  In truth, she possessed more strength in her delicate little finger than the most robust buccaneer.  That she dedicated, quite forcefully, her awe-inspiring resilience in defense of her husband left him humbled and vulnerable, because he did not share the truth of his pirate past.
There was a lethal sort of dark power to secrets.
Devoid of physical form, the undisclosed information functioned as a very real prison, locking its captive in a brutal form of hell he could not escape without risking the one thing without which he could not live.  Yet, all he had to do was confess that which he concealed to render it impotent.
But that took courage.
“Leland, can you summon the men to retrieve my packages?”  Sophia splayed her palms to her chest, as they stood on the sidewalk.  “I wish to visit the market, as I would procure some fresh produce, and I want to try the recipe for the plantain tarts you fed me.”
“That was nice, was it not?”  And there was something about tending his bride that brought out the animal in him.  To his delight, she encouraged him.  “But your inventive use of the whipped cream was inspiring.”
“I would try it again, with cherry compote.”  She brushed her lips to his.  “If you are up to it.”
“Believe me, I am up to it, right now.”  Her answering giggle only heightened his desire.  “Are you almost done?”
“Yes, and because you have been so cooperative I would reward you, as soon as your crew anchors the new furnishings.”  Swift and sure, she launched in the opposite direction, checking off items from her list.  “This is so exciting, as I would make you happy.”
“Sophia, wait for me.”  At the curb, he signaled two of his deckhands and said, “Pick up my wife’s parcels, and meet us at the market.”
“Aye, Cap’n,” the men replied, in unison.
Ahead, he spotted his bride—along with two notorious freebooters, and he broke into a run.  When the raiders dragged her into an alley, Leland drew a dagger from his coat.  As he neared, he let fly the weapon with unerring aim, and it stuck one attacker in the back of his hand.
“What the—Marooner.”  The bastard glanced at his partner.  “Watch out.”
The warning came too late, as Leland pulled a pistol from his waistband.  “Touch my wife and you die.”  He flicked his fingers.  “Sophia, come here.”
To his immediate relief, she did as he bade and crouched behind him.
“Marooner, we did not know she was with you, or we never would have talked to her.”  The scamp yanked the knife free from his friend, who howled in pain.  “If it is all the same to you, we will be on our way.”
“Get out of here.”  Leland pulled Sophia into his arms, and she trembled.  “Are you all right?”
“Yes, thanks to you.”  Tears streamed her face, as she met his gaze.  “Can we go back to the ship?”
“What about the market?”  After fumbling for a handkerchief, he dried her cheeks and nipped her nose.  “Please, darling, do not let them spoil our special day.”
“Do you know those men?”  For a moment, she simply stared at him, and then she rested her head to his chest and hugged him about the waist.  “I thought they were going to kill me.”
“Sweetheart, this is Port Royal.  It is infamous for its unsavory underbelly of crime.”  Inhaling the subtle scent of lavender that was uniquely hers, he reassured himself that she was safe and sound in his embrace, and he had nothing to fear.  But nagging doubts crept into his mind and traipsed a merry jig down his spine, and he shuddered, as he contemplated what could have happened had he not arrived in time to intervene on her behalf.  “That is why you should never venture from my side, when we are in town, because there are dangers I would not expect you to recognize.”
“My cherished husband, I vow to remain as close to you as possible, from this moment forward, and it is no difficult task.”  Shuffling in his hold, she lifted her head and pressed her lips to his.  “Thank you, for saving me.”
“Believe me, it was my pleasure.”  To lighten the mood, he walked his fingers down, to squeeze her bottom.
In response, she pressed her hips to his.  “It will be, once we cast off.”
“You have grown bold, overnight.”  As he massaged her back, she positioned herself for another kiss, and he obeyed the summons.  “Dare I ask why?”
“As I told you, it is much easier to share myself with you, when I know you.”  Wholesome and sensuous, at once, she manifested the ultimate vixen, and he could devour her, then and there.  “You did much to further that cause, at dinner and this morning.”
“As promised, I am trying.”  He rubbed her shoulders and frowned, because she still suffered.  “You shiver, Sophia.  It is all right, and I will never let anything happen to you.”
“I should apologize, because this has naught to do with you.”  She wiped her brow.  “When I was but twelve, we journeyed home after the London Season, and we were robbed in the outer environs.  My father assured us we would be fine, as long as we cooperated, but one of the villains made inappropriate remarks directed at me, and then he tried to lure me outside.  When I refused, he slapped me, and my father did nothing.  If not for an approaching carriage, I am convinced the criminal would have…would have…oh, you know what I reference.”  Then, to his shock, she clutched the lapels of his coat and cast a wild-eyed expression.  “You would never let anyone harm me like that, would you?  Because I am your wife, and I belong to you, is that not right?”
“Aye.”  The mere thought of someone violating Sophia inspired rage, given her gentle nature, and he wanted naught more than to protect her, as she quietly wept.  “You have my word, I will go to my grave before I allow anyone to touch you in that way.”
“You are my hero.”  Clinging so tight he could hardly breathe, she nibbled his chin and blazed a familiar path, to claim another searing kiss.  “I need you, Leland.”
“What about your shopping list?”  How he hated to let anything ruin their day.  “Did you not promise the crew a delicious dinner?”
“I did.”  She pouted, and her adorable countenance almost brought him to his knees.  “And I would not disappoint them for anything in the world, so we will continue to the market.”  With a steely grip on his arm, she assumed her place at his side.  “But you will not leave me?”
“Not for a second.”
It was an oath he kept, as they strolled among the various stalls, and she selected the fruits and vegetables for her much-touted recipes, along with razors and soap.  The latter had him smiling, because she honestly believed she could improve the crew’s grooming habits, if she bought the requisite supplies.
With everything loaded in the wagon, they returned to the Cry Havoc.
“May I borrow a few of your men, to nail down the new furniture, install the lockers, and hang the drapery?”  Still showing signs of distress, she favored him with a tremulous smile, when he nodded, and he cupped her cheek.  “And then you will come to me?”
It was a rare gift to have someone rely on him so completely, and the honor was not lost on him.  Despite all he had done, regardless of the horrors he had committed as the Marooner, Sophia invested immeasurable faith in his ability to guard and comfort her.
“I will.”  With great reluctance, he released her and flagged his first mate.  “Smitty, send three carpenters to help Sophia.  Then get everything stowed and meet me at the helm.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”  Smitty whistled and signaled the mates, as Leland climbed the companion ladder.
After verifying the proper charts with the navigator, he assembled those in positions of command.  “We sail into heavy seas and foul weather, so be sure the storm canvas is ready to be deployed.  Secure all loose items, and be sure the braces, lifts, topsail halyards, tacks, sheets, and the like, are coiled down clear for running, and make ready the dry stoppers, as I expect the situation will worsen the further north we travel.”
“Aye, sir.”  The bosun nodded.  “This morning, we rove off the studdingsails gear, so we could inspect and becket the studdingsails, repaired defective ratlines, and replaced some capping of the shrouds.  And I already confirmed the masts and yards are squared.  Once we cast off, I will take the lead in the jolly boat, so I can record the fore and aft draught.”
“You are a good man, Boyle.”  Leland reflected on the myriad responsibilities of his post, the importance of which increased tenfold given Sophia’s presence.  “Smitty, verify the accuracy of the log-line, the sand-glass, and the deep-sea and hand lead-lines.”
“Already done, Cap’n.”  The first mate lifted his chin.  “And the lifebuoys, grab-lines, and Jacob’s ladders have been rigged in the mizzen channels.”
“All right.”  Reviewing even the most trivial detail, Leland scrutinized the waist and then studied the rigging.  “Make sail.”
The decks came alive with the activity one would expect of a ship going to sea, and he remained at the helm, until they cleared the south foreland and steered into the open ocean.
“We are well found and away, Cap’n.”  The bosun saluted.
“Then maintain course and heading.”  Leland stowed his spyglass.  “If you need me, I will be in my cabin.”
With that, he descended the companion ladder to the gun deck and discovered a surprising sight, but before he could pose a question, the cook chuckled.
“Gifts from your wife, Cap’n.”  Bateman shook his head, as several tars washed their faces and wielded new blades.  “She claims the ladies prefer a clean-shaven beau, and this scurvy lot could not wait to bathe.”
“Is that all it took?”  Leland laughed, because he often encouraged his crew to improve their appearance, as most still looked like bloodthirsty pirates.  “Well, she possesses an uncanny ability to sway people to her line of thinking.”
“Cannot imagine why that might be.”  The cook arched a brow.  “And I am told you will take an early dinner and retire with your bride.”
“Oh?”  Leland opened his mouth and then closed it.  “On whose—never mind.”
With a dismissive wave, he continued to his cabin.  When he set wide the door, confusion reigned supreme, because his once modest chamber represented something more akin to the elegant hotel in which they spent a glorious night.
To the right, new wall lanterns cast a soft glow over a sitting area, which featured two high back chairs, a small round table, and a thick rug.  While their large bunk, bedecked in rich damask and fluffy pillows, remained anchored at the right, his desk had been centered before the stern windows, which now boasted thick drapery, which he considered pointless at sea but might prove beneficial while in port.  The little table where they took their meals had been covered with linen and moved a bit closer to the door, which he bolted just then.
From behind a decorative screen, which now shielded the bathing area, she emerged, with her hair cascading about her shoulders and wearing naught but a robe, and he was hard in an instant.
“Hello.”  Without hesitation, she walked straight toward him, wrapped her arms about his neck, and kissed him, and he could have cried.  “What do you think of our private sanctuary?”
“I suspect I married a woman of many talents.”  Through the thin fabric of her garment, he cupped her bottom.  “Really, Sophia, the transformation is incredible.”
“I am so glad you like it.”  After unhooking his shirt, she pressed her lips to his bare chest.  “And I shall explain, in detail, my alterations when we dine.  For now, I wish to make love, and then you will tell me why those men referred to you as Marooner.”
~
It was dark when Sophia came awake, and she rubbed her eyes, as Leland gave her a gentle nudge.
“Sweetheart, hurry.”  He patted her bottom.  “Get dressed, and wear your heavy pelisse, else we will miss the sunrise.”
“But it is so warm beneath the blankets.”  Humming, she reached for him.  “Come back to bed.”
“You tempt me beyond reason.”  Again, he jolted her.  “There is something I wish to share with you.  Please, darling.”
In the fortnight since they departed Port Royal, her husband returned to his secretive, surly self, and the only time she glimpsed the attentive man who escorted her to the elegant hotel was in their bunk, when they made love.  Twining their bodies between the soft sheets, he bared his true self, and she craved the intimate connection with him.  But beyond the confines of their haven, he was a stranger.  Given his plea, she stretched, flung back the covers, and scooted to the edge of the mattress.
“Will you fetch my stockings and a chemise?”  Yawning, she stood and walked to the washstand, where she poured water into the basin and cleaned her face and teeth.
“I collected your wool gown, too.”  Squatting, he tugged on each hose, pausing to kiss the insides of her thighs, before he rose and drew the slip over her head.  Then he helped her don the gown.  “You know, we could buy you some breeches, which might be more practical aboard ship.”
“I am a lady, and ladies do not wear breeches, my dear husband.”  She turned, so he could tie her laces.  “And I need not dress like a man to assert my authority.”
“In that I cannot argue, because you make the simplest, offhand suggestion, and my crew jumps to perform your bidding.”  Holding her outerwear, he clucked his tongue.  “Had I known I could instill discipline so easily, I would have taken a wife much sooner.”
“Nonsense.”  She picked up her silver-backed brush, but Leland snatched it from her, and she smiled, because he loved tending her.  “I made polite recommendations, and they responded.  Daresay I had little to do with their improvement.”
“You are too modest.”  As he worked the tangles from her locks, she gathered her pins.
Before the long mirror, she twisted her hair into a thick chignon.  “There.  We are ready.”
“With not a moment to spare.”  Clutching her hand, he twined his fingers in hers and led her into the passageway.
On deck, a brisk wind cut through her pelisse, and she shivered.  “What is the rush, as it is still dark?”
“But I do not want to miss the event, and I have something special planned.”  At the larboard rail, he halted.  “Lift your arms, Sophia.”
“What are you doing?”  About her waist, he wrapped a length of rope, which he then tied to himself.  “Is this some sort of joke?”
“We are going to climb the ratlines, and I will take no unnecessary risks with your safety.”  With his hands at her hips, he lifted her.  “This would go much easier if you wore breeches, as I fear your feet might become tangled in your skirt.”
“Worry not, as I shall be extra careful, and you knew I was a lady when you married me.”  Curious and excited, at once, she moved slow and steady, with her man in her wake.  Unafraid of the danger, because he would never let her fall, she ascended to the tops of the foremast, where a sailor greeted her.
“Morning, Mrs. Stryker.”  The young tar saluted, offered assistance, and glanced at Leland.  “Cap’n.”
“You are relieved, Flynn.”  Leland scooted with his back to the mast and pulled her to his lap.  “I have the watch.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”  Flynn descended the ratlines.
Resting against her husband’s chest, burrowed beneath the folds of his greatcoat, which he wrapped about her.  “Why did you bring me here?”
“Because I wanted to talk, and this seemed the most appropriate place, given the topic.”  Cradling her head, he kissed her crown.  “When I was young, I would hide in the tops to escape my tormentors.”
“So this was your refuge?”  She sighed, as he caressed the crest of her ear between his finger and thumb, a habit that often put her to sleep in the aftermath of their lovemaking.
“It was.”  For a few minutes, he fell silent, and then he heaved a breath.  “I have never shared that secret with anyone.”
“I am honored that you trust me.”  There was so much she wanted to say to him, of her admiration and devotion, but she would not forestall him, and something told her he was not ready to hear her declaration.
“When I was but three and ten, we overtook a damaged ship, after a wicked squall, and my captain promised to aid the other vessel.  Instead, he took the cargo as a prize, let loose the tars on the women, and rounded up the men in the waist.”  Given the morbid tone of his voice, she tamped her shock at his haphazard admission.  “The captain bade me shoot a man, to prove my loyalty to the crew, else they would throw me into the sea.”
“What happened to the ladies?”  Tears welled, and Sophia closed her eyes against the pain.
“I think you know what became of them, and their screams haunt me to this day, but I was powerless to help them.”  In that instant, he squeezed her.  “Still, it was my finger on the trigger of the pistol that took an innocent stranger’s life, and I never forgot it.  Until that moment, I did not understand what it meant to be a privateer.  I thought we were in trade.”
“And when you learned the truth?”  A series of horrors played before her.
“Whenever we attacked, I hid in the tops, as I did when I was a boy.”  With the back of his knuckles, he brushed her cheek.  “One day, during a particularly violent assault, I was discovered, and the captain challenged me.  Armed with naught but a knife, I prevailed, although I am still not sure how, and I assumed command of the ship.”
“What of the passengers on the other vessel?”  She braced for his response, because it would determine so much.
“Their craft was far too damaged to be seaworthy, so I deposited them on a nearby island.  In fact, it was my hallmark, because I refused to kill those who crossed my path, by no fault of their own.”  Beneath her, he tensed his muscles.  “That is how I earned my nickname, Marooner.  I am a pirate, Sophia.”
“I know.”  She flinched when he jumped.
“What?”  Shuffling her in his grasp, he cupped her chin and brought her gaze to his.  “How?”
“It is simple, really.”  She shrugged.  “I found the agreement with His Majesty, in your desk, when I tidied the drawers.  And I take issue with your assertion, because you were a pirate.”
“And that does not bother you?”  He furrowed his brow.  “Are you not afraid?  Do I not disgust you?”
“Of course, not.  You signed that pact for the good of your men, and do not try to convince me otherwise.  While I know you committed heinous deeds, that is in the past, and I am your future.  Indeed, I admire your strength and courage to do the right thing, without benefit of the Crown’s protection.”  She framed his face and kissed him.  “I think you are wonderful.”
“You do?”  Surprise invested his expression, and his mouth fell agape.  “Why?”
“Because as a child you were sold into a situation not of your making, yet you now command this amazing ship and crew.”  She rubbed her nose to his, and he rested his forehead to hers.  “When you could have continued a life of piracy, something you knew well, you chose the difficult path.  You opted for the unknown.”
“Sophia, I left people on deserted islands, and I doubt many survived.”  He bowed his head.  “I cannot permit you to labor under a the mistaken assumption that I am somehow better because I did not kill people with my own hands.  However you may try to rationalize it, they are dead because of me.”
“And like the man that you are, you take responsibility for your actions, but you do not let them define you, so neither will I.”  No matter how he tried to avoid her gaze, she met him with equal fortitude.  “You could have declined the pardon, knowing you had no security in the year you were required to perform acts of kindness, but you did not.  You could have acquiesced to that captain’s demands, but you did not.  You could have persisted in your criminal pursuits, but you did not.  Regardless of what you say or believe, you are a good man, Leland Stryker.  You are a very good man.”
For a long while, he simply stared at her, and countless emotions flickered in his handsome visage.
Then he blinked.  “Look.”
From their perch, she spied a thread of shimmering gold on the horizon, and the sky manifested a stunning palette of vivid shades of indigo, pink, and yellow.  Slowly, the thin strip of flaxen swelled, as night yielded to day, and the ethereal sight brought tears to her eyes.
“It is cold, and we should return to our cabin and break our fast.”  Ah, she knew what that meant.
“And then you will ride me.”  Fondling his crotch, she found him aroused, not that she was surprised.
“Am I that predictable?”  His mock affront did not fool her for a second.
“Oh, yes.”  She giggled.
“Sophia, I do not deserve you.”  Spearing his fingers in her hair, he kissed her hard and fast.  “You were reason enough to sign that document, no matter what happens.  Now, you should prepare to be boarded, my lady wife.”




THE MAROONER

CHAPTER EIGHT
Boston
 
The hired hack drew to a halt before the imposing, red-bricked mansion at twenty-two Beacon Street.  At the curb, Leland exited the rig and then turned to hand down Sophia.  While the journey to America passed with nary a hitch, he felt as if he were waiting for the other boot to drop.  At the entry stairs, he grasped the knocker, but the door wrenched open to reveal Francie, Cager’s wife and the unconventional housekeeper.
“Mr. Stryker, welcome home.”  Francie stepped aside.  “Will you not come in and take your ease?”
“Hello, Francie.”  With his hand at the small of Sophia’s back, he escorted his bride.  “Allow me to introduce my wife, Lady Sophia.”
“Welcome, Lady Sophia.”  From the landing, a very pregnant Madalene waved and then descended the stairs.  “I am Madalene, Jean Marc’s wife.”
“Just Sophia is fine.”  His lady curtseyed.  “I have heard so much about you, and I am uncontrollably excited to finally make your acquaintance.”
“Let me take your pelisse.”  Francie unhooked the collar of Sophia’s outwear and then took his greatcoat.  “It is cold, today.  And Cager says you will need to cast off before the holiday, if you hope to escape the ice and snow.”
“But I was hoping you would join us for Christmastide celebrations and, perhaps, the New Year.”  Madalene hugged her protruding belly.  “Francie, will you ask Mabel to prepare refreshments, and have Betsy convey everything to the drawing room?”
“Of course.”  Francie hung the garments on a hall tree.  “And Mr. Cavalier is in his study, with Cager.  Shall I call them?”
“Oh, I can do that.”  Madalene cupped a hand to her mouth.  “Jean Marc.  Cager.”
The less than graceful summons resulted in a thundering stampede, as Jean Marc ran into the foyer.
“What is it, Mon Chou?”  Jean Marc grabbed Madalene by the shoulders and scrutinized her from top to toe.  “Is it the babe?  Should I summon Dr. Gideon?”  To Cager, Jean Marc said, “Quick, saddle a horse.”
“My darling husband, please, calm down, and belay that order, Cager.”  Madalene patted her husband’s cheek.  “I am fine, and so is the future addition to our family, but I fear for your health, as you are wound tight as a clock spring.  I only wanted to inform you that Leland is home, and he brings his bride with him.”
“His bride?”  Cager glanced at Sophia, arched his brows, and caught Leland in a narrow-eyed stare.  “Wait a minute.  Wait just a minute.  How in bloody hell did you ever convince that prime piece to marry you?”
“I could ask you the same question.”  Leland scowled and pulled Sophia to his side, as something built within him.  Some mystical force he could neither control nor resist.  “This is Sophia, but you can call her Mrs. Stryker.”
“Nonsense, as we are all family here.”  Jean Marc ushered Madalene into the drawing room.  “Come in and take your ease, and tell us of your journey.  How was the weather, as you sailed from Jamaica?”
“We had heavy seas once we reached the Outer Banks, but I delivered a cargo hold full of sugarcane, as contracted.”  Suddenly uncomfortable, when he counted those gathered as family, Leland noted Jean Marc sat in an overstuffed chair and pulled Madalene to sit in his lap, as was his way.  In desperation, Leland mirrored his friend’s habit, perching on the chaise and drawing Sophia to sit on his thigh.  To his infinite gratitude, she did not protest.  Instead, she draped an arm about his shoulders.  “The men are offloading, as we speak, and I plan to cast off tomorrow, for London, once the rum and molasses are stowed.”
“What?”  Madalene pouted.  “So soon?  But you just arrived, and I would get to know Sophia.  And what of the holidays?  Will you not stay for Thanksgiving?”
“Maddie is right.”  Jean Marc settled his palm to her large belly.  “What is the rush?”
“I thought we had orders to fill.”  For some reason he could not explain, Leland wanted Sophia all to himself.  A primal force, unbending in its insistence, unfurled and spread, investing him in a foreign power he could not deny.  Despite his longstanding friendships, he would not share her with anyone.  “I would maintain a disciplined schedule, and the men do not earn money when we are at port.”
“Jean Marc, make him stay.”  Madalene whispered in his ear.  “Even if only for a few days, do not let them depart, because it would make me unhappy.”
“Mon ami, you heard my wife.”  Jean Marc shook his head.  “You are hereby docked, and I will instruct my employees to delay your shipment for three days.”
Once one of the most cunning pirates on the seas, Jean Marc became a respectable merchant in the aftermath of his wedding to Madalene, an heiress whose father paid Leland to kill her, but he botched the job, because he refused to murder anyone with his own hands.  After Jean Marc rescued her, he planned to debauch the wealthy daughter of an English nobleman.  Instead, he lost his heart, and Leland feared he was headed down the same terrifying path.
“So my business is subject to the whims of your wife?”  That did not set well with Leland, as no woman controlled him.  Then again, Sophia determined so much of his existence, more than he was willing to admit.  “Do you intend to explain that to my crew?”
“Leland, please.”  Sophia brushed his hair from his face.  “It will be nice to spend some time in Boston, as this is my first visit to America.  And it is only three days.  I, for one, would enjoy the opportunity to thaw out, as it has been positively freezing aboard the Cry Havoc.”
“Whatever you wish, sweetheart.”  Of course, he could refuse her nothing.
“You poor dear.”  Madalene stood and flicked her fingers.  “Come with me, and I will show you to your room.  Shall I ring for a hot bath?”
“A hot bath?”  Sophia whimpered.  “What is that?”
To wit Madalene chuckled.  “I cannot imagine what you endured, given I have made the journey only twice, as my husband no longer sails, and we traveled in fair weather.”  In the doorway, Madalene paused.  “Leland, I will have your things moved to a larger room, as your usual chamber is too small to comfortably accommodate two people.”
“Thank you.”  As soon as the women departed, Leland smacked his thighs.  “Jean Marc, while I appreciate the position you have given me in your enterprise, I will not have your wife dictating my calendar.”
“Leland, Maddie is due to have our second babe, any day, and whatever she wants, she gets.”  Jean Marc scratched his chin.  “Humor her, else she may weep, and I will run amok, and that is not good for anyone, because no one makes Maddie cry.”
“You would do well to heed his warning.”  Cager rolled his eyes.  “I once made that mistake, and he threatened to kill me.  And now that you are married, you will learn, at some point, that wives rule the households and, I expect, even ships.”
“All right, but I take issue with your conclusion, because Sophia does as I tell her.”  Yes, that was a lie.  Resolved to endure the inconvenience, Leland rested elbows to knees.  “I ran into Reaper Reyson in Port Royal.  He tells me you offered him a stake in the company.”
“The same one I extended you.”  A maid delivered a tray heaped with a plate of shortbread, a teapot, and cups, and Jean Marc wrinkled his nose.  “Betsy, bring me the decanter of brandy and three glasses.”
“Yes, Mr. Cavalier.”  She curtseyed and scurried into the hall.
“You look like you are in dire need of a drink, mon ami, and I believe I understand why.”  Jean Marc peered at Cager, who gazed at Leland.  “So, how did you win Sophia?”
“Barry helped me, not that it is any of your business.”  Leland crossed and then uncrossed his arms, because he did not want to have that discussion.  “Did Reyson sign the pact with England?”
“We expect he will.”  Cager smiled.  “How did you meet your lady?”
“We were introduced at a country dance, in Derbyshire.”  The maid returned with the brandy, and Leland lifted the crystal stopper and poured three healthy portions.  “When does Reyson join our venture?”
“In January.”  Jean Marc cast a strange expression Leland could not interpret.  “Are your vows secured?”
“January?”  Leland ignored the query, which he found inappropriate, given Sophia’s status as his wife.  “What is the urgency?”
“We negotiated contracts with several traders on the Continent, thus we are expanding to new territories.”  Cager reclined on the sofa.  “Have you sailed your fetching bride’s honey harbor?  Have you defiled her, as you proudly proclaimed you intended?”
Leland would have beaten greater men into submission, for the slight against his lady’s character, but Cager prided himself on giving offense.
“I should check on Sophia.”  Leland emptied his glass and set it on a table.  “She was not feeling well, this morning.”
“What did I tell you?”  Cager snickered.  “You owe me, Jean Marc.”
“I knew he would fall, but I did not anticipate it so fast.”  Jean Marc smirked.  “But you are right, as he is in a bad way.”
“Do not talk about me as if I am not here.”  Riled and impatient, Leland stood.  “And yes, I have sailed her honey harbor, as well as her back channel—several times, in fact.  No matter what I demand, she yields, as she should.”
Painful silence fell on the elegantly appointed room, and he regretted his words the instant he uttered them, because it was his responsibility to protect Sophia’s honor.
Cager whistled.
“Easy, Leland.”  Jean Marc splayed his palms.  “We are all friends here, and we meant no harm.  And Cager and I are the last persons to throw stones, given we are in love with our wives.”
“What do you mean?”  He swallowed hard.  “And do not repeat what I said, because I should not have spoken about Sophia like that, as what we share in the privacy of our cabin is our affair.”
“He does not know.”  Cager refilled Leland’s glass, and he accepted it and downed the amber liquid in a single gulp.  “And that right there is a sure sign.”
“A sign of what?”  Leland speared his fingers through his hair.  “What are you talking about?”
“Relax, as it is not the end of the world, although it may feel like it.”  Jean Marc chuckled.  “But you care for your wife.”
~
“How long have you been married to Jean Marc?”  Sophia reclined on a chaise in the back parlor and savored afternoon tea with Madalene, a woman of delicate features and refined manners, which conflicted drastically with her husband, a somewhat crude character with a jagged scar that cut through a ghostly white eye and continued across his cheek.  “And how did you meet?”
“It has been just over three years, but it seems like yesterday when we wed on a beach, on a starry night.”  Madalene averted her stare and smiled.  “And he saved me from certain death, after my ship was attacked en route to Port Royal, where I had been summoned by my father.”  Caressing her belly, she furrowed her brow.  “Unbeknownst to me, my father hired a pirate to kill me, so he could claim the fortune I inherited through my American relations.  However, I have no worries, as Jean Marc negotiated a gentlemen’s agreement with my disreputable sire, when I feared he might threaten or kill my father, so there is hope for your man.”
“I am glad to hear that, but how awful for you.”  Sophia thought of her own father and his unfortunate spending and gambling, yet he would never harm her.  “I am sorry I brought it up.  Please, forgive me.”
“Oh, no.”  Madalene propped her feet on an ottoman.  “It is no burden, because in some respects I owe my father my happiness.  Had he not tried to murder me, I might never have met Jean Marc, and I would not trade my life with him for anything in the world, as he is my love.”
“Is that how you know Leland?”  Desperate for knowledge of her husband’s background, because he was still not so forthcoming, Sophia found comfort in Madalene’s candor.  “Did Jean Marc introduce you?”
“Jean Marc and Leland come from the same line of work.”  Madalene met Sophia’s stare.  “Do you know what I reference?”
“Piracy.”  At last, it was out in the open, and Sophia sighed in relief.
“Yes.”  Madalene nodded once.  “But I do not judge them, as they did not enjoy the same charmed upbringing as most children.  Do you know Leland’s history, as it is similar to my husband’s?”
“I do, and it breaks my heart to picture him in forced servitude.”  Sophia recalled the conversation at the hotel and in the tops.  “I want to help Leland, because I know he remains troubled, but I am not sure how to go about it, yet I know his past haunts him, and I would ease his suffering.”
“It is the same with Jean Marc, and the only thing I have discovered that diverts him from the ugliness and pain he survived is lovemaking.”  Madalene laughed.  “From the expression on your face, I gather you know exactly what I mean.”
“Are they really that simple?” Sophia inquired, with more than a little incredulity.  “Because the only time my husband opens his heart to me is when we join our bodies.”
“And it is not just any joining.”  Madalene fanned herself.  “If Leland is anything like Jean Marc, it is a full-scale assault, although I am not complaining, but it can be a quite arresting for a well-bred lady of character, because their habits tend toward the extreme.”
“Exactly.”  Sophia scooted to the edge of her seat.  “I thought I was the only one.”
“Sophia, I could write a book on how to seduce a bawdy buccaneer.”  With a confident demeanor, Madalene tapped a finger to her chin and grinned.  “And that is all they truly want—to be desired.  They have spent their lives on the run from the authorities, from life, and from love, so much that when you give them a taste of that which they have fled, they devour it.  They crave it, and they will give you whatever you ask, in exchange for your heart, because that is what they want.  Only they do not know it until you offer it, but such devotion must be on their terms, and that is where the situation proves tricky.”
“What is the answer?”  Reflecting on Madalene’s advice, Sophia considered the possibilities and plotted a new strategy.  “And how do you reconcile their unusual…appetites with propriety?”
“In truth, you cannot.”  Inclining her head, Madalene stuck her tongue in her cheek.  “However, I submit that when it comes to the connubial bed, there is no such thing as right or wrong.  Rather, there is only that with which you are comfortable.  As you are married, what happens between you and Leland is your business, and only you can determine that for yourself.  But I would caution you not to get too wrapped up in what others think.”
“Madalene, you are genius, and never has anyone made anything so complicated seem so elementary.”  But the advice was not as simple as it sounded.  “What if I do not know how to seduce my husband?  Given I was a virgin when we wed, and my mother passed long before I ever met Leland, I have only his tutelage upon which to draw knowledge, and I would please him.”
“I have a marvelous suggestion, and it would enable me to treat my husband to a lovely surprise, given the stress of the impending birth.”  In a strange dance, Madalene shuffled and shimmied, grasped the armrests, and stood.  “Let us go shopping for something to entice our men, because I have found the right stimulant proves quite enough to satisfy my marauder.  Follow me, my pretty friend, and let us enlist Francie, too.”
“This is exciting.”  Sophia trailed Madalene, and they paused in the foyer, where Cager’s wife arranged a bouquet of hothouse blooms in a vase.  “So, where do we venture?”
“You will see.”  To the housekeeper, Madalene said, “Francie, prepare yourself for a trip into town.”  She veered to the right and made for Jean Marc’s study.  “Tell Cager you need some money.”
“Where are we going?” Francie asked.
“Where do you think?”  Without hesitation or a knock, Madalene marched into the man’s domain.  “Good afternoon, my handsome husband.”
“Maddie, are you unwell?”  Jean Marc stood and rounded his desk, to greet his wife.  “Is everything all right?”
“Everything is wonderful.”  To Sophia’s surprise, Madalene backed up her husband, until he dropped to his chair, and then she perched in his lap.  “I need money, because I wish to go shopping.”
“Maddie, I do not want you to go out, as you could have our child at any moment, and I would not have my babe born in a hack.”  With gentleness and care, Jean Marc held his wife, and Sophia marveled at their interaction.  “Can you not give Francie a list, and let her procure the items you seek?”
“I wish to visit La Femme Séduisante.”  Madalene trailed a finger along Jean Marc’s jaw, and his transformation was nothing short of miraculous.
“How much do you need?”  Jean Marc opened a drawer, pulled out a box, lifted the lid, and handed her a stack of notes.  “Spend whatever you wish, but do not be gone long, else I will come looking for you.”
Without a word or prompt, Cager financed Francie’s venture.
That left Leland as the lone remaining holdout.
“I suppose you want to buy a few things.”  Leland glanced at Jean Marc.  “What is La Femme Séduisante?”
“Just give her the money.”  Cager snorted.  “Trust me, you will not be sorry.”
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CHAPTER NINE
The mantel clock chimed the hour, as Leland sat before the hearth in Jean Marc’s study, revisiting his brief but impactful married life.  While the women lingered upstairs, preparing some sort of surprise related to their shopping excursion that afternoon, he weighed anchor in solitude, because he wrestled with unfamiliar and unwelcome emotions, and he placed the blame where it belonged, on his wife’s delectable shoulders.
“May I join you?”  Jean Marc strolled to the side table, poured a brandy, and eased to the matching chair.  “Why are you not in your bed, making love to that sweet wife of yours?”
“I thought I was to wait until summoned.”  And that bothered Leland.  Was he a servant to do her bidding?  Had their roles reversed?  “Was that not their instruction?”
“Ah, yes.”  Jean Marc snapped his fingers.  “La Femme Séduisante, every husband’s best friend, and soon you will understand why.”
“Are you, at last, going to tell me what that means?”  Bracing for whatever his bride devised, Leland resolved to persist in much the same state as he had prior to docking in Boston.  “Because I do not like secrets.”
“Yet you keep the most important one from your lady.”  Jean Marc stretched his booted feet and slumped in his seat.  “Which I find interesting, given she is much like my Maddie, kind and accepting, with the face of an angel.  What have you to fear?”
“To what do you refer?”  Leland bristled at the accusation.
“Do you think me ignorant of your dilemma?”  Jean Marc stiffened his spine and then bent forward, to rest elbows to knees.  “Do you believe I have not stared down that same terrifying path, wondering if I lost my sanity to the whims of a society lady?”
“What do you know of anything?”  Gazing into the blaze, Leland opened the door of his memory and reviewed his shameful history.  “Does Madalene know I am the pirate her father hired to kill her?”
“No.”  Jean Marc heaved a sigh.  “And that bit of information will go with me to my grave, because it would only hurt her, and that bastard who sired her wounded her gentle spirit, enough.  Yet, I am grateful he hired you, because you never took to the life, and that is why you failed in your charge.  It is not in your nature to commit murder, and that is why you are the Marooner.”
“I am no innocent.”  In disgust, Leland would have spat, but he did not want to spoil the fancy carpets.  “Were I half the man Sophia thinks me, I would have found a better way to survive.”
“Have you not?”  Jean Marc shook his head.  “Do you so easily discount what you are doing now?  Have you not signed a pact with the English, in exchange for a full pardon, the authority of which extends to your crew, with no protection until you have fulfilled the terms?”
“You know I have, but what of it?”  Leland could not shed the past as he would a damp greatcoat.  “And to what sort of future have I condemned Sophia, an innocent?”
“Ah, we come full circle, mon ami, and that is the true source of your anxiety.”  Jean Marc stood, retrieved the crystal decanter, and brought it to the small table nestled between their chairs.  “I think we need this for the ensuing conversation, because love is far more terrifying than the worst buccaneer, especially when it invests your lady’s gaze.”
“What do you mean?”  Uncomfortable, Leland shifted his weight.  “Who speaks of such drivel?”
“Whether or not you appreciate it, your wife loves you.”  Jean Marc refilled their glasses.  “I saw it in her gaze as she admired you when she thought you unaware, and it mirrors the same devotion evident in yours, when you look upon her, so there is no use denying it.”
For a long while, Leland mulled Jean Marc’s statement.
“What can I do?”  With shaking fingers, Leland gulped the liquid courage.  “I bought her, Jean Marc.  I did not win her.  Rather, I paid the Earl of Ferrers a small fortune for his daughter, because the man is a drunk and a gambler, and I seized the opportunity.  I took advantage of her adversity, because I wanted to debauch a highborn lady of character.  I wanted to defile her goodness.  I wanted to feed my base nature on her pristine flesh, as you claimed Madalene.”
“Yet that is not what happened, so spare me your arguments, because no one knows the power of a woman’s heart better than I.”  Jean Marc averted his stare and frowned.  “Much like you, when I first met Maddie aboard the sinking Trident, my plan was simple.  I wanted her round arse.”  He rubbed the back of his neck.  “Given her vulnerabilities, she was no match for me, or so I thought.  In my arrogance and ignorance, I worked on her, little by little, until she yielded the prize, only it was not enough.  In truth, it was never going to be enough.”
“So you married her?” Leland asked in a low voice.
“No.  I let her go, as I planned, but there was no victory in the undertaking.  There was no triumph.”  Closing his eyes, Jean Marc furrowed his brow and grimaced.  “Instead, I crushed her, and the memory of her crestfallen expression, as I disappointed her, drives a knife through my gut, to this day.”  Then he caught Leland in a pointed glare.  “It is not love you fear.  It is the possibility that you might fail Sophia that haunts you, because she is the most lethal adversary you will ever face.”
“She knows of my life of piracy.”  And that still stunned Leland.  “She knows what I am, yet she accepts me.  Do you know what she said when I told her?”
“Let me guess.”  Jean Marc scratched his cheek.  “She admires you.”
“How did you know?”  Bewildered, Leland blinked.
“It appears I married a woman not too dissimilar to your Sophia, and you are indeed blessed, although it may not always seem that way.”  Jean Marc chuckled.  “Your mistake is applying your logic to her, when I submit our ladies defy reason, but it is no great mystery.  In short, your wife wants your heart.  She desires not what rests between your legs but what beats in your chest, and she will settle for nothing less.  I used to think that Maddie and I could solve all our problems in bed, but I quickly learned I was wrong, because that is but the dessert.  Love is the main course, and Sophia will fight to her last breath to claim your heart and gift you hers, and it is a battle you can neither win nor lose.  You need only accept her offering.”
“I wondered where you two were hiding, as I sat alone in the kitchen.”  Cager shuffled into the study and paced before the hearth.  “What is taking so long?  I expected Francie to summon me a half an hour, ago.  Bloody hell, I am so hard I could poke a hole in her cast-iron skillet.”
“Well that is a lovely thought.”  Leland took another healthy swig of brandy, to wash the image from his brain.
Just then, two females beckoned.
“Jean Marc.”
“Cager.”
A concerted siege commenced, as both men charged the door.
“Get out of my way.”  Jean Marc shoved Cager.
“I was here first.”  Cager pushed back his friend.
“This is my house.”  Jean Marc jabbed with an elbow.
“I live here, too.”  Cager hunkered low and swept aside Jean Marc.
One after the other, they ran from the study, and the thundering heard shattered the quiet, as they trounced the stairs.
Yet, Leland remained in his chair.
Frustrated, he stood, strode into the corridor, collected his greatcoat from the hall tree, and stormed out the front door.  Outside, a chill wind cut through his outerwear, and he welcomed the jolt.  Glancing left and then right, he crossed the road and navigated the sidewalk.
Strolling the streets like a caged beast, he all but ran from the house on Beacon Hill, until he lost his way.  Yet, everywhere he looked, he saw Sophia.
In the window of a bakery, in the light of a glowing wall lantern, in the stars overhead, and in the breeze that kissed his cheeks.  Myriad reflections tormented his conscience, and he struggled to make peace with his past and his future, but one thing rooted at the forefront of his thoughts, despite his efforts to silence her, and she waited for him, even then.
“What am I doing?”  At the corner, he flagged a hired hack.  “Twenty-two Beacon Street, and hurry.”
As the rig rocked along the narrow roads, Leland engaged in behavior he had never before attempted.  He prayed he was not too late.
When the coach came to a stop, he jumped from the squabs, tossed a bag of coins at the driver, and sprinted up the entry stairs.
In the foyer, all was quiet, and he doffed his greatcoat.
Taking the grand staircase, two steps at a time, he soared to the second floor and turned left.  Standing before the room he shared with Sophia, he paused with his hand on the knob.  Inhaling a deep, calming breath, his set wide the oak panel, eased inside the dimly lit sitting room, closed the door, and engaged the bolt.
A muffled sniff snared his attention, and he located his wife, sitting in a chair near the fireplace.  When she stood and faced him, he glimpsed a sight so astonishing in its beauty that he fired his seed in his breeches.
Leaning against a high back chair for support, he groaned, as gut-wrenching spasms tore through him, and his ears rang.
With a countenance of confusion, his bride neared.  “Did you just—”
“Aye, I did.”  As his vision returned, he rubbed his eyes, if only to assure himself that he was not dreaming.  “What are you wearing?”
Garbed in some black lace creation, which fit her torso like a glove, and boasted two layers of ruffles, one that stopped just below her breasts, as if to present the decadent, ruche-tipped mounds for his delectation, and another row that rested at her hips, she pouted.
“I purchased this, today, at La Femme Séduisante, because I wanted to please you.”  It was then he noted the tears glistening in the candlelight, and he cursed himself a fool.  “Where have you been?  I called and called, but you never came to me.  Do you no longer want me, now that we are on land, and you have others from which to choose?”  Then her demeanor changed, and she shook her fist.  “If you have taken another woman—well, you try it and see what happens.”
“My god, you are beautiful.”  He could not help but laugh when confronted by her high dudgeon, and he flicked his fingers, as he ached to touch her.  “Come here.”
“No.”  To his benefit, she gave him her back, and he admired her shapely arse, so deliciously emphasized by her salacious attire.  “I am going to bed.  There is marzipan and cherry compote, if you are hungry.  I had thought to feed you, but you do not deserve such devotion, after leaving me here, alone.”
“I apologize, Sophia.”  Hell, he would crawl on his knees for forgiveness.  “I went for a walk, nothing more.  And you may still dote on me, as I adore you.”
“I do not believe you.”  She started, when he caught her in his arms.  “Let me go, you ill-mannered goat.”
“Not a chance.”  Jean Marc, bless him, had been right, and Leland wasted no time in availing himself of the wise council.  “Because I want you.  Indeed, I want no other woman than you.”
“Liar.”  As he shuffled her to face him, she turned aside her head, and he trailed his tongue along the curve of her neck.  “Leland, please, unhand me, as you made your preferences known, when I planned so many delights for us, and you spoiled everything.”
Then, to his infinite regret, she broke, and her ensuing despair brought him so very low.
“Sweetheart, please, do not cry.”  Cupping her chin, he brought her turbulent gaze to his.  “You believe I rejected you, when nothing could be further from the truth, as the fault is mine.”
“I have tried so hard to make you happy, but it is no use.”  She sniffed.  “From every angle, you construct a wall to shut me out, and I cannot bear it, as I am your wife.”
That simple statement meant something to her, far more than it meant to him, until that very instant.  When he stood in the chapel, she signified naught more than a warm body in his bed.  Not so, anymore, and it was time she knew it.
“Of course, you are my wife, and that you will remain, because I will have no other.”  Spearing his fingers in the hair at her nape, he held her firmly in his embrace.  “And you are wrong in your conclusions, because everything I do is for you.”  When she bit her bottom lip, he tapped her nose.  “Why do you think I let you redecorate my cabin?  Why do you think I let you order about my crew?  Why do you think I took you into the tops and shared my most intimate secrets with you?  And why on earth do you think I took one glance at you, in your new finery, and shot my seed?”
She shrugged.
“Because I care for you, so very much.”
With the cry of a banshee, his heretofore-reserved society bride launched a lustful assault that stole his breath and so much more.  Given the force of her less than elegant but arresting attempt at seduction, he stumbled backwards and landed on the chaise, and she straddled him.
In minutes, she ripped off his coat, waistcoat, and shirt, and when she reached for the placket of his breeches, he grabbed her wrists.  “Hold hard, darling, because I do not want you like this.”
“Did I do something wrong?” she asked, in a small voice.
“No.”  Swift and sure, he lifted her, stood, and carried her to the bed, where he deposited her to the down mattress.  “You did everything right, but I need to make love to you, and I would have you know you are the center of my world.  That cannot happen if you ride me.”
“Oh?”  Again, she favored him with the pout that never failed to charm him.  “But I wanted to seduce you.”
“You can do so another night.”  After shedding his breeches, he crawled over his bride and then gave her his weight.  Immediately, she wrapped her legs about his hips, positioning herself perfectly for his delicate invasion.  “Hold me, sweetheart, and keep your eyes on mine.”
Framing his face, she did as he bade, and he probed her wet flesh.  Slowly, painfully slowly, he slipped inside her, and the relief in her countenance almost brought him to tears.  As he initiated the exquisite dance, he dropped his guard and revealed his true self.
Passion blossomed inasmuch as a gentle spring rain, cascading over them.  Desire woke, unfurled, and enveloped them in its gossamer web, as he bared his soul to the one person with the power to destroy him.  Yet, she did not reject him.
Rather, Sophia pulled him close and kissed him, even as she maintained his gaze, and then she lauded his efforts with an achingly endearing moan of unmistakable pleasure.  “Oh, Leland.  I care for you, too.”
~
Christmastide dawned on a cloudy, foggy, and cold day at sea, yet it was nonetheless special, given it was Sophia’s first holiday with Leland, and she planned all manner of surprises to woo her cherished pirate.  Asleep in her arms, their bodies still joined after an early morning round of lovemaking, her husband posed a temptation she could not resist, in light of everything they shared since departing Boston, and never had she been so happy.
As she brushed a lock of black hair from his beautiful face, he opened his eyes.  “Hello, my naughty wife.”
“Hello, yourself, my equally improper husband.”  After withdrawing from her, he rolled onto his back, stretched, and yawned.  “I plead guilty, but I submit I am not entirely to blame, because I cannot resist you when you treat me to such an incomparable sight as you in your risqué attire.  Just how much did you purchase from La Femme Séduisante?”
On the floor, the scattered remnants of the red lace garment, more an afterthought but substantial enough to inspire him to plunder, evidenced their torrid coupling, which lasted well into the wee hours.  But that was the plan.
“Well, I thought I procured an amount sufficient to see us through the voyage to London, where I will replenish my stock, but at the rate you are destroying them, I suspect my inventory is inadequate to the task.”
“Ah, but then you must come to me naked as the day you were born, and you know I adore you sans clothing.”  He swooped, placed a kiss on each pert nipple, and then smacked her bottom.  “Now, let us commence with our Christmastide celebration, as I have a gift for you.”
“You do?”  From the foot of their bunk, she grabbed her robe, shrugged into it, and belted it about her waist, while he remained nude.  “Because I have a surprise for you.”
“Something told me you would not forget me.”  He smiled his boyish smile, and her heart melted, because the change in his appearance reflected a new start for them, uninhibited by the torments of the past.  “Which is why I ventured forth, the day before we departed Boston.”
In unison, they marched to their respective lockers, and she drew his present just as he produced hers.  Together, they squared off as two adversaries, each determined to give more than they took, and then they burst into laughter, a habit more prevalent as they sailed.
“Open yours.”  She handed him the brown paper wrapped parcel.
“You first.”  He mirrored her movements.
Rocking on her heels, she could not contain her excitement, as she lifted the lid on a blue velvet box.  Inside, on a bed of white satin, sat a parure of diamonds.
“Oh, Leland, it is stunning.”  She toyed with the gems.  “Now, it is your turn.”
“All right.”  As a child, he ripped into the gift and then met her gaze.  She knew, then and there, he understood the significance.
From the box, he retrieved the long, thin leather cord, from which hung a silver, heart-shaped pendant that bore a single engraving: Sophia’s.  Without hesitation, he donned the necklace, and then she found herself beset upon by a rapacious marauder, and she loved every minute of it.
After several heated, groping, desperately ravenous kisses, he retreated, much to her dismay.  “Put on the diamonds, sweetheart, as I have longed to see you in them.”
“Your wish is my command.”  At the long mirror, Sophia donned the sparkling earrings, necklace, bracelet, ring, and tiara.  Bedecked in his offering, she stepped back, untied and stripped off the robe.  “Well?”
“Breathtaking.”  Leland pulled a chair from the table and sat.  Fondling his now stout erection, he inclined his head.  “The expensive baubles are nice, too.  I would have you—”
“Starboard bow, ahoy.”
At the crew summons, her husband jolted alert and leaped from the seat.
Fumbling through his belongings, he garbed himself in his familiar black breeches, a white shirt, a brown coat, and a pair of Hessians.  From his desk drawer, he pulled a pistol, which he tucked in his waistband.  Pausing before the long mirror, he tied his hair with the customary leather thong, and then he faced her.
“Get dressed, and do not tarry.”  Something in his expression frightened her, and he bared his teeth.  “Lock the door behind me, and do not answer to anyone but me.  Do you understand?”
“Yes.”  Trembling, she shrugged into a chemise and tugged on her house, as shouts of alarm echoed overhead.
The telltale report of cannon fire startled her, as she pulled a burgundy wool gown over her shoulders.  As she tried to tie her laces, the Cry Havoc reverberated with an ear-shattering blast, followed in rapid succession by a series of violent shudders.
Fearing for Leland, she glanced at the door, but she remembered his instructions, and she refused to disobey him.  But when all manner of audible shuffling and chaos broke out, she crouched behind the desk and prayed for his safety.
And then there was silence.
At the door, someone pounded, but Leland did not call to her.
The hammering increased by a fevered pitch, but still she remained quiet, as an unknown man beckoned.  Finally, the bolt yielded, and she screamed.
A soldier, bearing the signature red regimentals of the British Army, rushed the cabin, and she backed to the stern windows.  When he spied her, he lowered his weapon.  “Are you a prisoner, ma’am?  What is your name?”
“Where is my husband?”  To her shock, the soldier assailed her, and she tried but failed to wrench free.  “Unhand me, as I am a lady, and His Majesty will hear of your treatment.”
“Sure he will, my lady.”  The scoundrel hauled her into the corridor.  “Now, you can come with me nicely, or I can drag you by the hair on your head.  The choice is yours.”
By the time they reached the waist, Sophia had rained a hailstorm of protest on the blackguard, but he refused to relent.  But the sad sight that met her arrival stole the wind from her sails, and she sobbed.  “Leland.”
“It is all right, Sophia.”  Poised at the head of his crew, which had been huddled together, under armed guard, her husband gazed on her and frowned.  “They will not harm you, as we have surrendered.”
“What have you to surrender?”  It was then she noticed a mountain of a man, with blond hair and a malevolent grin.  “Who are you?  What gives you the right to fire on the ship of a respectable merchant?”
Leland cautioned her with an upraised palm.  “Sophia, please—”
“No.”  She waved a clenched fist.  “I would have reparations for this grievous injustice, as we did nothing wrong, and they have no cause.”
“Captain Jason Collingwood, of His Majesty’s Navy, Lady Sophia, if that is your real name.”  The mountain arched a brow.  “Given a recent, unprovoked attack on a passenger vessel, I have plenty of cause, and I would know of your connections, given I have ample reason to doubt your husband, if he is truly your spouse.”
“How dare you question me.”  Positioning herself to protect Leland, she squared her shoulders.  “I am Lady Sophia Grace Radcliff Stryker, eldest daughter of the Earl of Ferrers, and wife of Leland Stryker, captain of the Cry Havoc, a legitimate trade vessel contracted to the Crawford Mercantile of America.”
“This is a pirate ship, under the command of a wanted criminal, and your so-called husband is hereby arrested, to be remanded into the custody of the appropriate authorities, for trial, forthwith.”  Captain Collingwood snapped his fingers.  “If you are who you claim, then I shall deliver you into the care of your father, per the agreement I made with Marooner.  Now, take her below, and lock her in her cabin.”
“Wait.”  Leland took her hand in his.  “Look at me, Sophia.  Do not be afraid, as he promised to see you safely returned to your father, in Derbyshire, in exchange for my surrender.”
“What?”  She swallowed hard at the prospect.  “You gave yourself up without a fight?”  When he nodded, she emitted a sob.  “Why would you do such a thing?”
“Because he sails a man-o'-war and outguns us.  Believe me, we had no chance and no other option.”  He traced the curve of her jaw and kissed her forehead.  “I could not risk your life, not for anything in the world, so I made a bargain with the devil, that you might survive.”
“But, what of you?”  In that moment, her heart fractured.  “What is to become of us?”
“I know not.”  Again, he kissed her, and she tasted a farewell on his lips.  “Whatever happens, I love you.  Never doubt that.”
“Enough.”  Captain Collingwood signaled the soldiers.  “Take them below and clap them in irons.”
“Leland, no.”  As a guard hauled her toward the companion ladder, she reached for her man, yet they were rudely parted.  “Leland.”
Stumbling, she fell to the gun deck, and the villain thrust her none-too-gently forward.  But the resounding lurch shook her in more ways than one, and hope glimmered, thus she cooperated.
Back in the cabin she shared with the love of her life, she ran to the desk and yanked open the bottom drawer.  Salvation reigned supreme, as she spread the document on the blotter and gave vent to a cry of triumph, because she would save her husband.
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CHAPTER TEN
Days passed in painful torment, as Leland, locked in irons, marked the sun’s path on the boards, where the rays cast light filtered through the grating at the waist.  Agonizing over the fate of his bride, he tried but failed to shut out the boastful reports from the guards, who claimed Sophia had been passed about as a plaything for the sailors and soldiers, alike.  Yet the mind could play terrible tricks on a desperate man.
And he was desperate.
“Are you all right, Cap’n?”  Smitty peered from beyond a half-wall, where most of the crew was confined.  “Are you injured?”
“Not as you would imagine.”  Summoning cherished visions of his sweet lady, Leland rested against the bulkhead and cursed himself for taking her to wife.  For carrying her to sea.  For putting her in a position of danger.  “I am sorry about what happened.”
“No one blames you, Cap’n.”  Smitty compressed his lips.  “We all agreed to yield to protect Mrs. Stryker, and we are prepared to face the consequences.”
“I appreciate that.”  Leland wondered if Captain Collingwood would honor the bargain.  “If possible, I will assume responsibility for our crimes and take whatever punishment is meted out, that I might spare you.”
“We know that, which is why we follow you, Cap’n.”  Smitty glanced heavenward.  “We have stopped.”
Leland pressed his palm to the bulkhead.  “That we have.”
“It is too soon to have arrived in London.”  Smitty scratched his chin.  “What does it mean, Cap’n?  Would they try and execute us, at sea?”
“I hope not.”  Leland’s heart hammered in his chest, when a guard descended.
“Captain Stryker, you are to come with me.”  The soldier removed the leg shackles, but manacles remained at Leland’s wrists.
“Why?”  Given his confinement, his legs ached, and he shuffled up the companion ladder.  “Where are you taking me?”
“Captain Collingwood wishes a word.”  The lobster gave Leland a none-too-gentle shove.  “Now, move.”
“All right.”  After navigating the bowels of the ship, they emerged on deck, and he shielded his eyes, which watered at the burst of daylight.  Searching for some sign of Sophia, he was disappointed to note only her absence.  At the mainsail hull, a plank extended to the other ship, and he crossed to the man-o'-war.
He had never been aboard a naval vessel, and the stark contrast was not lost on him.  The grain of the polished boards shimmered, the falls were flemished in perfect hexagonals, and brass boasted a perfect shine.  He could almost admire Captain Collingwood.  Almost.
At the door to the captain’s cabin, the soldier set wide the oak panel, and Leland walked inside.  Immediately, he was beset by a froth of perfume and petticoats.
“Oh, my darling, did they hurt you.”  Sophia showered his face in kisses and then drew back, to assess him at arm’s length, and her expression sobered.  “Why is my husband in shackles?  Captain Collingwood, you will remove them, at once, or I shall be moved to violence.  As it stands, I may still file a formal complaint with the Crown, given our poor treatment in your custody.”
“My apologies, Lady Sophia.  Permit me to make amends.”  The blond bastard dipped his chin, and the soldier unlocked the manacles.  “You are free, Captain Stryker, as there seems to be a gross misunderstanding.”
Confused but grateful to see his wife, Leland simply hugged her to him.  Burying his face in the curve of her neck, he fought stubborn tears.  Then he recalled the horrible threats to her person, and he retreated to scrutinize her.
“Are you all right?”  He turned her about and then to face him.  “Did they touch you?”  To Collingwood, Leland said, “If you harmed a single hair on her head—”
“What are you talking about?”  Collingwood scowled.  “This is a ship of His Majesty’s Navy, not some floating brothel.”
“A guard told me you traded my wife as a whore.”  Leland bared his teeth and tucked Sophia to his side.  “That you used her and then passed her to your crew.”
“Who told you that, specifically?”  Collingwood stood and rested hands on hips.  “Have you a name?”
“Wilson.”  In unchecked rage, Leland shuddered.  “His name is Wilson, and he recounted his vicious tale at every meal.”
Collingwood glanced at one of his soldiers.  “Lively, Henderson.”
“Aye, sir.”  The lobster saluted and exited the cabin.
“You have my deepest regrets, Captain Stryker.”  Collingwood sat.  “My duty is to enforce the laws of England and protect our waters, not to torture those in my care.  Why did you not tell me of the pact you signed?”
“The pact?”  Leland searched his memory, and he recalled the agreement.  “In truth, I forgot about it, but it offers no protection from past crimes, until the requisite year is completed.”
“Indeed.”  Captain Collingwood displayed the document atop his blotter.  “You signed the accord in September of eighteen seventeen.”
“So?”  Leland shrugged and then caressed Sophia’s hair.
“That means the full pardon went into effect, September last.”  Collingwood pointed to the date beside Leland’s name.  “You have enjoyed the protection of His Majesty and, thereby his servants, of which I am one, for months.  Had you indicated as much, when I boarded the Cry Havoc, I would have let you pass with naught but a suggestion to secure the actual pardon, upon your arrival in London.”
“To be honest, in the heat of battle, it never occurred to me.”  Massaging Sophia’s spine, Leland claimed another quick kiss.  “How did you come by the document?”
“I gave it to him,” she replied.  “And I demanded the release of the crew.”
“They are being freed, as we speak.”  Collingwood chuckled.  “Stryker, I know not whether to congratulate or pity you, as I married one just like your bride, with the same fiery temperament, but you owe her your liberty, because she refused to be ignored.”
At that bit of information, Leland caught his wife in a narrow stare.  “What did you do?”
“I waited until the guard brought my meal, and then I stole a pistol from his waistband, as he carried a tray, pushed him aside, and forced my way on deck.”  She pouted, and he wanted to kiss her silly.  “Then I fired a round, and that got their attention.”
“You have a bullet hole in your mainmast, to prove it.”  Collingwood shook his head and laughed.  “But she was never in any danger, Stryker.  And no one put a hand on her, as I do not tolerate such behavior on the Intrepid.  However, she pled her case, and I listened.”
“So, what happens now?”  Relieved to have Sophia in his embrace, but somewhat angry that she put herself at risk, he tightened his hold on her.
“I will escort you to London, and I recommend you make an appointment with Sir Ross, to secure your new letters, to avoid such incidents in the future.”  Collingwood opened his mouth and then closed it.  “And I suggest you refit and rename your ship, which all but screams pirate.  For god sakes, man, give your lady a coat of paint, fresh pitch at the devil, polish the boards and brass, and buy some new sheets.  That, alone, will avert such mistakes.”
“Collingwood, in that I cannot argue.”  To Leland’s surprise, the naval man stood and extended his hand as would a gentleman, and he returned the gesture, measure for measure.
With his bride on his arm, Leland made for the Cry Havoc, and he found his men gathered at the waist, as the soldiers made for the Intrepid.
“Would you like to explain the situation, Cap’n?”  Smitty rubbed his eyes.  “Why did they let us go?”
“Because we are now under the protect of His Majesty.”  Leland rested his palm to the swell of his lady’s hip.  “And my wife, of her own volition, confronted Captain Collingwood and saved us.”
“Is that supposed to shock us?”  Smitty guffawed, and the other crew members cheered.  Then he whistled.  “All right, you mangy plug tails, get back to work.”  To Leland, the first mate said, “Carry on, Cap’n.”
In that moment, Leland turned right into Sophia’s kiss.
For several minutes, they shared a tender reunion, in full view of the tars, but he did not give a damn, because he had his woman in his arms.  When she finally broke free, he was breathless and hungry—but not for food.
“I love you.”  She cupped his cheek.  “I love you so very much, and I was terrified I would never get the chance to tell you.”
“Do you honestly believe me unaware?”  When she tugged on the heart-shaped pendant she gifted him, he smiled.  “I carry your heart, as you carry mine.  I love you, Sophia.  I suspect I loved you from the instant you reprimanded those nasty debutantes, in Derbyshire.”
“I am not sure when my devotion took root, because I feared you, at first.”  Perched on tiptoes, she suckled his bottom lip and then tempted him with a flick of her tongue.  “But I knew of my unshakeable love on the morning you lifted me to the tops, when you told me you were a pirate.  Now, would you like to adjourn to our cabin and continue our happy reunion?”
“As much as I desire you, there is something else I would prefer.”  At her quizzical expression, he could not help but laugh, and it felt so good.  “Come with me, darling.”
Fingers entwined, he led her to the stern, where the vivid sky heralded a glorious finish to the day.  As was their ritual, she hugged him about the waist, and they savored the sunset.
When night fell on the ocean, the December wind howled, and Sophia shivered.
“Shall I ring for a bath, or are you hungry, as I expect Bateman will have prepared dinner.”  To his abiding delight, his naughty wife trailed her fingers to his crotch and caressed him as he taught her, and he groaned, as the marauder emerged.  “Of course, there is other fare.”
“That sounds perfect.”  Grasping the hair at her nape, he kissed her, hard and fast.  “And then I will ride you until dawn.”
~
In an elegantly appointed study, at one of Mayfair’s best addresses, Sophia sat in a chair and wiped a stray tear, as Leland signed the full pardon he earned.  To her right, Lady Elaine, Sir Ross Logan’s wife, occupied another seat, and she glanced at Sophia and smiled.
“I believe that will do it.”  Sir Ross, an imposing figure, dropped a fair amount of wax on the parchment, into which he affixed a seal of his office.  “Congratulations, Stryker.  It appears another one of my bride’s converts has succeeded in securing a new future on the right side of the law.”
“Thank you, Sir Ross.”  Leland blushed, and Sophia ached to hold him.  “But I must credit my wife for my triumph, because she gave me something to believe in.  She gave me faith.”
“Women have a way of doing that.”  Sir Ross peered at Lady Elaine, and something in his expression softened in much the same manner as when Leland looked at Sophia.  “And we are all the more fortunate for it.”
“I could not agree more, sir.”  Leland rolled the document.  “I appreciate you seeing me on short notice, as my ship is offloaded, and we cast off for Port Royal, this evening.”
“So soon?”  Lady Elaine stood and walked to her husband, and he draped an arm about her shoulders.  “I was hoping you might dine with us.”
“You do us a great honor, Mrs. Logan, but we are due at the docks, even now.”  Leland turned and flicked his fingers, and Sophia went to him.  “Perhaps, another time.”
“Consider it an open invitation.”  Lady Elaine inclined her head.  “Permit me to show you to the door.”  As they ventured into the hall, she said to Sophia, “Please, give my best regard and compliments to Jean Marc and Madalene.”
“Of course.”  Sophia gave her back to Leland, as he secured her wool pelisse about her.  “And we may see you during The Season, as we expect to return to London in the spring.”
“Wonderful.”  Lady Elaine clutched Sophia and pressed a kiss to each cheek.  “You must visit us, I insist.”
“And no one denies my wife.”  Sir Ross shook his head.  “Take care, and safe journey.”
Outside, as a light snow fell, Leland ushered Sophia into a coach.  As soon as they hit the squabs, he pulled her into his lap and claimed her mouth in a searing attack, and she anticipated nothing less.
Fumbling with the folds of his greatcoat, she finally yielded the fight, yanked the leather tong, and grasped fistfuls of his thick black hair.  Taunting him with her tongue, and teasing him with playful bites, she ground her hips to his in a bold invitation, yet he made no move to touch her where she wanted it most.  Instead, he pulled back and rested his forehead to hers.
“Oh, Leland, I am so proud of you.”  She squeezed him.  “Whatever you were, whatever your past crimes, it is behind you, and you are a free man.  Your future is yours to own.”
“Ours, my lady wife.”  With his knuckles, he caressed her cheek, as was his habit.  “I could not have done it without you.”
“But you did.”  She claimed a quick kiss.  “Your pardon went into effect the very month we met, only you did not know it.  Your victory is yours, my love, and I admire you so.”
“It was a hallow victory, without you.”  When he made no advance on her person, she settled his palm on her breast.  “Do you not see, I was waiting for you?  I may not have known you, but I knew the promise of you, and you saved me, sweetheart.  In every way, you saved me, and now I have a surprise for you, although it pales in comparison with what you gave me.”
“What have you done?”  Sitting upright, she met him, nose to nose.  “Do not tell me you purchased more jewelry, as I have no need of it.”
“Not quite, my dear.”  He winced.  “Bloody hell, I was supposed to take you shopping for more lace garments.”
“Fret not, my lusty buccaneer, as I never forget you.”  After loosening her bodice, she inched down the material, to reveal the briefest peek at the erotic item she wore beneath her gown.  “This is for you, and you alone.”
Emitting a feral groan, he closed his eyes.  “Sophia, once again you test the limits of my breeches, and I deuced near fired my seed.”  Then he came alert.  “Give me another glimpse.”
“Not until we are safely locked in our cabin, else you will destroy my surprise, here and now, as I know you too well.”  Ah, it was good to be a pirate’s wife, as he ravished her décolletage.  “But I am glad you like it.”
“Are you joking?”  He snorted.  “I love it—and you.”
At St. Katharine docks, they descended the rig, and he steadied her as she descended into the long boat that would carry them to the Cry Havoc.
“I wish we could have seen my family.”  As the tars rowed into the harbor, she rued the fact that they had not yet traveled to London, but the few days spent in the city gave her the opportunity to dispatch letters, assuring her relations that she was hale, whole, and happy.
“On the next trip, I promise, we will journey to Derbyshire or wherever they reside, so you can visit with them.”  As the little craft wound its way through the myriad vessels at anchor, she searched for their floating home but could not find it.  “Where are we going, and what happened to the Cry Havoc, as I do not see it.”
“But it is right in front of you, dearest and most beautiful Sophia.”  Groping her bottom, as she sat beside him, Leland nuzzled her temple.  “She is right there.”
Magnificent with a fresh coat of paint, the frigate boasted a new figurehead at the prow, which bore more than a passing resemblance to the lady of the ship.  But it was the name that added to her confusion, and when she met her husband’s gaze, tears welled.  “You named it for me?”
“Welcome to the Lady Sophia.”  Leland daubed her face with a handkerchief.  “Captain Collingwood was right, and we were past due for a renovation.  The crew voted, thus I cannot take credit for it, and it was a unanimous decision.”
Together, the two tars saluted, and she collapsed in her husband’s embrace.  Moved beyond words, Sophia could scarcely climb the Jacob’s ladder, but the men provided steadfast support.
“Good to have you aboard, ma’am.”  Smitty saluted, as did the other sailors.
“Thank you, as it is always good to be home.”  Sophia sniffed and acknowledged the crew with a curtsey.  “I am honored by the gift you bestow upon me, and I pledge to do credit to this ship and her crew.”
“You could never do any less.”  Leland glanced at his men and nodded, and they resumed their tasks, as the Lady Sophia prepared to set sail.  “Are you all right?”
“I am fine.”  And in that instant she regained her footing.  “Now, I suggest you get us underway, as I shall be waiting for you, in our cabin.”  In play, she sank her teeth into his chin.  “Prepare to be boarded.”
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EPILOGUE
London
March, 1819
 
As the elegant carriage drew to a halt before a posh townhouse in Berkley Square, Sophia checked her appearance and then adjusted Leland’s cravat.
“Please, stop scowling.”  She favored him with a quick kiss, which always made him smile.  “And quit fidgeting, as your cravat resembles a noose.”
“You know I hate the bloody neck cloth, and I do not understand why you insist I wear it.”  To her expression of disapproval, he tugged at his collar and groaned.  “I hate this thing.  You know what I am, so I do not see why I must dress as one of those perfumed peacocks I detest.”
“Because I will not have you frightening my brother and sister, and you introduced yourself as a gentleman, of a sort, so you must play your part.”  When he pinched her bottom through her gown, she yelped.  “Behave, please.  I promise, you may unleash my bawdy buccaneer when we return to our rooms at Mivart’s, and I shall welcome him, on my knees.”  Then she cast a side-glance.  “And if you are very good, I just may treat you to a peek at one of your surprises.”
“Oh?”  That garnered his attention, and he came alert and erect, because he knew her well.  “What are you wearing under that gown?”
“Something lacy, in your favorite color.”  When he pulled at her bodice, she slapped his hand.  “You are incorrigible.”
“You encourage me.”  He tried again, but she brushed him aside.  “Show me, now, else I will run amok, as my cannon is primed and ready to fire.”
“Patience, my darling.”  With a graceful shimmy, she revealed a tantalizing glimpse of black lace, and he sucked in a breath.  “This one has no crotch.  Think about that, as we dine with polite society, and what I plan to do with Sophia’s pipe, later.”
“Forget dinner.”  He tried but failed to pull her into his lap.  “Let us go back to the hotel.”
“No.”  She giggled, and when a footman opened the door to the rig, she swept outside, leaving Leland painfully aroused.  “We accepted the invitation, I have not seen my family since our wedding day, and we are going to socialize.”
Trailing in her wake, he followed her into the foyer, where Lord Ferrers lingered, along with Gabriel and Wilhelmine.  While Sophia enjoyed the reunion, Leland hugged the shadows and savored her unmasked delight, as she shimmered with happiness, and that was all that mattered to him.
At last, Lord Ferrers neared.
“Mr. Stryker, I cannot thank you enough, for taking care of my daughter, despite the inauspicious circumstances of your betrothal.”  He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye.  “I knew not what to expect at this meeting, and I must admit I feared the worst, but Sophia glows with joy, and her letters speak of little else but that she is a vast deal more than content in her marriage.  I owe you a debt.”
“Sir, I may have exchanged a trunk filled with gold and gems for her, but I could never pay you what she is worth, so the debt is mine.”  They shook hands, and Leland admired his wife’s inimitable beauty.  “If it is any consolation, know that I love her.”
“Of that, I am assured.”  Lord Ferrers smiled.  “Now, let us adjourn to the drawing room, for refreshments.”
In the fancy chamber, the use of which Leland never quite fathomed, Sophia drew him to sit beside her, on a sofa, and he played the dutiful, doting spouse for her benefit, although it was no great task, given he adored her.
“I was just telling my brother and sister that, perhaps, some day they might travel with us to America.”  She thrust her chin, striking her matronly pose.  “It might interest you to know that my husband renamed his ship for me.”
“How thoughtful.”  Wilhelmine sighed.
“Indeed, Leland has done so many lovely things for me that I have longed to do something for him, and you are going to help me.”  Taking his hand in hers, Sophia pressed her lips to his knuckles.  “I have a gift I wish to give him—to all of us, really, and it has tested my patience, as we crossed the ocean.  But now we are gathered, and I would reveal my news.”
“What is it, Sophia?”  Gabriel furrowed his brow.  “Do not keep us in suspense.”
Puzzled, and anticipating some revelation relating to a new dress and slippers, Leland just sat there, until she framed his face and held his stare.
“I am with child.”
Had he thought she glowed?  In truth, she shone brighter than the sun, and then she kissed him.
His ears rang, and his heart raced, and her words echoed in his brain, until it dawned on him what she declared.  By the time he gathered his wits and shook his head to clear his thoughts, he discovered they were alone.
“Why did you not tell me?”  Now he exercised great care, as he lifted her to his lap.
“I just did.”  She tittered and kissed him again.  “It is not wonderful?”
“Of course.”  In awe, he set his palm to her still flat belly.  “I am going to be a father.”
“Yes.”  She nuzzled his temple and licked the crest of his ear.  “This is the first of many, I hope.  And you need never fear being alone, again.”
Indeed, that was his most intense fear, which he had long ago confessed to her.  In some respects, the anxiety plagued him, because his world revolved around his wife, and he should have known his bride would find a way to comfort him, as she put his needs before her own, in everything.
“I love you, Sophia.”  He rested his forehead to hers.
“And I love you.”  Shifting, she hugged him tight.  “Now, let us rejoin my family, as they linger in the foyer, and Papa has something he wishes to say to you, which might further allay your concerns.”
“Oh?”  He stood and carried her with him.  After placing her on her feet, he wrapped an arm about her waist, because he needed to be near her, and she did not push him away.
The long case clock chimed the hour, and Lord Ferrers, along with Wilhelmine and Gabriel, presented a united front.
“Given the relative urgency surrounding your nuptials, I was grossly remiss in my duties, Leland.  Permit me to correct the oversight.”  The earl stepped to the fore.  “Welcome to the family.”




EXCERPT

THE BUCCANEER
**Enjoy an excerpt of Cager and Francie’s story**
Boston
May, 1818
 
The love of a good woman could destroy a man’s peace of mind, because she often forced him to confront the less-than-noble aspects of his character, in order to win her heart, and he rarely recovered his sanity after the battle.  It was for that reason Cager Tyne, former bosun of the pirate ship Black Morass turned captain of the renamed, respectable merchant vessel Lady Madalene, never sought more than free and easy access to a light skirt.  Give him a three-penny upright or a disgruntled and dissatisfied wife, any day of the week, and he was happy.
Yet, as he admired the shapely arse of Francie Osborne, the young and pretty housekeeper and self-described Jane of all trades in the Cavalier home, as she bent to set a bucket on the floor and her cotton frock stretched taut across her hips, he was tempted to take up the fight, if only to savor a taste of her flesh.
“Will you fetch me another cup of coffee, pretty lady?”  Sitting at the servant’s table in the kitchen, he held out his empty mug and smiled, which he knew from experience would ruffle her feathers, a pastime he rather enjoyed.  “As I am quite thirsty this morning.”
“Get it yourself, Mr. Tyne.”  Ah, there was the governessy tone that never failed to set his blood on fire.  “I do not work for you.”
“Aw, now do not get your cute little nose in a snit.”  As Cager imagined running his fingers through her thick blond hair, he licked his lips and relished the red flush of her cheeks.  “I only want to be friends.  Why do you always frown at me, Francie?”
“Because I know who you are, what you are, and what you want, and I am not interested.  And it is Miss Osborne to you, sir.”  When he stood and blocked her path, Francie bared her teeth.  Bloody hell, he could have proposed to her, then and there.  “Now get out of my way, as there is work to be done, and I have no time for the likes of you.”
“But I have time for you.”  In a flash, he snatched the bucket and mop from her grasp.  “Now why do you flee, when I just want to become better acquainted, beautiful Francie?  Would that not be nice?”
“Mr. Tyne—”
“Cager.”
In that instant, she gave vent to a snort of frustration, and he could have kissed her silly.  All that spirit wrapped in a dainty package he could not wait to unwrap, if she would simply cooperate.
“Mr. Tyne, give me back my things, and let me pass.”  With her foot, she tapped an impatient rhythm, and he could not stifle his amusement.  “Fine.  I will dust the back parlor, first, and you can stand here, all day, and hold my mop and bucket.”
“My, but you are a stubborn bit o’ fluff.”  Given her uncompromising demeanor, he shrugged, as he followed in her wake.  “We could have fun, you and I.  Why will you not take a chance on me?”
“Because fun is all you want, I am a good girl, and my father raised no fool.”  She smoothed her crisp white apron.  “What is your excuse?”
“You are a saucy wench, but I like that in my women.”  He wagged a finger.  “Mark my words, I will have you.”
“Would you care to wager on that, Mr. Tyne?”  At last, he snared her attention, as she turned, faced him, and squared her shoulders, and her ample bosom distracted him.  “Tell me, what can you afford to lose?”
“Are you that sure of yourself?”  Surprised by her new tack, he rocked on his heels, because he was not only a betting man but also a winner.  “Or would you prefer I think that, when in truth you are curious about me?”
“You are too bold by half, sir.”  She snickered, as she returned to the kitchen, marched into the pantry, collected a couple of rags, and stomped to the back parlor, with Cager in tow.  “And you mistake annoyance for curiosity, because I know your type.”
“And what is that, if I dare inquire?”  Of course, it did not matter what she thought of him, because he wanted her.  It was that simple.
“Mrs. Cavalier confides in me, as my family has served hers since before she was born.”  After clearing a side table, Francie wiped clean the wood surface.  “You were a buccaneer, as was Mr. Cavalier.”
“And you do not approve.”  It was a statement, not a question.
“It is not my place to approve or disapprove of the master’s former occupation, though I cannot fathom whatever possessed Mrs. Cavalier to take him as her husband, but I do not have to tolerate it in you, Mr. Tyne.”  Riding a wave of high dudgeon, which he found adorable, she tidied a stack of newspapers, and he studied her lush red lips, which he could suckle for hours.  “And I certainly would never associate with you beyond the confines of my position in this household.”
Locking his legs, he folded his arms.  “But you will.”
“Will—what?”  She blinked.
“Associate with me, in my bed.”  To increase the stakes, and rile her even more, because he could not resist her, he winked.  “And it will make your eventual surrender all the more sweet.”
“Indeed.”  The fascinating housekeeper scoffed.  Then she smiled the sort of smile that gave him collywobbles.  “Will you do me one favor, Mr. Tyne?”
“Anything you ask shall be granted, dear Francie.”  He braced for the blow that he knew was forthcoming.
As she leaned near, he noted a subtle lavender scent, and it drew him as a bee to honey.  “Hold your breath until that comes to pass.”
Then she rushed to the door, flung open the oak panel, and stormed from the parlor.
“You are a witch, Francie Osborne.”  Now Cager chuckled, as she hiked her skirts and broke into a sprint, and he admired her shapely calves.  “You cast a spell, and I am your most devout servant.”
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