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Dedication

To my son, who might have grown up to love pirates and adventure, if only he had gotten the chance.
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Reader,

The book you are about to read is not a romance. While there is a love story, this is a comedic adventure highlighting found family, self-discovery, and queer joy. It would be remiss of me to send you off on your adventure armed with naught but your imagination and (probable) love of piracy. So, as they say: It’s dangerous to go alone – take this!

The Golden Age pirates have been highly romanticised by modern society, and though they were often romanticised in their own time as well, the truth is that these villainous scoundrels were just that – even if we do like to imagine them as seafaring Robin Hoods and historical vigilantes. As such, because James E. Wadsworth, the author of Global Piracy, is holding a metaphorical flintlock pistol to my head (I’m kidding, he would never!), I should make sure you understand that the historical facts in this book are accurate, except where I am lying. That is to say, I have tweaked history in some places to fit my narrative – but only as far as it will be entertaining to you, the reader, and to me, the writer. 

Except the word ‘fo’c’sle.’ That’s a real word. It’s the nautical term for forecastle, which is, in fact, pronounced ‘FOKE-sul’. 

In addition to my flagrant disregard of actual history, I would like to warn you about certain content in this story. There will be mention of sexual assault, mention of the slave trade, mentions of child abuse and neglect, and some relationships represented that will be shocking to modern sensibilities but were normal at the time. I feel it would be a disservice to sanitise the less savoury parts of the past for the reader’s comfort. The discomfort we feel reading about these things is what inspires us to create change. While these subjects are important to the story, if at any point you find the material distressing or triggering, you are encouraged to stop reading and return only if you feel ready. Your wellbeing is more important than completing this book. 

And with that, I release you into my totally historically accurate* version of 17-something-or-other. Weigh anchor, adventurer! 

♥ Katie 

* I am lying; this is a lie. 

PS: If you are reading this while French, please allow me to humbly offer my sincerest apologies in advance.
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August 1700(ish)

Cannon fire before breakfast is obscene – and waking up to it is an atrocity. 

The haze of last night’s exploits still fogs my mind as I tumble out of bed and hit the floor with an ungentlemanly grunt. The ship groans in agreement as it sways, sending my innards rolling. I want to vomit, but the second cannon blast shocks my system into waking. I have just enough sense to grab on to the wooden frame of the captain’s bed as the ship lurches from the impact. Have we been hit? Or was it just the waves that sent us bobbing back and forth?

The question of why I woke up in pirate Captain Sharpe’s bed will have to be a future Kit problem. I have neither the time nor the presence of mind to reflect on that particular matter at the moment. 

The whereabouts of my trousers is another issue I dare not examine too closely. I search the cabin, find them – thank Christ – and manage to yank them on as another explosion fills the air. The silence that follows is both deafening and terrifying. Fear settles into my lungs like a living thing, dragging them down as I struggle to breathe. Then, somewhere beyond the ringing in my ears, I can hear the crew scurrying about on deck as their shadows pass over the stained glass of the cabin door.

‘Hoist a white flag!’ someone calls from above. It isn’t the captain’s deep, melodious voice. It sounds more like the first mate. My stomach sinks – an anchor into a bottomless pit of fear that sends my blood rushing. I draw in a sharp breath as I come back to myself and rummage about for my waistcoat. I find it under Sharpe’s settee and dive for it, then haul it on to my shoulders. Mercifully, my stockings and shoes are on the floor beneath it, and I am able to pull them on despite how much my fingers tremble.

We’ve been boarded. Unfamiliar voices are speaking on deck now. It doesn’t sound like English, but my ears are still ringing from the blasts, and I am uncertain if it’s a language I understand. Whatever it is, they sound angry. 

I can hear Captain Sharpe’s voice now too, as calm as ever as he tries to placate our aggressors. The silhouettes of their bodies through the stained glass seem to be in uniform. There are flashes of blue, and red, and perhaps some white – which means they could be Spanish. Or French . . .

Or English.

Bloody hell, for countries constantly at war, we are certainly all lacking in originality. Who says a navy uniform can’t be a fetching shade of chartreuse or a sensible bisque?

No matter who it is out there harassing the crew of the Deliverance, they are almost certain to kill the men and arrest the captain now that they’ve got a thorough look at our colours. I am the wild card here. And it’s absolutely insane what I’m considering doing to intervene. This plan will most likely get myself and everyone else shot – but really, it’s hardly my fault these men decided to become pirates. 

Still, they haven’t thrown me overboard yet, so I suppose I owe it to them to at least try to prevent a massacre.

I collect my cravat from where it peeks out beneath a pillow on the settee, sliding it under my collar and tying it deftly with muscle memory. At the last moment, a glimpse of my trunk brings an idea bubbling up through the haze of drink. I kneel before it and unlock it with the key I’ve carelessly left in the keyhole. The lid gives a small creak of complaint as it opens, but after digging through the tangle of clothes, I find my prize – within a small velvet purse at the very bottom – and slide it on to my first finger.

Dropping the lid shut once more, I stand with my back straight and then march towards the door. I am quite drunk, but nonetheless, the swirling vortex of fear inside me stills as I smooth my thick hair back into a queue. Decision made, I am now utterly calm as I fall into the familiarity of being moments from doing something woefully ill-conceived. I throw open the door to the captain’s cabin and march out on deck, equipped with my best disdainful glower, my chin tilted up in haughty disgust.

I am good at this game. For eighteen years, I was trained in the art of snobbery. My father is a viscount, for Christ’s sake, and a permanent member of the House of Lords. Of course, the crew of the Deliverance don’t know that. I have kept it well and truly secret from them, for my own protection.

Until this moment.

‘How dare you board my vessel?’ I demand, ignoring the scandalised glare Captain Sharpe shoots my way, and the seven guns that are immediately trained upon me. ‘Have you the slightest inkling of who I am?’ 

My words, as I suspected, are met with a stunned silence.

Dear Reader, you might be wondering how a high-born lad such as myself got swept up into such wanton roguery. Allow me to set the record straight – as I would not be here but for the negligence of those who ought to have been keeping me in check. 
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March 1700(ish)

It’s not that I mislike breasts. I love breasts, but they are so much work! Why must they be caged behind layers of silk and whale bone, with thousands of tiny, tedious laces holding everything together? By the time I reach my prize, I’ve already lost interest. It is far less effort, not to mention more discreet, to tug open the lacing on the placket at the front of a pair of breeches. Which is how I came to be tucked away in the candleless dark of my father’s study with my hand down Digby Hale’s trousers at my own engagement party.

I know what you’re thinking: Digby Hale is an appalling name. Well, he’s rather an appalling lad as well. I have never found myself attracted to his nondescript appearance, nor his damp-cloth personality. 

Nevertheless, he is a warm body and an eager mouth, and I am very drunk.

Still, the more time I spend crushed between Digby and the painstakingly categorised books on law and the glorious monarchy behind me, the less appealing I find him. It’s almost a relief to hear my father’s best attempt at hiding his fury as he calls for me from somewhere deeper in the house.

‘Christopher-Henry!’

I absolutely detest the way he says my name. Though, in all fairness, I detest my name in general: Christopher-Henry Mortimer Davenport. Yes, you read that right. I could say I am grateful to have not been named Digby Hale – but only just. 

I shove Digby back a step. (A bit unkind, perhaps, but he did just bite my lip, and I loathe rough play.) There is something wet on my fingertip as I wipe the corner of my mouth, but in the dark I can’t tell whether it’s blood or saliva.

‘Kit—’ he starts.

‘Christopher-Henry!’ my wretched father howls again.

I groan and turn my head towards the door. ‘I have to go. Don’t follow me out.’

‘Your name is Christopher?’

Digby likely can’t see the way my eyes roll. ‘No, it’s Christopher-Henry,’ I whisper as I frantically lace up the front of my trousers. ‘We went to Eton together, for Christ’s sake.’

‘I’ve never heard your Christian name before.’

‘Shut up, my father will hear us!’ I hiss, swatting away his attempt to reach for me as I step over to the door. ‘Wait a few minutes before coming out, unless you want everyone to know what you were doing.’

‘What we were doing,’ he whispers back.

Annoying.

In lieu of a response, I smooth my shirt and waistcoat and step out into the well-lit hallway. I’m irritated to taste metal. The bastard broke skin when he bit me. I hate that. I wipe the blood off my lip with the cuff of my navy coat sleeve just as my father rounds the corner.

He isn’t a big man, my father, but he is taller than I, with wide-set shoulders and an intimidating scowl permanently affixed to his pale face. He has thick brown eyebrows, a jaw and nose that are both long and square, and dirty-blond hair tucked somewhere under that awful white wig, and I thank my good fortune every day that I look nothing like him. Though I wouldn’t mind if I were a bit taller. 

He towers over me and gestures furiously for me to start walking with him immediately. Despite the way my innards twist, I offer him my most charming smile as I step forward and allow him to corral me towards the ballroom. ‘I seem to have walked into a door and split my lip. I ought to tend to it.’

He growls in my direction, but that is all he can do with so many people around – not that he has ever laid a hand on me – or ever would. ‘If you bring shame upon me or the marquess, I will give you a thrashing so thorough you won’t sit for a fortnight!’ he snarls from behind me. ‘I won’t have your cursed existence tarnishing this family any more than it already has. It’s time for you to grow up and take responsibility for your actions, Christopher-Henry. You have already outstayed your welcome with that ludicrous “gap year” stunt you pulled.’

I don’t answer him. I might have laughed at the reminder of my impromptu gap year, but the comment about my being cursed sours the memory. People are turning to watch us enter the ballroom now, so I let my smile widen into a grin and wave my hand with a flourish. ‘Forgive my tardiness,’ I announce to the room as my father falls into step beside me. ‘I got lost; it’s such a big house.’

My father makes a show of rolling his eyes as Elizabeth bustles to my side, my father’s perfect, lily-white replacement child on her hip. I do my best not to scowl at my half-sister as she sucks on her entire hand. Disgusting. It isn’t Victoria’s fault she was born, but I hate her just the same. I swat away Elizabeth’s attempts to wipe the blood from my lip and once again rub the silk of my cuff against the cut, much to her dismay. ‘I’m fine, Elizabeth.’

‘Christopher-Henry, call me Mother,’ she pleads in a whisper, a false smile plastered across her pretty face. She’s barely one and twenty herself – only a few years older than I am, and already round with my father’s next replacement child. 

I don’t mind Elizabeth. In fact, I even rather like her . . . but I simply cannot tolerate her desire to be my mother. I had a mother – my own mother – and though my father has done his best to erase her from history, his efforts to keep me from learning about her have only heightened my desire to know more.

Elizabeth will never be her.

‘But you aren’t my mother,’ I remind her with an equally false, but far more convincing, smile on my face. Her youth aside, no one would believe her to be my mother anyway. She has milky skin and hair the colour of autumn leaves. Her eyes are blue and she is tall and stately with a smattering of freckles across her narrow nose.

By contrast, my skin is bronze, my eyes large and greenish, my hair nearly black and almost unmanageably thick. I am on the short side of average for my age, which is frustrating, but this is not to say I’m not attractive. I assure you, I am – it would be a waste of time to pretend otherwise – but I look nothing like any member of my living family. It is a source of both contention and relief for my father and me. I imagine looking at me is a constant reminder of my late mother, for I must have got these dashing good looks from somewhere.

My attention shifts to my betrothed, across the room. She’s wearing a soft pink dress adorned with lace and silk ribbons. It offsets the pretty brown of her hair and the pale white of her skin nicely. Though I cannot see them from where I stand, I know her eyes to be the deep blue of the distant ocean, and I can tell that she has enhanced the colour of her cheeks with rouge. 

I should be ecstatic, of course. She is the daughter of a marquess and comes with a handsome dowry and a title that outranks my father’s. She is beautiful and well-mannered, and always has a smile for me – but in truth, ever since the betrothal, the very sight of her sets my teeth on edge.

She reaches for me as I approach her, and I take her hand, bow over it, and press a kiss to the back of her white glove, leaving a small blot of red over her ring finger.

How ominously appropriate.

I stand back upright and tuck her arm into mine to hide the mark. I must play the part of the dutiful fiancé for the remainder of the evening, with Katherine Stuart on my arm.

‘Are you quite all right?’ she whispers to me. ‘Your lip is bleeding.’

‘Ah, nothing to worry about, my dear. I had an unfortunate run-in with a rake in Father’s office.’

She gives her social laugh and touches my arm as if I were the most amusing man alive. I resist the urge to shrink away. Her touch revolts me, but it wasn’t always so. Merely weeks ago, I would have revelled at her hand on my arm, her lips near my ear. I might have even stolen away with her to a dark hall, or a wooded area, and put her virtue in terrible danger.

But there is no fun in stealing away with someone when it is socially acceptable to do so. There is no fun in an arranged marriage, either, especially not one so clearly meant as a punishment from my father.

I wonder what led to him marrying my mother all those years ago. It’s hard to imagine the Viscount of Falmouth in love with anyone. She must have been a great beauty, irresistible and charming. How I wish I had known her. How I hate him for refusing to allow me to. It isn’t his fault she died, but he has kept her identity from me all this time, for reasons at which I can only guess. I steal a glance his way as Katherine blathers on about the daffodils and yellow table dressings for our wedding reception. 

I detest yellow.

Eventually, I spot Digby in the crowd, chatting with a group of our classmates from Eton. Their respective wives and fiancées stand with them, looking bored and trying their best not to. Had I not a shackle on my arm, I might convince one of them to slip away with me into the garden for a romp under the waning moon. There’s nothing quite as enjoyable as another man’s wife, but I suppose my own nuptials will put a hard stop to that.

Ugh, what an absolute bore! Flirting and having illicit affairs as a young bachelor is one thing – I am charming and irresistible in my current state – but a wedded man bedding other people is just tacky. My life will be over before it has even begun.

Grief overwhelms me at the thought of what my life will be like six months hence: a wife round with child, and insufferable meetings in the House of Lords with my father. I am already suffocating at the thought of it. My days at Eton gave me some sense of freedom from my family, but they did little to quench my desire for something else – something apart from the stuffy life of the peerage. I want to experience the world, not just the tedious political intrigues of men who dress in monochrome and play chess with other people’s lives. I’m meant to do something more.

And there is nothing I want less in life than to become my father. 

‘Forgive me,’ I interrupt. ‘I feel a touch light-headed.’

‘Are you ill?’ Katherine asks, aghast.

‘No,’ I assure her, donning my best charming smile. ‘Just need a bit of fresh air. I’ll return with champagne for us both.’ Before she can argue, I extract myself from her grasp and escape to the balcony.

The cold night air fills my lungs, burning my insides, but at least now I can breathe again. I approach the railing and gaze out into the fathomless ocean below. The moon hangs over the black water, a rippling crescent of ivory dancing across its surface. All at once, I would like nothing more than to climb on to the rail and dive into the water.

The thought alarms me. I don’t want to die, yet I am tempted all the same. The water is freezing, and I cannot swim, but my hands grip the railing, and my heart beats unevenly against my ribs as I stare down into the face of certain death. I could do it. I could just jump. My father would be so glad to have got rid of me without lifting a finger or carrying a guilty conscience, and I would be free. Dead, but free.

Except I don’t want to die. I want to live.

I tear my hands away from the icy railing and step back, breathless and shaken. I stare out at the water as I try to collect myself . . . and catch sight of something black on the horizon.

‘Do you think it’s a pirate ship?’

Startled, I whirl about, and can’t hide my grimace when I see Digby looming in the open doorway. ‘Impossible to tell from here,’ I say – but, in truth, there is no reason to think a pirate ship might be merrily sailing into port at Falmouth. 

‘I don’t understand the appeal of it,’ Digby says, leaning against the rail beside me, though I certainly didn’t invite him to do so.

‘Of piracy?’ I ask. I should hope not.

‘Of living at sea. Navy men and pirates alike.’

‘Don’t let a navy man hear you say that,’ I snort.

‘My uncle is a navy captain,’ Digby says. ‘He speaks of living at sea like a badge of honour, but my father says it’s just an excuse for buggery and lawlessness. Even in the navy.’

I baulk at the thought of Lord Hale uttering the word ‘buggery’ in front of his son, but don’t say so. ‘Buggery and lawlessness,’ I repeat, because I am feeling sassy. ‘Where do I sign up?’

It’s Digby’s turn to look disgusted. ‘You can’t bathe for weeks,’ he informs me. ‘You would absolutely hate that.’

‘You know nothing about me,’ I counter, pointing at him. ‘You didn’t even know my name was Christopher-Henry.’ But he’s right: not bathing for weeks sounds positively dreadful. I turn back to the smudge of black on the horizon and wonder what life must be like for the men on board such a vessel.

‘It would be quite an adventure,’ I say, mostly to myself, as I’ve lost interest in Digby’s opinion. I don’t mean a word of it. I think. I just want to be contrary.

‘If you’re into that sort of thing, I suppose,’ Digby says, to no one.

On second thought . . . perhaps I do mean it.

I smile and turn on my heel to make my way back inside for the much-needed champagne I promised myself. As I cross the ballroom floor, my feet feel grounded for the first time all night.

I daresay, if only to annoy Digby Hale and the sleepy crowd around me, I may just be into exactly that sort of thing.
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Dinner parties are insufferable.

Allow me to clarify – dinner parties that my father hosts are insufferable. I love a grand party where I am not pinned under the watchful eyes of my father and his child-bride. But in my own home, where the servants act as his spies and I am the focus of attention, it is impossible to enjoy myself.

Tonight, we are celebrating tomorrow’s festivities with a grand dinner. And tomorrow, my life will be over. Or rather, my life as a bachelor. My life as a free man. Tomorrow marks the first day of life as my father’s copy.

I am not sure when it became the fashion to make such a fuss about a mere engagement, especially a politically arranged one that neither party is particularly chuffed about. Well, perhaps Kitty is. (Yes, that’s what she has insisted I call her now.) ‘Kit and Kitty; isn’t it so charming?’

I could have vomited all over her horrid blue gown.

Ordinarily, I am not one to complain about being the centre of attention. But in this, I feel trapped. The goddamned prince is here, for Christ’s sake! Why the Prince of Wales cares about my nuptials, I may never know. But here he is, sitting beside me at my father’s table, complimenting the quality of the pre-dinner soup.

I would give anything to slither out of my seat and make my escape by way of the magical fortress I used to pretend existed under the dining table. It is a massive, solid piece of furniture, this table, with ornate, hand-carved flowers along its perimeter. It is always waxed to a high shine that borders on obscene – which seems pointless, as there is a large white linen covering the entire expanse of it tonight.

In a garish display of wealth and waste, my father has ordered a taper on a silver candlestick arranged between each place setting, casting the entire room in a warm, flickering glow. Shadows move across the pink jacquard wallpaper and ivory-painted wainscotting in an elegant dance. I might be impressed by the show of it all were it not for my irritation. I am far from humble, but showing off like this feels somewhat distasteful. 

At least Elizabeth had the good sense to store my sister away for the evening. The thought of Victoria screaming and dripping snot on Prince Henry is just too much.

‘You must be looking forward to becoming a husband, Christopher-Henry,’ the prince murmurs to me over the top of his wine glass. 

He isn’t an unattractive man, I suppose – for a man in his forties. His hair is dark with an unruly wave pattern that he seems to have embraced rather than hidden under a formal wig. He has a long narrow nose and an angular jaw, both of which may have been more appealing when he was a young man. With the bags under his eyes and the frown lines that crease the skin around his mouth, however, they now give him a rather ghoulish appearance. Or perhaps that is just a trick of the shadows twirling across his face.

I dare not contradict him, but I won’t agree with him either, so I only smile as I bring my own glass to my lips.

‘Come now,’ he whispers conspiratorially, as if we were old school chums. ‘You’ll enjoy the wedding night well enough.’ He turns his gaze to my betrothed across the table.

My brow twitches as I try to hide my disgust. It’s one thing for me to think or say such things, but for the Prince of Wales to openly leer at my fiancée and speak of matters of this kind at the dinner table is quite another.

I glance at Kitty and actually feel pity for her. ‘I’m sure she will make a perfectly adequate wife,’ I say carefully.

‘I dare say she will,’ the prince agrees, sitting back in his chair. ‘She is my goddaughter, you know.’

I did not.

‘I had no idea, Your Highness.’

‘I thought, as a wedding gift to my goddaughter and her betrothed, I might bestow upon you a title of your own. I can’t have my goddaughter marrying down in the peerage, after all.’

A title? Is that supposed to tempt me? I don’t want the title that is my birthright, so why would I want another? But I do my very best to appear graciously surprised and not offended by his back-handed insult. ‘Your Highness—’

‘Do not thank me yet,’ he says. I had not planned to. ‘You will have to wait until your wedding feast tomorrow to know more.’

My what? The prince plans to attend my wedding feast? Perhaps I should be honoured, but instead panic settles into my gut. Why is the Prince of Wales planning to attend my wedding feast, goddaughter or no? I offer him a brief smile, which I’m sure is more of a grimace than anything, and promptly bury my nose in my wine glass to avoid suffering through any more conversation. 

The remainder of dinner goes exactly as one might expect it to – stiff, polite conversation which slowly suffocates me until I am sure I will pass out or simply die. So when my father invites all the men in attendance for an after-dinner brandy, I make my excuses and slip out into the garden for a breath of fresh air.

Father doesn’t argue; the last thing he wants is to share a companionable drink with me. But I’m not out there long before a shadow looms behind me.

‘Are you not cold?’

I am cold. I’m freezing my bollocks off, but I turn to Prince Henry and force a smile. ‘Not terribly,’ I lie. ‘I’m not much of a fan of brandy.’

‘Or of your father, it would seem.’

I go very still and stare at the prince. I’m sure my expression falls into one of dismay, but I cannot control my face for the moment. ‘Your—’

‘I mean nothing by it,’ he insists with a smile nearly charming enough to compete with my own, were he twenty years younger. At least the bags under his eyes aren’t quite as defined out here under the blue-toned shine of the moon.

‘Forgive me if I seem ungrateful,’ I say. ‘I am, of course, honoured that Your Highness plans to attend my wedding . . . but I don’t understand why.’

Prince Henry laughs and claps a hand on to my shoulder in a far-too-familiar gesture that is both unprincely and alarming. ‘I have known your father a very long time, Christopher-Henry. Not to mention your mother.’

My heart leaps into my throat at the mention of my mother. All at once I am sure I am going to lose my supper, and one hand flies to my stomach in preparation. ‘My mother?’ I ask, breathless. No one has ever mentioned her to me, despite my constant nagging on the subject.

‘Oh yes,’ Prince Henry says, his expression softening. He appears younger and almost handsome as he smiles fondly at some memory. Is that smile meant for my mother? I’m both horrified and intrigued. ‘I remember the day she arrived from the Ottoman Empire with her family. She was striking in her beauty. You look so much like her, you know.’

I am reeling as his words sink in. I had always suspected my mother was not English – my complexion alone is proof of that – but that was the extent of my knowledge until this moment. I swallow the lump forming in my throat. ‘Do I?’ I ask, and I hate how my voice cracks.

‘Of course,’ Prince Henry says with another laugh. ‘Do you not agree?’

I have often wondered what my mother looked like. I bet she was beautiful, but I have never seen her likeness. My father has no paintings of her, nor a locket with her portrait I might have cleaved to as a child. Talk of my mother has always been strictly banned in this house.

‘I am sure I would agree with you had I ever laid eyes upon her, Your Highness,’ I say when I’ve regained control of my senses. ‘My father . . .’ I lick my lips as I come up with an appropriate lie. ‘My father hadn’t the chance to have her likeness painted before she died.’

Prince Henry frowns, his mouth turning down. ‘No?’ he asks. Is he angry, or is that pity? I can’t tell, and it unnerves me to see such an expression almost as much as it unnerves me to be having this conversation at all. He seems to remember himself and shakes his head. ‘Such a pity,’ he murmurs. ‘She was a rare beauty, your mother.’

I want to cry. I want to get away from the prince and his sudden sincerity. I prefer to mislike him and his leering, crass comments – his kindness terrifies me. ‘Your Highness,’ is all I can manage, my voice tight and halting. I swallow once more, but that damned lump refuses to budge.

‘I had best go back in and entertain your father,’ the prince says, with one last smile. 

All I can do is nod stiffly and force my body into a neat bow as he turns to make his way inside. I stare at his back as he disappears into the house, and only when my lashes turn to ice do I realise I have lost control of my emotions.





It feels like an eternity has passed before the house finally goes still for the night. Every inch of my skin itches as I pace back and forth in my bedroom. My wedding suit is laid out neatly on the settee at the foot of my bed, staring at me – taunting me. My father chose black. How very fitting for the funeral of my youth and happiness. 

I turn away from it and press the heels of my hands into my eyes. Tonight has been strange and terrible, and I am more agitated than ever. It isn’t enough that I must sign away all hopes of living a life of my own tomorrow evening, but this business about my mother, and the prince’s soft smile when he spoke of her, has my stomach in knots.

The trunk beneath my window catches my eye, and before I have consciously made the decision, I am suddenly in motion. I pack frantically, stuffing as much into the trunk as I can without taking the time to properly fold anything. I don’t even stop to consider whether the waistcoats I pack match the jackets I choose – that’s how frantic I am.

By the time I’ve finished, there are small piles of discarded garments on the floor and a few bits of fabric poking out from the seam of my trunk. I leave it there and slip out of my room, glancing back at the bedroom of my childhood for a mere second before I make my way along the hallway and shuffle down the stairs as quietly as I can manage.

What am I doing? What am I doing? Before I can muster an answer, I am sitting at my father’s desk, prying open the locked drawer where I know he keeps his banknotes. It opens with a crack and I freeze, gaze darting to the shadow of the door. I wait with bated breath, but nothing happens. 

I can’t even allow myself a sigh of relief. Exhaling quietly through my nostrils, I snatch up a bag of coin and as many notes as I can take without making an obvious dent. Just before I close the drawer, my name catches my attention: Christopher-Henry, written across an envelope in an unfamiliar, looping hand. I reach for it, taking in the frayed folds and water-stained corners. I haven’t the time to read it now, but I tuck it into the pocket of my jacket with the bag and notes. Then I push the drawer shut and rise from my father’s chair. The coins are heavy in my pocket, but not quite as heavy as that envelope.

As I make to step around his desk, the glint of gold catches my eye, and I freeze. Tucked beside my father’s flint box and sealing wax is the signet ring with our family crest on it – two lions on either side of a chevron shield. I have no obvious need of it, but something tells me to snatch the ring anyway, so I do. I drop it into the purse before I can change my mind, and hurry from the room.

There are no servants in the hall, so I make my way back up to my bedroom. I open the trunk once more, and shove my stolen booty deep into the folds of fabric before I tuck everything neatly inside. I drop the lid, lock it, and pocket the key, then stand back to admire my handiwork.

What a bloody disaster.

How am I to get this monstrosity down the stairs and out into the street without being heard or seen? It seems impossible, but my pulse is rushing through my ears and leaving no room for rational thought. I take the trunk by the handle and drag it as quietly as I can across the floor. I can move it barely an inch at a time, but the slow progress works in my favour to prevent any loud scraping sounds it might otherwise have made.

I’m quite certain hours pass before I get the trunk to the top of the stairs, and just as I feel I might burst into tears and give up, I hear a soft gasp behind me. I spin about and nearly pitch down the staircase, saved only by my firm grasp on the leaden trunk’s handle.

It is far later than I thought, for the lad who delivers our milk and eggs for breakfast is staring up at me with wide eyes, a scone in one hand.

He isn’t supposed to be in the foyer, and he certainly isn’t supposed to be eating our food. (I suspect one of the kitchen maids must fancy him.) I hardly mind his egregious overstep, however. I can use it to my benefit. I grin down at him and release the trunk, hurrying down the stairs before he can escape.

‘You, lad,’ I whisper. ‘A shilling to take my trunk out to the front of the house.’

He eyes me suspiciously as I pull a shiny coin out of my pocket. Fair enough.

I withdraw two more coins and hold them out as well. ‘And two more for your discretion.’

‘Yes, Your Lordship,’ he says through a mouthful of scone, as he takes the coins from my hand. I don’t correct his misuse of my title. I merely smile and clap him on the back, then glance up the stairs once more. Somehow, no one has woken up yet. I suppose the sheer number of empty wine bottles at dinner is to blame for that small mercy.

He climbs the stairs with more grace than one might expect from a farm hand, shoves the scone into his pocket – revolting – and lifts my trunk with an ease that sends my bollocks straight back into my body out of pure shame. ‘We ought to go ’round the back instead,’ he suggests.

Thoroughly emasculated but too terrified at the prospect of being caught to concern myself with it, I follow him through the kitchens, snatching a pastry from the counter on my way out. It’s only as he is loading my trunk on to his wagon that I realise I am to give him further instruction and indicate my imminent destination. I panic as I scramble up beside him and hoist my collar to my chin, as if it will somehow protect me from the thing I have just done.

I can’t think of anywhere in England I might go where my father cannot find me. Helplessly, I turn to look at the lad beside me, and his brows rise. ‘To the docks, Your Lordship?’ he asks.

‘Yes,’ I say, as if that were the plan all along. The wagon lurches forward, leaving my stomach behind.

Soon Kitty will be waking to bathe in rose-scented water so she might smell sweet for our nuptials. Soon she will be carefully laced into the no-doubt-extravagant gown she has chosen for this special day. Soon she will make her way into the foyer with a delighted smile on her face, and her heart will shatter into pieces when she finds out her betrothed has jilted her like a coward. Like a thief in the night.

But I cannot bring myself to feel bad for her. She doesn’t know it yet, but I have saved her from certain unhappiness. My selfishness has spared us both from a loveless marriage. One day, I am sure, she will thank me – but that day is not today.
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On the docks, my senses are grievously assaulted by the odour of rotting fish and the constant clamour of bells and shouting. (I detest shouting – it’s so inelegant. Even when he’s at his angriest, my father’s bellowing can hardly be described as mere shouting.) I grimace and flinch away as a man passes by with a hand-drawn cart full of – dear God, whatever it is, it reeks something awful. I dare not look too closely.

All the same, some small part of me is grateful for the distraction from my imminent panic. What was I thinking, allowing that farm boy to bring me to the docks, of all places?

To avoid thinking about the very real probability of my untimely death by drowning, I find a sturdy-looking man in naught but shirtsleeves and brown trousers and offer him a shilling to carry my trunk for me.

He pockets my payment with a nod. ‘Which ship is yours?’

‘Ah . . .’ I can’t help the uncomfortable giggle that bubbles out of me at the question. ‘Perhaps I misspoke. I don’t own a ship. I’m looking to book passage on one.’

‘Meaning . . . there is no ship.’

‘There are plenty of ships,’ I say as I gesture broadly to the numerous ships before us. ‘I’ve yet to buy passage on one.’

The man eyes me suspiciously. ‘Runnin’ away from home, lordling?’

Were I a cat, the fur along my back might bristle at that question. As it is, I am a gentleman – and gentlemen do not bristle. ‘I—’

‘For a crown, I’ll find you a ship.’

I baulk. ‘A crown? Sir—’

‘I’ll even book your passage.’

I let out a huff, but what else can I do? I have no idea how one books passage on a ship. That is, I have been on a ship before, but I have never had to stoop to purchasing my own passage, nor arranging for my trunk to be carried.

‘Fine,’ I mutter, making it clear through my tone I am annoyed as I reach into my purse. ‘I’ll pay you once my trunk is on board,’ I say, showing him the coin. ‘I’m good for it.’

He narrows his eyes, but likely assesses – correctly – that he could snap me in half over one knee if I tried to swindle him. ‘Very well, then,’ he says. ‘Where you runnin’ to, lordling?’

I choose to ignore the implication and wave my hand vaguely. ‘Somewhere fun.’

He snorts, which is as revolting as it sounds, and turns to make his way towards the ships. I sit on my trunk with a sigh and watch him go.

Eventually, he returns – though he is gone long enough that I forget his face. When he approaches me, it takes me a few moments to realise why he is staring at me with his hands on his hips. I slide off the trunk as gracefully as I can manage, for I am utterly exhausted from staying up all night. I don’t ask him if he’s found me a ship. Instead, I just stand back as he hauls my trunk up and makes his way through the crowd.

I follow, grateful that his largeness and the size of my trunk force the crowd to part as we walk. Then, abruptly, he drops my trunk on to the dock and motions towards the nearest ship. I cast him a quizzical look, torn between demanding an explanation and scolding him for manhandling my belongings.

‘You got to talk to the captain to board,’ he says.

‘Is that not what I’m paying you for?’ I demand.

‘No.’

Well, shit. I stare at my trunk, then glare at him. I am trying to decide whether I should leave my trunk with him or send him off without payment when a tall man with a greying queue and sun-kissed bronze skin steps up to us both.

‘This him, then?’ he asks.

I am flabbergasted, but my manservant – you’ll have to forgive me here, I never got his name – answers for me. ‘Aye, this is the lordling.’

‘I’m—’ I begin.

‘You’ll have to come with me, lordling,’ interrupts the grey-haired man.

I grit my teeth. ‘Are you the captain of this vessel?’

He laughs, and I’m surprised by the pleasantness of it. It disarms me.

‘No, lad. The captain’s in his quarters. If you want passage on the Deliverance, you have to speak with him.’

I glance between them and wonder if I am being hoodwinked, or if this is just how it works. I dare not argue and make myself look any more ridiculous than I already feel. Instead, I raise my chin and sigh. ‘Very well.’

I follow him across the gangplank, doing my absolute best not to look down into the dark waters of the berth. I am not a fan of water, but I can think of no other way to well and truly escape my father’s tyranny. 

My heels make a satisfying clack with each step as I follow the man as far as the mast. He stops me short with a held-up hand. ‘Wait here.’

I hate being ordered about as if we were equals – or worse, as if he were my superior. Still, I say nothing as he continues towards a door with a rather fine stained-glass inlay. Well, at least my temporary manservant found me an adequately adorned ship. No doubt the staterooms will be comfortable enough for a voyage.

I tap the sole of my shoe impatiently and glance around as the crew move about on deck and in the rigging.

‘Who’s that, then?’ I hear one of them say. I don’t turn to face him but allow myself to peek through my peripheral. He’s young, with long, straight, reddish-brown hair pulled back into a loose queue at the back of his neck and no facial hair.

‘Dunno,’ says his companion, who has shorter hair and a smart beard – though since I am not looking straight at them, I could swear they wear the same face. Both are sun-kissed and fair. ‘Sure is fancy-lookin’, ain’t he?’

Before I can get a better glance at them, they disappear below decks, and a shadow looms across my vision. I turn my attention back to the silver-haired man. ‘The captain will see you now,’ he says as he waves his arm towards the stained-glass door.

‘Thank you,’ I say, careful to keep my tone neutral. It would be unwise to be impolite when I am alone on their ship; I am simply terrible in a fist fight.

I approach the door and knock briskly upon the glass, tilting my ear towards it. A deep voice beckons me inside, and I step in, closing the door behind me. 

I stop short as the door clicks shut, for the entire cabin is shrouded in darkness, save the blobs of coloured light streaming in through the stained glass. I feel a momentary rush of panic, convinced that I am about to be robbed, or kidnapped and ransomed to my despicable family. That would certainly put a damper on the dramatic escape from my nuptials.

I am about to say something when that deep voice says, ‘I hear you’d like to sail with us.’ It’s smooth and low, like distant thunder on a hot summer evening. I can’t help the shiver that zips up my spine. 

There is the spark of flint, and then nothing. I think this was meant to be some sort of reveal, but it takes three more tries before the charcloth lights, and then the smell of sulphur fills the room as a match is dipped into the flame. Still, it’s impressive that he got it to light that quickly – I could never. The blue glow isn’t enough to light the space, but quickly it floats up and morphs into the flicker of a candle. The warm light illuminates the top of a grand desk, an array of papers and books strewn across its surface.

‘Why is that?’ the captain asks.

A smile pulls at the corner of my mouth, and my galloping heart stumbles back into a clumsy canter. Though the flash of the flint had startled me into jumping, I am sure he could not see it in the dark. I understand now that he is putting on a show for my benefit.

‘Very dramatic,’ I say, stepping forward and clasping my hands behind my back. ‘Does that usually work for you?’

I watch as the candle floats up and tilts. Another candle lights, and then another. There is the silvery glint of a candelabra. A fourth candle lights, and then the captain sets the first back on to his desk. The room has a warm glow to it now, the flames casting sharp shadows that dance across the walls. I can see the shape of him.

‘Yes,’ he admits, and I can hear amusement in that rich baritone.

The candlelight shimmers across the gold buckle of his belt, the butt of a pistol. I let my eyes rake over the desk, where I can now see more than just papers. A cup with ivory dice sits just under the candelabra, beside a magnifying glass with a tusk for a handle. A string of shark teeth hangs from one of the arms of the candelabra, brushing against a map with a compass weighing it down.

‘You didn’t answer my question,’ the captain says. His voice has moved behind me now. I turn to face his silhouette in the kaleidoscope of colours from the stained-glass door, alarmed by how silently he was able to move. I think he is trying to intimidate me, but I am struggling to keep from smiling at this dramatic charade. 

‘Does the sea call to you?’ he asks, stepping closer to me. I think I could listen to him speak all day. His accent is slight, almost like he’s worked to cover it up. Which wouldn’t surprise me – it’s a common practice in England for children to be schooled in their accents. Or perhaps he spent a great deal of his youth travelling and picked up more than one accent during that time; quite likely for a sailor. ‘Or . . . are you running from something?’

At first, I could have sworn he was an Englishman. But he occasionally pronounces his vowels almost like an Irishman, elongating them. His consonants are sharp, or sometimes dropped altogether – yet at the same time, he enunciates letters I would leave silent. I’ve never heard an accent like his.

I can see him in the orange glow from the candles. He is close enough that the candlelight rivals the faded sun streaming through the stained-glass. His skin is the rich brown of beach sand as the evening tide rolls out, and his hair is twisted into purposeful locs, pulled loosely back from his handsome face and falling over his shoulders. He has a short beard that spreads across his strong jaw, with just a bit of silver streaking through it. There are beads woven into his hair – though some of them look more like shark teeth than ivory.

All at once, I am charmed by his attempts to intimidate me with theatrics. A pretty face truly can fix anything. Had he been old and unpleasant in appearance, I am ashamed to admit that I would have laughed at him. Instead, I smile slowly and narrow my eyes a little.

‘I have a taste for adventure,’ I answer. ‘I want to explore the world before I have to settle down into the boring inevitability of married life.’

The captain chuckles and moves across the room. My gaze follows the sound of his heels, and then, with a rustle of fabric, the room is flooded with light. I squint against it. While my eyes adjust, I watch the captain as he ties back a second curtain. Then I use this opportunity to take in his quarters.

They are richly decorated, with a bed far more luxurious than one might expect on a ship, heavy velvet curtains drawn back on either side. In the centre of the room is a settee with a black woven coat draped across the back and a tea table that might once have been beautiful but is now nicked and scratched, and covered in an alarming array of weapons.

‘This is not a pleasure barge,’ the captain explains as he returns to my side. ‘You’ll have to earn your keep on this ship.’

That pulls me out of my musings, and I turn to the captain with brows raised and eyes wide. I stare at him long enough to assess that he is not having another jest, and chuckle. ‘That’s unfortunate,’ I say. ‘For I am dreadfully allergic to exertion.’

The captain smirks, and I swear I hear a subtle puff of laughter. (Who can blame him? I am exceedingly charming.) ‘If it’s adventure you’re after, I doubt you’ll find another ship better suited to that purpose.’

I cannot tell whether he is trying to convince me to stay or go. Or perhaps he does not care either way. His gaze moves over me, and I find myself standing taller as he takes my measure, which is a bit pathetic.

‘I wouldn’t put someone like you in too physically demanding a position,’ he continues, his full lips pulling back into a smile at my expense. ‘And I could hardly put you into the rigging. You’d fall to your death immediately – and that would leave me a man down.’

‘Charming,’ I mutter.

‘Can you read and write?’

I blink, and my brow twitches. Is he trying to insult me? ‘Of course.’

‘And do sums?’

‘I was educated at Eton,’ I say carefully. I am intrigued now. Working, dreadful and base as it sounds, might actually bring some amusement to my days on board.

‘How is your arithmetic, then?’ the captain asks, stepping past me now and moving around me in a half-circle.

I don’t give him the satisfaction of turning to watch him. Instead, I smirk and stare ahead. ‘Oh, quite excellent,’ I say. ‘It’s especially easy for me, as I’ve all my fingers and toes. You’ll have to promise to protect my digits so I can continue to count efficiently.’

He laughs, which is fortunate. My father has warned me on more than one occasion that my mouth will get me killed someday. At least the captain, for what it’s worth, seems to be somewhat endeared by my flagrant insubordination.

‘How fortuitous,’ he says, a smile in his voice. ‘I am in need of someone to handle my ledger. The man who previously filled that position . . .’ He hesitates, and I cannot help but turn to read his expression. ‘Left.’

I mislike the way he paused to consider his words, but his face is impassive. I am nothing if not a lover of beautiful things, and this man is beautiful indeed. A few hours a day doing sums in exchange for escape, adventure, and a chance to occasionally admire him in the sun and wind is something I could put up with. 

I grin up at him. ‘So long as these hands stay soft and intact,’ I say, holding them up, ‘you have yourself a deal, Captain.’

‘Hmm. What’s your name, lost little cat?’ the captain asks as he pulls out the chair at his desk, and drops into it gracelessly.

I clear my throat and clench my teeth. Shit – I hadn’t thought about that. Well, I can’t give my real name. That will lead to one of two things: being dragged back to my father for a reward, or being ransomed to my father and possibly killed once the sum is paid.

I decide I needn’t give my full name. ‘Kit,’ I say at last.

If the captain is suspicious of the delay, he is instantly distracted by his own amusement. ‘Is that so?’

I realise my fatal error, for I have given him ammunition to tease me further.

‘Kit, is it?’ There is a mischievous glint in his dark eyes as he laces his fingers together across his stomach. ‘A lost kitten, then.’

I suck in a breath as my belly does a strange little loop. This epithet makes me feel a certain kind of way, and I dare not examine too closely what that might mean. I swear I could kick myself were it physically possible. I grimace briefly.

‘Kit Mortimer,’ I amend.
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