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            Dedication

         
         
            To my grandson, Seth Alexander Woodiwiss,

            who was the inspiration for the young boy in

            this book. Seth is so engaging and delightful to

            be around, I couldn’t help but want to convey

            those kind of characteristics in Andrew.

            I hope I was successful.
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            Chapter One

         
         
            Newportes Newes, Virginia

            April 25, 1747

         

         The London Pride chafed against the quay as the currents of a rising nor’easter slowly rocked the vessel on her cables. Close above her mastheads,
            errant clouds tumbled in darkening portent of an advancing storm. Gulls swooped in and out of the ship’s rigging, lending
            their raucous cries to the rattle of chains as a double file of thin, ragged convicts stumbled up from the companionway and
            shuffled in unison across the weathered planking. The men, hobbled by leg irons and bound to each other by no more than a
            fathom’s length of chain, were prodded into line for the bosun’s inspection. The women were individually shackled and could
            move at their own pace toward the forward hatch where they had been told to wait.
         

         
         Farther aft, a common swabber paused in his labors to observe the latter group. After casting a cautious glance toward the
            quarterdeck, he grew bold at the continued absence of Captain Fitch and his bovine wife and hastily stowed his mop and bucket
            before ambling across the deck. Strutting like a well-preened rooster around the shabby women, he provoked a near-solid bulwark
            of embittered glares with his leering grin and brash manner. The singular exception was a dark-eyed, raven-haired harlot who
            had been convicted of lifting the purses of the men she had bedded and of seriously wounding a goodly number in the process.
            She alone offered a promising smile to the tar.
         

         
         “I ain’t seen the bogtrotter ’round in nigh a week, Mr. Potts,” the strumpet remarked coarsely, tossing a triumphant smirk
            toward her glowering companions. “Ye don’t suppose the li’l beggar’s gone an’ caught her death in the cable tier, now do ye?
            ’Twould be a right fittin’ comeuppance for biffin’ me in the nose.”
         

         
         A small wisp of a woman with limp brown hair pushed her way out of the cluster of women and gave the harlot a crisp retort.
            “Ye can twist that lyin’ tongue all ye want, Morrisa ’Atcher, but the lot o’ us know m’liedy give ye no more’n ye deserved.
            The way ye jabbed her in the ribs when she weren’t lookin’, ye should’ve been the one what spent time in the chain locker!
            If ’tweren’t for yer li’l lapdoggie here”—she indicated Potts with scathing abhorrence—“bendin’ Mrs. Fitch’s ear, m’liedy
            might’ve been allowed ta have her say.”
         

         
         Setting his beefy arms akimbo, Potts faced the small, feisty woman. “An’ ye, Annie Carver, might’ve done us all a heap o’
            good fillin’ our sheets with wind from yer ever-flappin’ tongue. Ain’t no question ’bout it, we’d have run ahead soarin’ free
            on that gale.”
         

         
         The sound of dragging chains drifted up from the hold, claiming the swabber’s attention. His small, beady eyes took on a sadistic
            gleam. “Well, blimey! I thinks I hear m’liedy comin’ now.” Chortling to himself, he lumbered toward the companionway and hunkered
            down to squint into the shadows below. “Eh, bogtrotter? Be it yer own bloomin’ self comin’ up from ’em lower chambers?”
         

         
         Shemaine O’Hearn lifted seething green eyes toward the broad silhouette looming over the opening. For daring to defend herself
            against this oaf’s shipboard doxy, she had spent the last four days isolated in a dank pit in the forward depths of the ship.
            There she had been forced to scrap with rats and roaches for every morsel of bread that had been tossed to her. If not for
            her sorely depleted strength, she might have clawed her way up the stairs and raked the tar’s ugly visage with ragged nails,
            but heavy sarcasm was the most she could muster energy for. “And what other poor wretch would this smelly toad have come to
            fetch, if not me, Mr. Potts?” she asked, jerking her head to indicate the squat, little man who limped along beside her. “I
            was sure you had persuaded Mrs. Fitch to reserve those quarters for me alone.”
         

         
         Potts heaved an exaggerated sigh of displeasure, making much of her disparagement. “There ye go, Sh’maine, insultin’ me friends
            again.”
         

         
         Her escort reached out and viciously pinched her arm for a second time since freeing her from the cable tier. Freddy was every
            bit as mean as Potts and needed no coaxing to take his spite out on anyone who couldn’t fight back. “Watch yer manners, ye
            highfalutin tootie!”
         

         
         “I will, Freddy,” she gritted, snatching her arm away from his grubby fingers, “the very day the lot of you learn some.”

         
         Potts’s gruff voice resonated through the companionway. “Ye’d better get up here an’ be quick ’bout it, Sh’maine, or I’ll
            have ta teach ye ’nother lesson.”
         

         
         The girl scoffed at the ogre’s rapidly diminishing leverage. “Captain Fitch may have something to say about your heavy-handed
            ways if he intends to sell me today.”
         

         
         “The cap’n may have his say, al’right,” Potts allowed, bestowing a cocky grin upon her as she struggled to make an ascent
            hindered by weighty iron anklets and chains. “But ever’body knows his missus has the final say on this here voyage.”
         

         
         Since being hauled in shackles aboard the bark, Shemaine had become convinced that no other place on earth was more akin to
            the pits of hell than an English prison ship bound for the colonies. And surely, no other person had done as much to advance
            that belief as Gertrude Turnbull Fitch, wife of its captain and only offspring of J. Horace Turnbull, solitary owner of the
            London Pride and a small fleet of other merchant ships.
         

         
         With such a formidable reminder as Gertrude Fitch goading her to be wary, Shemaine paused to readjust a makeshift kerchief
            over her head. During several outings on deck, her fiery red tresses had incensed the dour-faced virago, causing Gertrude
            to berate the whole Irish race as a crass, slow-witted lot and to demean Shemaine as a filthy little bogtrotter, a derogatory
            appellation many an Englishman was wont to lay on the Irish.
         

         
         “Don’t ye dare dawdle now,” Potts taunted. His pig eyes gleamed overbright, attesting to his penchant for cruelty as he eagerly
            watched for any infraction that he could pounce on.
         

         
         “I’m coming! I’m coming!” Shemaine muttered testily, emerging from the passageway. The injustices she had suffered during
            the three-month voyage swept through her mind in bitter recall, sparking her resentment anew until she longed to spit a token
            of her rancor in the huge lummox’s face. But experience had been a harsh taskmaster since her arrest in London, brutally convincing
            her that a coolheaded compliance was the only way a prisoner could ever hope to survive in an English court of law or on one
            of their hell ships.
         

         
         Averse to revealing any hint of her waning strength, Shemaine managed to drag her encumbered limbs forward with a modicum
            of dignity. The scourging wind buffeted her, and she braced her bare feet slightly apart to steady herself and straightened
            her spine with tenacious resolve. The fresh air was a luxury that had become much too rare of late, and she lifted her head
            to slowly savor the salt-tinged essence of the coastal waters.
         

         
         Potts’s eyes narrowed as he noted the girl’s stance. It seemed much too proud and undaunted to suit him. “Puttin’ on airs
            ’gain, are ye? Like some high-flown doxy from court.” Sweeping a hand downward to indicate her tattered garments, he brayed
            in loud amusement, “Beggars’ court in Whitefriars, I’d be a-thinkin’!”
         

         
         Shemaine had no difficulty imagining how pathetic she looked in soiled rags and iron fetters. Though her green velvet riding
            habit had once drawn envious stares from many overly pampered daughters of wealthy aristocrats (those same who had pettishly
            bemoaned her betrothal to the most handsome and possibly the richest bachelor in all of London), her present plight might
            have caused those same ladies to laugh in haughty pleasure.
         

         
         Shemaine’s forlorn sigh was certainly more heartfelt than feigned. Having known only a life of comfort and ease before her
            arrest, she had been thrust without cause into a vile prison where the pitifully destitute found naught but hatred, oppression,
            and utter despair. “’Tis indeed a dreadful inconvenience when a gentle-born lady must go abroad without her servants and couturier,”
            she rejoined in satirical retrospect. “The attendants I’ve dealt with of late have no true ken of loyal service and cannot
            understand the simplest functions of a pursuivant.”
         

         
         Though unable to determine where an insult may have been rooted in her words, Potts was nevertheless distrustful. Her genteel
            way of speaking could make a bloke feel out of sorts with his own tongue, especially one who had run away from home at an
            early age after his widowed mother had tried to curtail his roaming with ruffians.
         

         
         Closing a massive fist around the chain dangling between her shackled wrists, Potts hauled Shemaine abruptly forward until
            her entire vision was filled with the broad, bewhiskered face of her tormentor and a red, cyclopean eye. Even after enduring
            so many hardships and abuse, the girl still refused to yield him that very thing he craved most, an undeniable feeling of
            superiority. “Ye mewlin’ Irish bitch!” he snarled, cruelly yanking her fetters. “Ye think ye’re better’n me, don’t ye? Ye
            an’ yer high-minded ways! Well, ye’re wrong, ye bog-Irish dung. Ye ain’t good enuff ta lick spittle from me boots.”
         

         
         Shemaine gagged at the rank stench of the sailor’s breath and could not help wincing as the iron bracelets bit cruelly into
            her wrists. Almost from the first moment she laid eyes on Jacob Potts, she had felt a sharp aversion to the man. By mandate
            of the captain, the women’s section had been restricted to all but the most trusted members of the crew, but Potts had ignored
            the edict and, with the pompous arrogance of a sultan perusing his private harem, had paced outside their cell, tempting the
            more comely ones with stolen food, fresh rainwater, and other necessities until, in desperation, some had given in to his
            perverted demands. Their shame and humiliation had been agonizingly shared by their cellmates, for no one could escape the
            realization of what the cad was forcing his victims to do. For those who had turned away in disgust, Potts had proven very
            vocal in his lecherous demands, painting an obscene image even in the minds of the most innocent among them.
         

         
         A deep enmity had grown apace with the swabber’s clandestine visits, and except for Morrisa Hatcher, who had worked her wicked
            wiles upon him, Potts had soon been shunned by all. But the harlot had served her own purposes, exceeding his expectations,
            ensnaring him in a guileful web until suddenly it was Potts doing Morrisa’s bidding and appeasing her every whim.
         

         
         Persecuting her most dedicated challenger, Shemaine mused with hostility. Throwing caution aside, she dared to needle the man. “If only Mrs. Fitch knew what you’ve been getting as a reward for telling your lies against me.”
         

         
         Potts’s temper exploded. The little twit would relish setting that hag against him! “Ye’ll not be tellin’ her, wench! Or ye’ll
            be gettin’ more o’ this!”
         

         
         Laying back a brawny arm, Potts let it fly, catching Shemaine’s shoulder just as she sought to duck and sending her reeling
            clumsily over her chains. His desire for revenge was hardly sated. He wanted to see her cringing before him in absolute terror.
            Spitefully he swept a canvas-shod toe outward to snare the links trailing from the leg irons, yanking her off her feet.
         

         
         An indignant yelp of pain escaped Shemaine’s lips as she sprawled backward against the deck’s planking. In actuality the moored
            ship swayed only slightly against the quay, but for Shemaine, dazed and weak, the creak of timbers seemed to increase apace
            with the strengthening gusts and the heaving swells that passed beneath the hull until it seemed as if the deck had come alive.
            Casting a wary glance aloft to where the masts and spars spun in a dizzying blur against the whimsical countenance of a darkly
            brooding sky, she shuddered as her stomach convulsed at the strangely conflicting motions. Leery of heaving up what little
            she had eaten, she rolled over and lowered a clammy brow in the crook of her arm as she waited for her queasiness to ebb.
         

         
         The bosun had turned from his inspection of the male convicts in time to witness the incident and, snatching up his cane,
            stalked forward irately. “Here now. Potts!” he barked. “Leave that wench be!”
         

         
         “But, Mistah ’Arper!” Potts protested. “I was only tryin’ ta protect meself afore this here adder sank her fangs inta me hide.”

         
         James Harper blew out a loud snort of derision. “Aye, Mr. Potts! And the sun sets in the east!”

         
         “I gots witnesses, I do!” Seeking support for his fabrication, Potts glanced around for Morrisa.

         
         “I’ll hear no more lies from you or your lickspittle mate!” Harper retorted, raising the cane threateningly to lend emphasis
            to his words. A symbol of his authority, the stick had been used on many occasions to smarten dimwits and laggards. “Now listen
            well, you worthless swabby! I’ve had enough of your buffoonery! If the captain can’t sell that prisoner for what she’s worth,
            you’ll be getting the best of this stick. Now help her up, damn you, and be gentle about it or you’ll have a proper knot on
            your noggin.”
         

         
         Large hands slipped underneath Shemaine before she had fully regained her reason, but reality came washing hotly over her
            as the greedy hands cupped her soft breasts. With an outraged shriek totally unbecoming a lady, she rolled and kicked out
            sharply with a bare foot. Her haphazard aim was momentarily calamitous for the heavily endowed Potts. His pained yowl coincided
            with his backward, splaying fall, and as Shemaine scrambled to her feet, she had the satisfaction of seeing the fellow writhing
            in agony on the deck.
         

         
         Prudence dictated that she remove herself swiftly out of sight and reach of the boor, and Shemaine saw a chance to accomplish
            that objective as some of the women hurriedly beckoned to her. Slipping quickly through their midst, she settled on the hatch
            cover as they closed ranks around her, concealing her from casual notice. Drawing her legs to her chest and pressing her face
            to her knees, she made herself as inconspicuous as possible.
         

         
         Potts staggered to his feet and glared about him, consumed by a vengeful quest to vent his wrath upon the girl. Like an injured
            bull preparing to charge, he swung his straw-thatched head from side to side as his eyes flicked about in search of her. Through
            the drab, mundane hues of the women’s tattered garments, he caught sight of a long red tress fluttering like a brightly hued
            pennant on a buffeting breeze. Curling his lips back from gnashing black-stained teeth, he growled and plowed toward Shemaine
            with evil intent.
         

         
         “Potts!” James Harper bellowed sharply. He stalked forward several paces, for it seemed he would have to carry out his threat and
            beat the hulking loggerhead into submission. “You lay a hand on that wench and I’ll see you flogged until your back is stripped
            of its hide! That much I promise you!”
         

         
         The bosun’s shout greeted Captain Fitch as the latter climbed to the quarterdeck behind his wife. Even as the call boy blew
            his whistle and announced, “Captain on the bridge!” Everette Fitch paused beside the rail to observe Potts’s unfaltering advance
            on the main deck. Then his gaze swept outward, searching for the intended recipient of the sailor’s assault until he spied
            the young beauty who had once rebuked him for what she and the other prisoners had regarded a deplorable injustice to one
            of their number. She had successfully claimed his notice with her scolding that day, but she had also, in her fervor to argue
            for another’s rights as a human being, unwittingly kindled his lusts. From that moment on, Captain Fitch had found himself
            driven by a fierce yearning to enjoy all the delights Shemaine O’Hearn could offer a man. If not for Gertrude’s stout stamina
            and iron-clad stomach resisting the doses of laudanum he had surreptitiously mixed in her wine, the girl would have surely
            paid the price demanded by his passion. His failure had only made him more desirous of having her, and Fitch had promised
            himself that upon their arrival in port he would covertly claim the wench for his own and ensconce her in a haven totally
            removed from his domineering wife. To disguise his infatuation, he had deemed it prudent to modify the punishments heaped
            upon Shemaine by his wife only when it became apparent that her life would be in jeopardy, but after Harper’s warnings, it
            seemed reasonable to add his own thundering threat as a further deterrent.
         

         
         “Cast that swabby in irons if he will not obey!” Fitch bellowed. Then he lowered his voice to a caustic rumble. “And should
            the blighter damage the wench, stripe his back with a score of lashes for every bruise she bears.”
         

         
         The stern warning finally penetrated the tar’s thick skull, and Potts stumbled to a halt. Glowering at Shemaine, who had braced
            herself for flight, he ground out a garbled oath. “Mark me words well, bogtrotter. Be it a fortnight or even a year from now,
            I’ll make ye rue the day ye laid me low, that ye will.”
         

         
         Shemaine kept her expression carefully passive, lest the slightest twitch push the man beyond the brink of control. She had
            escaped injury this time, but once she left the ship, if her new master couldn’t defend her against this churlish lout, she
            would likely be found and severely punished.
         

         
         “Potts!” James Harper shouted, commanding the sailor’s attention.
         

         
         Potts faced his superior, making no attempt to present a guise of respect. “Aye, Mistah ’Arper? What be ye wants now?”

         
         The seaman’s surly tone ignited Harper’s temper, and he lashed out with a cutting retort. “A hanging from the yard-arm for
            insubordination if I had my way!” He gestured angrily with his cane. “Now, you useless grog-sucker, get below! You’ve earned
            a three-day stint cleaning the mudhook’s chains!”
         

         
         “Come on now, Mistah ’Arper,” Potts cajoled, waggling his head from side to side. “Here we be, ’bouts ta be given shore leave,
            an’ I gots an itch in me crotch ta finds meself a doxy or two ta scratch meself ’pon.”
         

         
         “You’ll stroll no further than the limits of the cable locker for the next five days,” Harper rumbled, seething with rage.
            “Now, Potts, have you anything further to complain about?”
         

         
         The pig eyes narrowed with almost tangible hostility, but the swabber had no choice but to obey or see his sentence lengthened
            by several more days. “Nary a thing, Mistah ’Arper.”
         

         
         “Good! Then report to the cable tier at once.” Scowling darkly, James Harper briefly marked the huge swabber’s progress, then
            signaled another seaman to follow and lock Potts in the forward compartment. Curtly dismissing the tar from mind, Harper faced
            the bosun’s mate and lent his consideration to the matter at hand.
         

         
         “The male prisoners’ve been accounted for, sir,” the younger man announced as he handed over the list. Then he added for Harper’s
            ears alone, “Minus the thirty-one what died en route.”
         

         
         “’Tis an uncommon loss the London Pride has suffered, Mr. Blake,” Harper muttered.
         

         
         “Aye, sir, an’ seein’s as how ye begged the cap’n not ta let his missus limit the prisoners’ rations afore we left, I figures
            ye gots good reason ta fret. Another week at sea an’ there wouldna’ve been enough o’ them poor devils alive ta pay for the
            crew’s vittles, much less our wages.”
         

         
         Harper’s jaw tensed as he recalled the numerous times he had been required to order the convicts’ bodies hurled overboard,
            all because the ship’s owner, J. Horace Turnbull, had grown suspicious of the Pride’s accounting from previous voyages and had insisted his daughter accompany her husband on this particular crossing to make
            a proper evaluation. Having given Gertrude unprecedented authority to examine the ship’s ledgers, the old shipping baron had
            further instructed her to curb whatever costs she might consider superfluous, a mandate which had reaped dire consequences.
         

         
         “One must imagine that when Mr. Turnbull gave his daughter leave to use her own judgments, he had no idea he’d be losing more
            on this voyage than in the last five years we’ve been delivering prisoners to the colonies. In her eagerness to save her father
            a few shillings, Mrs. Fitch has mindlessly managed to murder no less than a fourth of the prisoners. That should shorten the old man’s profits by several hundred pounds, at least.”
         

         
         “If Mr. Turnbull thought there was thievin’ goin’ on afore this here voyage,” Roger Blake mumbled grimly, “ye can bet he’ll
            be thinkin’ it for certain this time.”
         

         
         “And will no doubt send his precious daughter on the following voyage to take another accounting.” Harper frowned at the gloomy
            prospect.
         

         
         “Was Mr. Turnbull right, sir? Be there a thief among us?”

         
         James Harper heaved a laborious sigh. “Whatever the truth, Mr. Blake, I prefer to keep my suspicions to myself.” He shrugged
            as he added, “Still, if I were to discover the identity of the culprit, I’d be loath to ferret him out for Mrs. Fitch. She’s
            made it evident she suspects us all of swindling her father.”
         

         
         “Aye, ta be sure, sir,” Roger Blake heartily agreed. Mrs. Fitch definitely had a way of making an honest seaman feel less
            than worthy of respect and trust. Even the captain wasn’t excluded from her criticism. She had, however, seemed peculiarly
            inclined to lend an attentive ear to the babble of Jacob Potts, although that vile tar had the distinction of being despised
            by their small company of officers and a goodly share of his shipmates.
         

         
         Casting a glance toward the bridge, Roger Blake mentally laid odds that he would find the older couple locked in another verbal
            fray and smiled ruefully as he won his bet. The portly pair were at it again, and he knew by experience that Mrs. Fitch would
            not desist until she had gotten her way. Thankful that he was not encumbered with the likes of that great white whale for
            a wife, Roger returned to his duties.
         

         
          

         Shemaine was able to enjoy a vague sense of relief after the banishment of Potts, but it was not long before the murmuring
            voices of the other women began to intrude into her awareness. Their fretting comments and morbid speculations on what further
            hardships they would experience under the authority of their new masters began to trickle down into her consciousness, heightening
            her dread with a pungent taste of grim reality. Despite the adversities she had been forced to endure since leaving England,
            she had sought to bolster her courage by clinging to a frail fragment of hope that, by some miracle, her parents or even her
            fiancé would find out where she had been taken and arrive in time to save her from the fate of being sold as an indentured
            servant. But as yet, no beloved face had appeared and only a few moments remained before that humiliating event was set to
            begin.
         

         
         Shemaine ran her slender fingers beneath the iron band that encircled her wrist in an effort to ease the constant chafing.
            It was cruel irony that she was even there, but after sipping the bitter draught of English justice firsthand she had ceased
            to believe that she was the only prisoner aboard the Pride who had been unjustly condemned. Others had received equally harsh sentences for nothing more dastardly than stealing a loaf
            of bread or expressing a political view, which some of the young Irish hotbloods were wont to do. In spite of the frailty
            of their crimes and the sheer absurdity of their convictions, their departure as unsavory rabble from the shores of England
            had been expedited by pompous, bewigged magistrates who had enjoined the gaol keepers to offer royal pardons to any and every
            felon who would agree to a term of indentured labor in the colonies. The alternatives had made such proposals seem magnanimous.
            It was either bound servitude beyond the shores of England or a choice between two extremes: a hanging at Triple Tree for
            more grievous crimes or, for lesser offenses, the probability of rape, murder, or mutilation in the foul pits of Newgate Prison,
            a place where absolutely no attempt was made to distinguish between or to separate prisoners by gender, age, or severity of
            offenses.
         

         
         It was impossible for Shemaine to forget the trauma of being snatched from her family’s stable and, like the foulest offender,
            hauled into a court of law by an ugly slip of a man who had identified himself only as Ned, the thieftaker. A short stint
            in Newgate had taught her the futility of tearful supplications and desperately spoken promises of reward to anyone who would
            travel to her father’s warehouses in Scotland and take her parents news of her arrest. It had been absurd to think that anyone
            would believe her guarantee of a weighty purse when she had been confronted by no kinder visage than the stony faces of criminals,
            gaolers, and their helpless victims.
         

         
         Later, after she had come aboard the London Pride and witnessed firsthand the travails of others, she had lost all hope of ever finding a sympathetic benefactor. She had seen
            suckling babes torn from the breasts of desperately pleading mothers, like Annie Carver, who had not foreseen the possibility
            of her infant being snatched from her arms and sold to a passing stranger. Mere children, with haunted eyes and runnels of
            unchecked tears streaking down their thin filthy faces, had been left behind on the docks while they watched their only kin
            led across the gangplank in chains. Other youngsters, convicted of fretfully feeble crimes, had been shackled alongside hardened
            whoremongers and thieves. The only two to board the Pride had not survived.
         

         
         Such sights had been an outrageous affront to Shemaine’s sensibilities and carefully nurtured upbringing. She had not even
            imagined the like of such barbarism until she had seen and experienced it for herself. En masse they had been treated like common vermin, something detestable that had to be spewed forth from the shores of England to
            make the country fit and clean for a more genteel class of people, no doubt that same breed of aristocrat who had hired a
            thieftaker to seize her and to concoct a crime that would see her condemned to seven years in prison, just to prevent her
            from spoiling her fiancé’s sterling heritage with her own Irish-blended blood.
         

         
         Of late, Shemaine’s memories of her past bliss had grown dim and strangely distant, as if she had but dreamed the princely
            Maurice du Mercer had asked her to marry him. After all, Maurice was a titled Englishman and could have chosen from a vast
            assortment of young maidens of the same noble standing as he, whereas she could claim no loftier status than being the solitary
            offspring of a marriage between a hotheaded Irish merchant and a gracious English lady.
         

         
         “Impudent little peasant,” countesses had been inclined to whisper whenever Maurice had swept her around in a promenade. Yet
            the wealth of her father probably would have staggered the wits of self-exalted aristocrats who were so eager to boast of
            their highly esteemed titles but in truth could lay claim to very little of actual monetary worth. Maurice, on the other hand,
            had not only been heir to the vast fortunes, estates, and title of his late father, the Marquess of Merlonridge, Phillip du
            Mercer, he was also the grandson of Edith du Mercer, a most formidable matron and protectress of a lineage well fortified
            with impeccable credentials.
         

         
         Still, if the copious bribe which had been offered to her by the elder had not been motivated by bigotry, Shemaine pondered
            bitterly, why was she here aboard this convict ship and why had she suffered all the degradation of a condemned criminal after
            her refusal to leave Maurice and England behind her forever? Had she but agreed to the Grand Dame’s terms, it seemed unlikely
            she would have come to this precise end.
         

         
         Tears came to blur Shemaine’s vision as waves of anguish washed over her, almost drowning her in a sea of despair, for if
            Edith du Mercer had indeed connived to have her whisked away from England, then the woman’s schemes had been fully realized.
            Not only was Shemaine a continent away from home and family, she was about to be cast into bondage and divested of her last
            shred of hope for deliverance from a way of life for which she was ill prepared. If she did not die of remorse, she would,
            in all probability, succumb to some other dreaded malady prevalent in the colonies or, if Potts found her, the mayhem he intended.
         

         
         A thin arm slipped about Shemaine’s shoulder, snatching her abruptly from her doleful reflections. With a start of surprise
            she glanced around to find Annie Carver watching her curiously.
         

         
         “A fittin’ justice for ol’ Potts, eh, m’liedy?” the young woman ventured with a tentative smile as she sought a reason for
            her friend’s tears. “Ye can bet he won’t be gettin’ a chance ta do any more o’ Morrisa’s foul deeds afore we leaves the ship.”
         

         
         Shemaine was far from convinced that she had seen the last of Potts. “I’d feel considerably more at ease if Mr. Harper would
            keep that beast locked away in the cable tier until the London Pride sails back to England,” she confided glumly. “Morrisa knows just what it takes to get her bullyboy vexed with me, and she’ll
            not rest until I’ve been severely punished for defying her these months at sea.”
         

         
         Annie mentally agreed. Prior to coming face-to-face with Shemaine aboard the ship, Morissa had successfully coerced her cellmates
            into giving her the best and greater portion of what little food had been doled out to them. She had fully expected Shemaine
            to comply as well, for it had been evident that the girl had lived a sheltered, pampered life far above their own. Yet in
            spite of the harlot’s threats, Shemaine had stood her ground, resisting Morrisa’s every effort to see her broken or brought
            down. Shemaine had eventually talked the rest of the women into revolting against the strumpet, deepening a virulent hatred.
            “Aye, ye managed ta set Morrisa awry from yer first encounter. She’s been in a fair ta frothin’ snit ever since.”
         

         
         The strife the harlot had caused Shemaine had convinced her of one thing. “Morrisa would like nothing better than to carve
            me up with that little knife of hers. Or better yet to get Potts to do her dirty work for her. She seems to enjoy giving orders,
            but she prefers others to reap the blame and recompense.”
         

         
         Annie’s gaze slipped beyond Shemaine and grew noticeably chilled. “Speakin’ o’ the witch, look ’oo’s comin’.”

         
         Shemaine followed Annie’s pointed stare and released a bleak sigh when she saw Morrisa’s hip-swinging approach. “The devil’s
            own, no less.”
         

         
         The dark-eyed harlot simpered smugly as she halted beside Shemaine. “Didn’t like yer stay in the cable tier, eh dearie? Well,
            I can’t says I blame ye none, though I knows nary ’nother what deserves ’em chambers more.”
         

         
         “Oh, I knows one al’right.” Annie cut her eyes meaningfully toward the strumpet.

         
         Lifting her lip in a cynical sneer, Morrisa bestowed a full measure of contempt upon the tiny woman. “Why, if’n it ain’t the
            dour li’l crab scootin’ ’round on her belly after her liedyship again, like she was hopin’ for a handout in good looks. Well,
            dearie, ye’re wastin’ yer time with this here bog-Irish scum. Sh’maine ain’t gots none ta spare.”
         

         
         “I knows me friends,” Annie stated in a flat tone. “An’ I knows me foes, an’ ’tis sure ye ain’t no friend o’ mine. Truth be,
            I’d sooner be caught a-molderin’ in a bogtrotter’s grave than cavortin’ with the likes o’ some lecher’s tart.”
         

         
         Morrisa’s brown eyes flared at the slur, and she hauled back an arm to strike, but she froze in sudden wariness. In contests
            of brawn she had already discovered that Annie Carver could best any woman twice her size, and a swollen lip or a bruised
            eye could dissuade a buyer from taking a chance on a bondslave who might prove unruly. Though the urge was great, Morrisa
            could not bring herself to complete the stroke. Petulantly she lowered her arm and shrugged her shoulders, setting her thinly
            clad breasts briefly a-jiggle. By the wealth of curves she exhibited, it was not hard to determine that she had suffered no
            lack of victuals during the long voyage. “Too bad ol’ Potts got carped by the bosun. The bugger might’ve resented ye callin’
            me names.”
         

         
         Shemaine sighed heavily, making much of her lamentation. “Poor, blind Potts. If he only knew how much you truly hated him.
            Why, he’d squash you like a bothersome gnat.”
         

         
         Morrisa smirked contentedly. “He wouldn’t believe ye, dearie, even if ye told him. Ye sees, Sh’maine, I knows how ta handle
            ol’ Potts. ’Sides, he may be useful ta me in these here colonies. The bloke’s even been talkin’ ’bout jumpin’ ship an’ stayin’
            on with me instead o’ sailin’ back ta England. Wouldn’t the two o’ ye be surprised if’n he did?”
         

         
         Shemaine mentally shivered at the thought. Indeed, she could almost hear the banshees whispering her name. Despite the prickling
            dread that crawled up her nape, she made a point of growing thoughtful and voiced a possible solution to such a problem. “Perhaps
            I should warn the one who buys you that he’ll likely get his throat slit by you or your lackey on a leash. I’m sure your master
            would be able to keep you adequately fettered and out of trouble, at least for a while. Besides, when Potts ceases to be of
            use to you, you’ll find another buffoon to fetch and carry for you. I doubt that you have it in you to remain loyal to any
            man longer than it takes for him to hand over your fee.”
         

         
         Morrisa’s haughty smirk twisted into an enraged grimace. “Ye don’t know when ye’re well off, do ye, Sh’maine! Anyone else
            would’ve learned by now, but not ye! I has ta pound it inta yer ugly noggin!”
         

         
         Morrisa lunged at Shemaine with fingers curled into claws, having every intention of gouging those green eyes from their sockets,
            but the bosun’s shout rang out for a second time, foiling another fight.
         

         
         “Start anything, ladies,” James Harper warned, using the title loosely, “and I’ll have the both of you keelhauled ’til your
            tempers cool!”
         

         
         Morrisa’s glower conveyed her unabated fury, but the bosun was a man of his word, and such a dreadful threat from him gave
            her cause to reconsider. Her fingers finally relaxed, and with a flippant toss of her raven mane, she sauntered off, dragging
            her chains behind her.
         

         
         The keening cry of a sea eagle pierced the blustering breezes, drawing Shemaine’s gaze to the turbulent clouds churning overhead.
            Beneath their dark and looming shroud, frightened gulls wheeled on black-tipped wings and dove close to the water in an effort
            to escape their nemesis, but the erne seemed indifferent to the smaller birds as he casually rode the currents on widespread
            wings. Mesmerized by his free-spirited flight, Shemaine could almost envision herself mounting to the air on similar wings
            to escape the ordeal of what the coming moments or even the next seven years would bring. But harsh reality was only a heartbeat
            away. Chained by iron fetters and forever bound to earth, she could only watch in helpless dismay as the eagle soared beyond
            her restricted view. His freedom to wander hither and yon brutally mocked the constraints that she and the other prisoners
            had been subjected to since being convicted in an English court of law.
         

         
         Annie sighed wistfully beside her. “I’ll be happy ta leave the ship, m’liedy, but I’d be gladder still ta be bought by some
            kindly folk what gots a wee one or two for me ta tend.”
         

         
         “Perhaps you will be, Annie.” Seeking encouragement for her friend, Shemaine climbed atop the hatch cover and stretched her
            own slight frame upward until she could see over the railing. Her gaze flitted over the colonials waiting on the quay for
            the shipboard sale to begin. To be sure, she was not greatly heartened by what she saw. The chance of Annie being purchased
            by a young family seemed ridiculously farfetched when she considered the potential buyers. Gray-haired men with pallid skin
            and short, plump wives; landowners with bald pates; and spinsterish-looking women with thin, hatchet faces seemed the primary
            choices. Only one man stood apart from the rest in both distance and appearance. He was definitely young enough to lend some
            hope for the gratification of Annie’s aspirations, yet his sharply brooding scowl was formidable. The other settlers eyed
            him furtively, as if afraid of meeting his stoic gaze, which did little to ease Shemaine’s own speculations about the man.
            Yet, for all of the others’ diffidence, he seemed to be the main reason for their incessant chatter.
         

         
         James Harper approached the women and took a ring of keys from his belt as his gaze flitted over them. Gertrude Fitch had
            not allowed the female prisoners to come on deck and bathe in sight of the men in preparation of the sale. Instead, she had
            sent down a scant bar of soap and two buckets of water which they had immediately fought over and wasted. Three months at
            sea had taken its toll, for they looked no better than the poorest beggars of London. The odds of getting a fair price for
            any of them seemed remote, which of course would serve Turnbull’s meddling daughter her proper due for not supplying ample
            rations and being so rigidly opposed to the crew viewing a naked breast, buttock, or two. When the women were all so scrawny
            and starved looking, a skeptical eyebrow was probably the most a glimpse would have raised.
         

         
         “All right, ladies! Look lively now!” Harper bade, attempting a cheery tone. “Come now, and let us set you free. We can’t
            let these colonial bumpkins see you in irons, now can we? ’Tisn’t the end of the world, I’ll warrant, but the beginning of
            a whole new life for all of you.”
         

         
         “Says ’oo?” an aging crone squawked.

         
         Morrisa chortled and strode forward to challenge the bosun. “Why, Jamie, me boy, do ye think ’em irons matter a wit ta these
            here pilgrims? I heared it said more’n a few o’ ’em blighters were sent o’er in chains just like the rest o’ us poor buggers.”
         

         
         James Harper deliberately ignored the strumpet as he handed Roger Blake a single key and indicated the leg irons. “Loose their
            garters, mate, while I get their bracelets. . . .”
         

         
         On the quarterdeck, Captain Fitch wiped his glistening brow with a rumpled handkerchief as he stepped to the rail. Having
            finally acquiesced to the demands of his domineering wife, he called down to the bosun. “Mr. Harper, would you be kind enough
            to come up to the bridge.” Fitch’s frustration roiled like bitter acid in his stomach, for he could only wonder how his plans
            for a tryst were to succeed when his wife would be scrutinizing the sale of convicts with her usual tenacity. At the moment
            he wasn’t the least bit desirous of masking her dictates with subtlety. “Mrs. Fitch wishes to make it clear to all concerned
            that she’s to be given every opportunity to oversee the transactions completed here today.”
         

         
         “Aye, Captain,” Harper responded, wondering just when Mrs. Fitch would take it upon herself to don her husband’s breeches
            and assume full control of the ship. He greatly resented her intrusion into the normal protocol of the bark, but then, it
            was neither his vessel nor his command. “Right away, sir.”
         

         
         Harper faced the prisoners again. “Step in line, ladies, and let Mr. Blake strike those chains from you.”

         
         In dutiful respect to his captain, Harper handed the keys over to the bosun’s mate and climbed to the bridge, leaving the
            younger man to carry out the inspection of the female prisoners, a task Harper did not especially envy. It made him uncomfortable
            to treat them like dumb animals being readied for sale. Some seemed as young and innocent as his own dear sweet sister.
         

         
         Approaching the couple, Harper nodded crisply to his superior and then met the snobbish stare Gertrude fixed upon him. “Good
            day, madam.”
         

         
         “Mr. Harper!” Her voice was normally loud and even more so when she was determined to take charge of a situation, which apparently
            was now. “As you know, I have a direct interest in the proceedings aboard this vessel, and I wish to be kept apprised of every
            offer that is made before a sale of a convict is finalized. ’Twill enable me to keep a better record for my father. Do you
            understand?”
         

         
         Since her sire owned the Pride, how could anyone on the ship ignore her behest? Captain Fitch had certainly seemed unable to. “As you wish, madam.”
         

         
         “There is another matter which greatly disturbs me, Mr. Harper,” she informed him brusquely. “I don’t approve of you locking
            Jacob Potts in the cable tier. The man has been beneficial in keeping me abreast of the prisoners’ activities and willful
            violations of my orders. You’ll rescind your directive at once and set the man at liberty.”
         

         
         Harper’s jaw tensed, and it was with a hard-won guise of control that he presented his arguments against her edict. “Your
            pardon, madam. The man was deliberately insubordinate, and if I’m forced to negate his punishment, I’ll no longer have any
            influence over the crew. ’Twould be folly to do so, madam.”
         

         
         Captain Fitch struggled to master his own ire. The fact that his wife had lent credence to the prattle of a common swabber
            was further cause to be offended by her presence aboard the Pride. An experienced officer would have considered the source and been suspicious of the tar’s motives. “Gertrude, the bosun is
            right—”
         

         
         “Nevertheless, Mr. Harper,” she interrupted rudely, pointedly ignoring her husband. “You’ll cancel your order or I’ll see
            that Captain Fitch dismisses you from this ship forthwith!”
         

         
         “Gertrude!” Fitch was appalled by her threat and hastened to dissuade her without causing an out-and-out rift with her father.
            “You cannot expect me to dismiss a man for doing his duty!”
         

         
         “I expect you to remember who owns this ship!” Gertrude snapped.

         
         “How can I forget when you constantly remind me?” her husband shot back.

         
         “You forget yourself, Everette,” Gertrude rumbled in a low, assertive tone as he scowled back at her. “I hope I won’t have
            to make mention of this occasion to Papa.”
         

         
         James Harper resented the woman’s manipulation of power but was hardly in a position to complain. Vowing never to sail on
            another ship with her, he drew himself up with all the dignity of a merchant seaman and forced himself to verbalize his words
            carefully, finding it difficult to speak in anything less than a roar. “Madam, I’ve always taken my orders directly from the
            captain. If he charges me to set Potts at liberty, then I’ll have no other choice but to do so.”
         

         
         Knowing that he dumped the full weight of responsibility on his superior, Harper faced the older man and waited for the necessary
            dictum, which Fitch seemed reluctant to issue.
         

         
         “Go about your business, Mr. Harper,” Fitch finally urged. “We will confer on this matter at a more convenient time.”

         
         “Everette Fitch!” Gertrude’s ponderous bosom tested the restraints of her bodice as she puffed up like an outraged walrus.
            “Do you mean to say that you’re going to let Mr. Harper get away with ignoring my wishes? If you will not make him do what
            I say, then perhaps Papa will have to remind you just where your loyalties should be fixed. He’ll be arriving in New York
            on the Black Prince ere we leave port, and I’m sure he’ll have something to say about your behavior today.”
         

         
         Captain Fitch managed to hide his annoyance behind a polite but stilted manner. He had learned by experience that to rile
            Gertrude was to invite the wrath of her father, who had never demonstrated compassion toward anyone, least of all to those
            who provoked him or his daughter. If not for the fact that Turnbull was sole owner of the London Pride, Fitch would have halted Gertrude’s intrusions at the very start of the voyage, but he had been unable to forget who controlled
            the purse strings. It was one of the pitfalls of marrying for wealth, of which he had been able to enjoy very little. Except
            for the moneys he had managed to pilfer here and there, the greater bulk of Turnbull’s wealth had remained inaccessible to
            him, and that goaded him unmercifully, for Horace Turnbull was rich beyond belief.
         

         
         “Your pardon, Gertrude. I thought it prudent to wait and handle this matter after most of the crew have left the ship so they
            won’t be aware of Potts’s release.”
         

         
         Like an oversized cat, Gertrude snuggled her head back into the folds of her neck and smiled serenely, content that she would
            get her way. Jacob Potts had kept her abreast of the quick-tempered antics of a certain Irish chit who had foolishly upbraided
            her and her husband as if they were naught but wayward children. Shemaine’s criticism had been initiated by the flogging of
            Annie Carver which had taken place shortly after their departure from England. It was the least the lackluster mouse had deserved
            for trying to kill herself after the loss of her babe, but Shemaine O’Hearn had deserved much more for daring to confront
            them about their treatment of the guttersnipe in front of the crew and the other convicts. Thereafter, Gertrude had yearned
            to see the girl’s lifeless body dropped into the depths of the sea and, in that quest, had sought to exact the ultimate revenge.
            But no amount of arguing could sway Everette or get him to agree to anything more stringent than four days of isolation and
            limited rations for the Irish tart. Though he had also been the recipient of Shemaine’s railing criticism that day, he had
            merely shrugged off the incident, saying that none of it had been his doing anyway and the blame lay solely on the one who
            had started it all by issuing orders for Annie’s baby to be taken from her and sold.
         

         
         Bracing a hand on the rail, Gertrude gazed down upon the one whom she had twice condemned to a secluded stay in the chain
            locker. A frayed, dingy kerchief covered the fiery tresses, but even as crude as the headpiece was, it failed to detract from
            the winsome beauty of the oval face and the large, emerald eyes that slanted upward beneath delicately sweeping brows. Glimpsing
            a hint of a water sprite or even a fairy queen in Shemaine’s fragile beauty and thin willowy form, Gertrude yielded to her
            own shrewish nature.
         

         
         “Look who’s been let out of the murky depths,” she heckled, drawing the younger woman’s gaze swiftly upward. “Why, you’ve
            been down there so long, your toes must be webbed! And how quaint! You’ve made some adjustments to your appearance. But do
            you not ken, Shemaine? A red-haired witch is hard to disguise.”
         

         
         If anyone was a witch, Shemaine mentally scoffed, then surely it was this overstuffed grouse who, with her wickedly vindictive
            ways, had pecked away at the lives of the prisoners. Snatching the kerchief from her head, Shemaine threw caution literally
            to the wind and let the bright strands of hair whip out around her in riotous confusion, silently challenging the older woman,
            whose face slowly contorted with murderous hatred.
         

         
         “You’re a vile witch, Shemaine O’Hearn,” Gertrude hissed through gnashing teeth. “I pity the fool who’ll buy you!”

         
         Of a sudden, the scudding breezes strengthened and swept across the deck, snatching Shemaine from a morass of morbid uncertainty
            as she met Gertrude’s blazing glower. It dawned on her that she had much to be grateful for, for she had proven herself capable
            of existing under the most intolerable conditions, many of which this woman had purposely created. Yet, for all of the abuse
            and venomous reproofs she had endured, Shemaine knew, without a doubt, that she was still wonderfully, desperately alive!
            And that achievement was truly a thing to be thankful for!
         

         
         “And a very good day to you, Mrs. Fitch,” she called, lending a cheeriness to her Irish-infected greeting despite her aversion
            to the termagant. “Did I not tell you I’d survive the pit again, and here I am for yourself to see!”
         

         
         Gertrude’s lips tightened in a sneer. “More’s the pity, Shemaine. More’s the pity. But then, you may not be so lucky in the
            next seven years.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The call boy blew his whistle, giving the signal for the waiting crowd of colonials to come aboard. Though most of the men
            had come to the ship intending to acquire field hands, they strolled leisurely past the female convicts as if seriously disposed
            toward making a purchase, at least until they reached Morrisa, who had settled in a provocative stance near the mizzenmast.
            They stared agog at her overt display and seemed unable to turn away. Their wives and other townswomen passed her by, lifting
            their noses in obvious disdain, and devoted their consideration to more practical possibilities. A short, balding man gaped
            in slack-jawed awe at the harlot’s generous proportions, but when he made an attempt to question her, Morrisa waved him away
            in annoyance.
         

         
         “Go ’way, li’l toad,” she snapped. “I’m lookin’ for a real man ta buy me.”

         
         The man’s face darkened to a mottled red as he glowered at her, but Morrisa drew her lips back in distaste and made a hissing
            sound as if she were a snake frightening off a predator. Highly offended, he stumbled back a few steps and straightened his
            coat with an angry jerk.
         

         
         “They drown witches here, ye know!” he warned direly. Then he sniffed in sharp disfavor and stalked off to join another handful
            of men who were scrutinizing Shemaine and some of the younger women.
         

         
         It was almost more than Shemaine could bear to have the settlers sizing her up like so much merchandise. For this one and
            that, she had to stand and submit to a careful inspection of her teeth, hands, and arms. Her polite answers elicited approving
            nods from the women, but the warming glint in the men’s eyes conveyed a more lurid imagination. The idea that she could be
            purchased merely to appease a prurient appetite was completely appalling, and she breathed a desperate plea that she would
            soon be bought by a kindly mistress who might patiently instruct her on the duties of a household servant.
         

         
         “You women there!” James Harper called from the rail. “Step over here at once and give this man your attention!” He jerked
            a thumb to indicate a tall, dark-haired colonial who stood beside him. “His name is Gage Thornton, and he’s here in search
            of a nursemaid to care for his two-year-old son.”
         

         
         A flurry of conjectures arose from the townspeople, and they gawked at the man as if he had suddenly grown two heads. Though
            Shemaine recognized him as the one who had kept to himself on the wharf, and the only one of the lot whom she had deemed young
            enough to offer some hope of fulfilling Annie’s wishes, she could not fathom the reason for the amount of attention he was
            receiving.
         

         
         Shemaine gave the tiny woman a gentle shove to encourage her. “Hurry, Annie! This may be your only chance!”

         
         Annie was eager to comply and wasted no time in her attempt to be at the vanguard of those who surged forward. It was apparent
            from the enthusiasm of the other females that they, too, wanted the position Mr. Thornton offered. Young and old alike shoved
            and clawed their way toward him, for without a doubt the duties of nursemaid were greatly desired above those of a scullery
            maid, a field hand or the like.
         

         
         “Remember you are ladies,” Harper cautioned, wondering if he would soon have to quell the ruckus.

         
         Shemaine was the only woman who refrained from joining the melee, but a deepening curiosity began to take root as she regarded
            the man. His sleeves were rolled up past his elbows, as if he had left some important task behind to make his way to the ship,
            yet his tense frown and rigid jaw strongly hinted of his distaste for the errand he was on, especially since it seemed likely
            he would be caught in the midst of an eye-gouging fray. Grimy fingers clung to the homespun shirt and hide breeches that covered
            the man’s frame, while some women, with admiring oos and ahhs, were bold enough to stroke the torpid bulge casually defined
            by the clinging deerskin.
         

         
         “Ladies!” Harper chided testily. “Hands off the buyer, please!”

         
         “Awwh, mate,” a snaggletoothed doxy grumbled in exaggerated disappointment. “He’s the finest bloke we’ve seen in a goodly
            time, that he is! ’Sides, we can’t sees where a li’l lovin’ fondle would hurt the bloke none. Saints alive! We needs it more’n
            him!”
         

         
         Three months sharing the same cell with these women had not been nearly enough time to dull Shemaine’s sense of propriety.
            Acutely embarrassed for her gender, she also sensed the colonial’s annoyance as he briefly lifted his gaze skyward. If he
            had sudden regrets about coming aboard the London Pride or, by chance, was silently pleading for intervention from above, it was much too late for either. Among her companions he
            remained the center of attention, and with good reason, Shemaine had to admit.
         

         
         In a face that was intensely handsome and tanned golden by the sun, his eyes gleamed like warm brown crystals shot through
            with shards of amber. Shadowed by brooding, well-defined brows, they were darkly lashed and wonderfully translucent. His nose
            was thin and sculptured with a subtle, aristocratic curve that any noble Grecian might have envied. His cheekbones would have
            been equally coveted, for they were leanly fleshed and pleasantly prominent. Devoid of a beard, the jaw and chin were crisply
            wrought beneath bronzed skin. It was entirely a man’s face and no less the torso beneath it.
         

         
         He stood nearly a head taller than the stockier Mr. Harper, and though he was neither massively built nor one of great overwhelming
            brawn, his wide shoulders were sleekly buttressed by a tautly muscled chest that tapered to a trim waist and narrow hips.
            If the iron-thewed arms were any indication, then the rest of him had to be as hard as tempered steel.
         

         
         The settler’s expression grew pained as his eyes slowly scanned the women who stood around him. When Morrisa elbowed her way
            toward him, rudely displacing another with a sharp nudge of her hip, his dark eyebrows came together with the intensity of
            a thunderclap. He didn’t seem the least bit intrigued by the transparency of her sagging blouse, only annoyed by her impertinence.
         

         
         “Ain’t ye a handsome bloke,” the strumpet cooed. Coyly tracing a finger along his forearm, she smiled up at him. “Me name’s
            Morrisa Hatcher, gov’na, an’ I’d be o’erwhelmed with delight ta tend yer chit.”
         

         
         Gage Thornton was now convinced that he had come on a fool’s errand. Only a short time ago he had been resolved to ignore
            the inevitable brashness of the female prisoners on the slim chance that among them he might find one who would meet his qualifications,
            but he was quickly losing patience with this whole preposterous idea of his. How could he, even in his wildest imagination,
            have ever hoped to obtain from such an unlikely source so rare an acquisition as he had mentally conjured? Perhaps his desperation
            had surpassed even the degree he had realized it had reached. He was determined to accept nothing less than his ideal, but
            it was becoming increasingly apparent that the kind of woman he was looking for wasn’t to be found aboard a convict ship.
         

         
         “I have different qualifications in mind than the ones you generously display, Miss Hatcher. I’m afraid you do not suit my
            purposes.”
         

         
         Morrisa nodded knowingly as she jeered, “Afraid o’ yer wife, are ye?”

         
         Gage felt his vitals slowly twist with indignation. This woman had no idea, of course, what he had gone through since Victoria’s
            death, and certainly no stormy retort would enlighten her. “Your pardon,” he replied succinctly. “My wife was killed in an
            accident a year ago. Were she alive today, I assure you I wouldn’t be on this damn fool errand.”
         

         
         Timidly Annie stepped forward to tug at the man’s sleeve. “Me name’s Annie Carver, sir. Me own babe was sold soon after I
            boarded the ship, so ’tis me earnest wish ta have a wee one ta care for. I can promise ye I’d cherish yer son as me very own,
            sir.” She blushed in sudden confusion and wrung her hands as she added, “That is, if ye’d be o’ a mind ta lay out the coins
            ta buy me.”
         

         
         Gage’s indomitable gaze softened somewhat as he looked down at the small, plain-faced woman, but her garbled speech bespoke
            her lack of schooling. “I was hoping to find a woman who could teach my son to read and write in years to come. Is it possible
            that you can instruct him?”
         

         
         “Blimey no, gov’na!” Annie gasped, confounded by the requirement. Deeply disappointed, she was about to turn away when a sudden
            thought struck. Facing him again with an eager smile, she informed him, “But I knows one what can! She’s a liedy, ta be sure,
            sir.”
         

         
         “A lady?” Gage was clearly dubious now that he had seen the greater share of women. “Here on a convict ship?”

         
         “Aye, sir!” Annie’s answer was emphatic. “M’liedy knows readin’ an’ writin’ an’ can even do sums in her head. I seen her do
            it, sir.”
         

         
         “Ninety years old, no doubt,” Gage scoffed. He couldn’t waste his funds on a woman who would probably fall dead five minutes
            after leaving the ship. Old arguments surfaced to cast his expectations into the realm of the absurd, stripping away his confidence
            and nullifying his hopes. Certainly no gentle-bred woman would have committed such a grievous crime to warrant being sent
            to the colonies on a convict ship, unless of course she had been thrown into debtor’s prison. Even then, he had grave doubts
            that he could afford her. He had other commitments which negated his ability to pay off such encumbrances.
         

         
         A smug smile twitched at the corners of Annie’s lips. “Nay, sir! A young liedy! An’ a comely one at that, sir.”

         
         “Where is this marvel?” Gage asked blandly. He was afraid Annie didn’t fully comprehend the meaning of the word lady, for he had neither seen nor heard any similarities since boarding the Pride.

         
         Turning, Annie motioned for her companions to move aside as she searched for her friend. When a path had opened, she thrust
            out a thin arm to point to a lone figure sitting on the hatch cover. “That’s ’er, gov’na! Shemaine O’Hearn, she be!”
         

         
         Shemaine became instantly aware of the attention she had gained and the strength of those startlingly beautiful brown eyes
            as they settled on her in amazement. She could entertain no uncertainty about whether or not she had piqued the stranger’s
            interest, for he was totally engrossed in looking her over.
         

         
         Gage Thornton had worked too hard for everything he now owned to be fooled into believing his goal could be met so painlessly.
            This young woman was uncommonly fetching, a possible prize to be sure, but he was leery of some hidden flaw.
         

         
         He leaned aside to question Annie. “A lady, you say?” At her affirmative nod, he asked the obvious. “But why is she here?
            What offense did she commit that justified her being sent to these shores on a prison ship?”
         

         
         Annie lowered her voice to a whisper. “A thieftaker snatched m’liedy whilst her parents were away an’ wouldn’t let her go
            an’ fetch people what knew her, so ye see, sir, there weren’t none ta say the bloke nay when he swore she were the one what
            stole another liedy’s jewels.”
         

         
         Gage was hardly convinced, but his reservations were not enough to diminish his interest. Even with her cheeks smudged with
            grime and her hair wildly snarled about her thin shoulders and down her back, Shemaine’s beauty was unmistakable. Her face
            seemed delicately wrought, as if some artist had painted an image of a dream and brought it to life with an enchanted kiss.
            Her breeding, he strongly suspected, was thoroughly Irish, for no other race seemed quite so naturally favored with combinations
            of flaming red hair, sparkling green eyes, and creamy fair skin. Despite the rags that adorned her, her graceful bearing gave
            undeniable evidence of her refinement, for she held herself with a regal air, her chin slightly elevated, her eyes meeting
            his directly, as if she suffered no qualms about being his equal.
         

         
         Gage marveled at the unusual tumult inside of him and could only wonder what excited him more, the discovery of a girl who
            seemed to fulfill his every requirement for a nursemaid or the other, unspoken purpose which he had not dared hope to satisfy.
            If he did acquire her, his future intentions would probably astound friend and foe alike. But then, it wouldn’t be the first
            time he had gone against proper decorum to carve out a definite direction for his life.
         

         
         Mentally Gage hauled back on the reins of his racing thoughts and, assuming a casualness he did not particularly feel, pointed
            the girl out to the bosun. “Mr. Harper, I’d like to make inquiries about that prisoner over there.”
         

         
         James Harper craned his neck to see which of the women had interested the man, just as an aging crone stepped in front of
            Shemaine. Harper bade the elder forward, mentally questioning the man’s taste and good sense, but Gage negated the summons
            with an impatient slash of a hand. Stepping to a place where he could command Shemaine’s attention directly, he bade her to
            come forward with a single beckoning motion.
         

         
         Conscious of those sparkling brown orbs feeding on her every movement, Shemaine rose from the hatch and slipped through the
            press of women whose troubled frowns openly conveyed their envy and dejection. Her progress went unhindered, however, until
            Morrisa blocked her path.
         

         
         “If’n I were ye, dearie, I’d be a mite cautious o’ goin’ off with this here Thornton gent. Ye sees, Sh’maine, I ain’t seen
            such a handsome bloke in all me born days, an’ I wants him for meself. An’ if’n ye keeps me from havin’ him, I’ll not be takin’
            it too kindly. For sure, I’ll be wantin’ ta slice ye up good an’ proper.”
         

         
         Shemaine was amazed that Morrisa still sought to intimidate her. It seemed by now that even a half-wit would have realized
            she was too obstinate to be moved by threats. “And if I were you, Morrisa,” she gritted back through a tight smile, “I’d consider
            the mayhem the man might heap upon your hide if you manage to harm a servant of his, especially one he’s paid good money for.”
         

         
         “I’ll come after ye, Sh’maine, mark me words. An’ when I finds ye, I’ll make ye sorry ye didn’t heeds me warnin’. This here
            bloke won’t wants ye after I gets through with ye.”
         

         
         The visual daggers that pierced the strumpet belied the softness of Shemaine’s words. “I hope you’ll not be too surprised,
            Morrisa, if I let Mr. Thornton know you’ve threatened to do me harm.”
         

         
         Morrisa snarled in exasperation as Shemaine brushed past her. Her failed attempts to see the bogtrotter killed or, at the
            very least, seriously maimed were even more grievous now, when it was evident the redhead had attracted the best of the lot.
            A scarred face would have certainly discouraged the handsome bloke from wanting the chit.
         

         
         James Harper hadn’t bothered to glance up as Shemaine halted beside them. He had grown impatient with all the fuss over the
            settler and, like Potts, was anxious to conclude the sale so he could enjoy his liberty on shore, for he had a fair thirst
            building for a large tankard of ale. Checking the lists, he questioned brusquely, “Your name?”
         

         
         “Shemaine O’Hearn.”

         
         His head snapped up in surprise at the velvety reply. The name conjured up different images of a slender, red-haired beauty
            he had both glimpsed from afar and ardently admired at close range. If there was one prisoner he was loath to see sold to
            another man, it was this girl who had aroused the hopes and imagination of many a sailor aboard the London Pride. Even Captain Fitch had been smitten, and only the most discreet members of the crew knew his wife would soon have valid reasons
            to be envious of the maid. Ere long, her husband would settle the girl in a nearby house and make her his mistress. It was
            not an arrangement Harper enjoyed making for his superior, but he simply had no choice in the matter.
         

         
         He spoke in a hushed tone to the stranger. “I fear you’d not be content with this one, sir,” he advised, having been instructed
            by Captain Fitch to discourage all serious buyers. “She has a sharp tongue which can lay a man open with a deft stroke. Ask
            the captain and his missus if you doubt what I say.”
         

         
         Having overheard the warning, Shemaine fixed Harper with an incredulous stare, wondering why he should be so callous as to
            distort the details of that specific day when he had assembled the prisoners on deck to witness the scourging of Annie Carver.
            They had been forced to watch the cat-o-nine rip open the small woman’s back and were warned as the whip fell that similar
            infractions would result in like discipline. Their confused and questioning murmurs had turned rapidly to muttering indignation,
            for they had known only too well what had caused Annie’s attempt to kill herself. One by one they had faced the quarterdeck
            where the captain had stood. Shemaine vividly recalled the contempt that had risen like sour gall in her throat when her own
            gaze had settled on the captain standing stoically beside his gloating wife. With as much passion as her Irish father had
            ever thought of venting, she had climbed atop the hatch cover and harshly berated the couple for their barbarous treatment
            of Annie.
         

         
         Now, with considerably less venom than she had exhibited three months before, Shemaine questioned the bosun. “Will you give
            me no chance to explain, Mr. Harper?”
         

         
         “Did I not tell the truth?” he queried, growing distressed because in the process of obeying orders he could turn her completely
            against him. He was no more partial to the idea of letting her go off with this man than he was to the captain’s claiming
            her, but what could he do?
         

         
         “You accused me rightly, sir,” Shemaine admitted brittlely, lifting her chin as she met his troubled stare. “But there was
            much more to the incident than you infer. Mrs. Fitch’s crimes against a grieving mother were tantamount to whipping a widow
            for mourning the death of her husband. Her only interest in keeping Annie alive was purely mercenary, but you, sir . . . could
            you not understand Annie’s depth of despair when she tried to take her own life? Or are you so completely bereft of compassion
            that you cannot comprehend the sorrow of a young mother when she is robbed of her child? Or did you, indeed, see the need
            for her to be further punished by a flogging?”
         

         
         “I could not disobey my superiors,” Harper argued. “Nor was it my place to debate the matter with them.”

         
         “So, by your silence you consented to the whipping,” Shemaine chided softly. “How chivalrous you are.”

         
         Harper blushed profusely, realizing her arguments had uprooted him from his firm stance. Her persuasive reasoning would no
            doubt sway the colonist in her favor. In hopes of dashing any idea of a gallant spirit, he sought to justify his claims. “’Twas
            certainly not your place to accuse the captain or his wife and encourage the other prisoners to revolt!”
         

         
         “Revolt?” Shemaine laughed in rampant disbelief. “They merely voiced their objections. Believe me, sir, revolt was not within
            their capability, not when they were half starved and weighed down with so much iron they could hardly move!”
         

         
         “The bosun’s right, gov’na,” Morrisa interrupted, shouldering others aside. “That Irish tart gots a spitefully mean temper,
            she does. Laid me low more’n a few times, she did, without me e’er knowin’ what set her off.”
         

         
         “Ye liar!” Annie shrieked. Catching hold of Morrisa’s arm, she swung her around and then let go, sending the harlot reeling
            haphazardly into the churning body of women.
         

         
         There had been times during the voyage when Annie’s temper had completely amazed Shemaine, and the present moment was no exception.
            The woman had seemed like such a retiring little mouse at the onset of the voyage, but since that fateful day of her whipping,
            Annie had grown bolder, as if she had made a silent pledge to herself to reap vengeance on those who had abused her and to
            repay Shemaine for everything she had suffered after coming to her defense. To be sure, Annie had demonstrated her gratitude
            far more than Shemaine had ever expected from anyone or, for that matter, had ever thought her deed warranted.
         

         
         It was Annie who returned to shake a dirty finger beneath the noble nose of Gage Thornton. “Whipped by order o’ the cap’n’s
            missus, I was, but m’liedy called her a mean an’ heartless shrew—”
         

         
         “Aye! An’ Sh’maine had the lot o’ us agreein’ with her!” the snaggletoothed crone interjected. “Even chained, we were set
            ta break the bilboes an’ waylay the crew ’til the cap’n agreed ta stop the floggin’.”
         

         
         Annie persisted in her defense. “An’ we were bent on protestin’ m’liedy’s stay in the cable locker, too, but Sh’maine told
            us ta take care o’ our own hides. She vowed ta show Mrs. Fitch the true cut o’ her jib an’ said she’d come out no worse for
            wear. . . .”
         

         
         Shemaine groaned inwardly, convinced that her friend was far too vocal about her fleeting moment of folly. She had lost her
            temper, nothing more.
         

         
         “’Twas only the cap’n reducin’ her stay ta four days ’stead o’ four weeks what saved her skin,” Annie added.

         
         In all actuality, Annie’s discourse had had little effect on Gage Thornton. He had made up his mind some moments earlier,
            during the argument between Harper and the girl. In protesting the bosun’s accusations, she had readily confirmed her intelligence
            and schooling. Gage was delighted that she met his requirements so completely. The fact that she did allowed him to avoid
            a conflict within himself, for he really didn’t want to deal with the dilemma of wanting her irregardless her merits.
         

         
         Still, he could not let himself appear overeager when he had to lay out a significant sum of money. He had to be careful with
            the coins he had earned, at least until he finished building the ship he had designed and could find a buyer for it. Though
            he had every intention of becoming a rich man someday, he was by no means one yet. Having been denied any right to his father’s
            fortune because of a rift that had sprung up between them, he had come to the colonies a veritable pauper. It had only been
            by a like amount of wit and grit that he had managed to succeed as well as he had. In truth, if he could somehow manage to
            give up his dream of building ships, the furniture that he and his four employees made in his cabinet shop would provide him
            with a goodly income, but there lay the crux of the difficulty. How could one give up a lifelong ambition?
         

         
         “You don’t mind if I have a closer look at the girl, do you, Mr. Harper?” Gage raised an eyebrow in cynical wonder, half expecting
            the bosun to deny his request.
         

         
         Harper scowled sharply. The man’s persistence grated on his temper. “’Twill do you no good.”

         
         “Why not?” Gage asked curtly. “If I’m willing to take a chance on the girl’s disposition, what else might prevent me from
            buying her?”
         

         
         At the seaman’s taciturn frown and rigid shrug, Gage pointedly dismissed him and moved beyond Annie to where Shemaine stood.
            She was not the cleanest creature he had ever seen or, for that matter, even smelled, but the fiery lights that flashed in
            those dark green orbs amused him. And that meant a great deal to him. If truth be known, he had almost forgotten how to laugh
            since the death of his wife.
         

         
         “The girl looks half starved,” Gage commented, giving Harper a challenging stare. He had heard rumors of privation aboard
            convict ships, and though their captains were wont to disavow such tales as gross exaggerations, the deplorable condition
            of the felons aboard this vessel seemed to bear out such unfavorable reports.
         

         
         Harper ground his teeth in growing vexation. No matter how strenuously he had objected to the scarcity of victuals for the
            prisoners, the fact that this settler made reference to the starvation only served to heighten his irritation, for he was sure this interloper was trying
            to instigate a quarrel. “’Tis no concern of yours what the girl’s present state may be, Mr. Thornton. I’ve told you before,
            I cannot sell her to you.”
         

         
         “She’ll fatten up right nicely, gov’na,” Annie encouraged Gage impetuously as she came to Shemaine’s side. “If’n ye be o’
            a mind ta give her a few good vittles, it won’t take her no time at all.”
         

         
         “Hush, Annie!” The emerald eyes flashed an angry reproof. “I’m not a sow you’re selling.”

         
         “Can you cook?” Gage asked.

         
         Annie bobbed her head and hastily replied in her friend’s stead. “O’ course, she can, gov’na!”

         
         “Will you not shush?” Shemaine whispered furiously. “You’re bound to get me into trouble!”

         
         Gage was certain he understood the drift of the admonition, but questioned Shemaine to be sure. “What did you say?”

         
         Annie waved away his inquiry. “Oh, na’ a thin’, gov’na. M’liedy was just clearin’ her throat, that she was! ’Tis all these
            here spores in the air, ye know.”
         

         
         “Annie!” The name came out sounding like steam hissing from a boiling kettle, and perhaps that description could have been directly
            applied to Shemaine. She was not very appreciative of being discussed as if she were a piglet being offered for sale.
         

         
         Stepping slowly and purposefully around Shemaine, Gage contemplated her from every angle. Even a large cabin could get uncomfortably
            cramped when it served as home to two people who couldn’t abide each other. Of late, he had become increasingly aware of the
            difficulty in coping with a woman, namely one Roxanne Corbin, who tried to smother him with her presence and attention. If
            not for his desperate need for a nursemaid to care for his son while he worked, he would never have considered taking Roxanne
            on in the first place, and now she expected far more from him than he was willing to give. In Shemaine’s case, however, he
            thought he might enjoy having her underfoot and discovering every minute detail about her.
         

         
         Pausing beside her, Gage reached out and slid his fingers curiously over the delicate bones of her wrist. The contact seemed
            far too bold and intimate to Shemaine. Had he branded her, she would have felt no less disturbed, for his touch seemed like
            a warm flame slowly licking upward along her skin.
         

         
         “Please don’t!” she begged breathlessly, pulling away. When he looked so sleek, hale, and hearty, what merit could he possibly
            find in a frail and filthy reed?
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to startle you, Shemaine,” Gage apologized. “I only wanted to look at your hands. . . . May I?”

         
         Shemaine didn’t like being the recipient of such close attention, especially when she felt so utterly unclean. Grudgingly
            she lifted her hands, resenting her lack of an option. She was just thankful he hadn’t asked to see her teeth!
         

         
         Gage examined the slender fingers with care, finding them grimy yet finely made. He stroked a thumb across the fragile bones
            in the back of her hands and, turning them over, inspected the palms that were as soft as any well-born lady’s.
         

         
         “You seem ill prepared for work, Shemaine,” he observed in amazement.

         
         Beneath his searching gaze, Shemaine felt a blush stealing into her cheeks. “I’m not afraid of work, sir,” she said carefully,
            aware that her next words might greatly reduce the possibility of being purchased. “I’m just not well acquainted with it,
            that’s all.”
         

         
         “I see,” Gage responded in bemusement. Perhaps what Annie had told him was actually true, that Shemaine O’Hearn really had
            been brought up as a lady. Only the very wealthy could afford to coddle their offspring with servants, which seemed the only
            plausible explanation for her soft hands and lack of skills. “I sincerely hope you have a talent for learning on your own,
            Shemaine. I can ill afford a tutor for you, nor do I have the time or the ability to instruct you myself.”
         

         
         “I learn very quickly, sir,” she averred hastily. “If there are books to be had that give detailed instructions on the duties
            of a housekeeper, then I can teach myself.”
         

         
         “I will earnestly have to look for one.”

         
         “’Twould help,” she answered gingerly.

         
         “Do you even know how to cook?” Gage posed the inquiry again, trying to subdue his sudden concern. He fervently hoped they
            wouldn’t have to starve before she familiarized herself with some of the basics.
         

         
         “I’m clever with a needle, sir,” Shemaine hedged cautiously, not wanting to divulge what she was basically uncertain about.
            Her mother had thought it prudent for a young lady to be taught all the skills of a wife, and their cook had fervently agreed,
            but Shemaine had not been the most attentive of students and could make no guarantees as to the extent of her memory.
         

         
         Accepting her reply as a negative response, Gage heaved a dismal sigh. He wasn’t at all excited about the prospect of having
            to endure a novice’s cooking, but even Roxanne’s skills in that area could not compel him to veer from the course he was quickly
            laying out for himself. He knew by the very act of coming here today that he was seriously testing the winds of fate, but
            his desire to have Shemaine was beginning to far outweigh all other considerations.
         

         
         “You seem very young,” he remarked, not wanting to dwell on her inexperience.

         
         “Not so young, sir,” she readily rejoined, though at the moment she felt ancient. “I was ten and eight this past month.”

         
         “Young enough!” Gage scoffed. “Unless, of course, you think a score, ten, and three is ancient.”

         
         Shemaine was bemused by his statement. “What’s so significant about a score, ten, and three, sir?”

         
         “’Tis my age,” Gage informed her bluntly.

         
         Oh! Shemaine’s lips formed the word, though her voice failed to give utterance to the syllable. Embarrassed by her blunder, she
            avoided meeting his gaze for fear he might detect her astonishment. She hadn’t really thought him to be that old!
         

         
         An uneasy silence passed between them, and finally in fretful confusion, Shemaine raised her eyes to meet the ones that stared
            back at her. She fully expected him to tell her that he would have to seek elsewhere for a servant, but his eyes delved deeply
            into hers and seemed intent upon searching out her innermost secrets.
         

         
         “Now,” Gage breathed, as if speaking to himself, “all I have to do is convince Mr. Harper to sell you to me.”

         
         Shemaine’s heart fluttered in genuine relief. Though she had desired earlier to be bought by a woman, there was something
            about this man that made her confident of his integrity. Perhaps it was the angry look that had sharply creased his brow when
            he had broached the subject of the prisoners being starved. She just hoped her lack of skills would not bring that particular
            disaster to bear upon his small family.
         

         
         Gage returned to the bosun and offered a sum with a casual indifference that was well feigned. “I’ll give you fifteen pounds
            for the girl.”
         

         
         James Harper felt his hackles rise. Perhaps it was his own jealousy that had raised its inflated green head like a wary serpent
            when the man had looked the girl over, but he was beginning to suspect the colonial wanted her, not as a nursemaid for his
            son, but as a mistress for himself. “The captain gave me strict orders about the girl, Mr. Thornton! She’s not to be sold.”
         

         
         “Twenty pounds then,” Gage said a bit more testily. He removed a leather purse from a larger pouch that was slung from a shoulder
            by a rawhide strap and worn on the opposite hip. Carefully he counted out the coins and offered them to the bosun. “That should
            be enough to suit your captain.”
         

         
         “I tell you, the girl is not to be sold!” Harper insisted, growing irate. He refused to even acknowledge the outstretched
            hand.
         

         
         “Dammit, man!” Gage snapped. Realizing his heightening intention to buy Shemaine whatever the cost, he asked incredulously,
            “You bring your prison ship into port and flaunt the cargo for every man to see, then you say you have no intention of selling
            the best part of it?” He laughed with trenchant skepticism. “Come now, Mr. Harper, is this a game? If it is, I have no time
            to play. Now tell me, how much do you want for the girl?”
         

         
         “What’s going on here?” Captain Fitch demanded sharply as he joined the pair.

         
         “Sir, this pilgrim,” Harper derided as he indicated Gage with an angry jerk of his head, “is insisting that he be allowed to purchase Shemaine
            O’Hearn. His last offer was twenty pounds. He wants to know what you’ll take for her.”
         

         
         Brushing back his frock coat from his ponderous belly, Captain Fitch hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his waistcoat and
            rocked back on his heels as he smirked at the tall stranger. “I fear you haven’t nearly enough coins in your possession to
            buy the wench, sir. She’s already spoken for.”
         

         
         Shemaine caught her breath in surprise and quickly closed the distance between them. “By whom, sir?”

         
         Peering obliquely past the large prow of his nose, Everette Fitch lifted dark, wispy brows as he regarded the maiden. His
            sly smile lit his gray eyes with a glowing ardor that was unmistakable, bringing an outraged blush to Shemaine’s cheeks as
            the realization dawned. Somehow the captain had contrived to have her for his own, even if he had to hide her beneath the
            very nose of his wife.
         

         
         “Sir, I beg you!” Shemaine came threateningly close to tears as she considered the repulsive prospect. Becoming this man’s
            plaything would be more horrible than anything she had yet imagined. “Please, Captain Fitch, I don’t wish to arouse your wife’s
            ire more than it has been.” Indeed, a flogging would scarcely appease the woman’s desire for retribution if she ever learned
            of her husband’s intentions. “Let Mr. Thornton buy me. He’s a widower, sir, and has a youngling that needs tending.”
         

         
         Recognizing the heavily weighted footfalls of his wife as she approached from behind, Everette stiffened and clasped his hands
            behind his back in perturbation. Throughout the voyage Gertrude had made it her business to dispatch her broad shape swiftly
            to his side whenever she sensed some monetary matter was being discussed. She was a needling, meddling, critical old jade,
            and he was anxious to experience a maid far more youthful, delectable, and sweet.
         

         
         “Everette, you’re needed on the bridge to sign papers of indenture,” Gertrude stated, snubbing her nose at James Harper.

         
         “I’ll be along in a moment, dearest,” Everette said, trying to urge her back to the area of the ship from whence she had come.
            “Just as soon as I tend to the business here at hand.”
         

         
         Gage grasped the situation immediately and, after purposefully doubling the amount of coins in his purse to draw the woman’s
            attention, spoke to her discreetly. “I was told the maid, Shemaine O’Hearn, cannot be purchased for any amount of coin that
            I have in my possession. Perhaps, madam, you’d care to count them for yourself.”
         

         
         Gertrude peered askance at the tall man as he pressed the purse into her hand. Then she cast a suspicious glare toward her
            husband as she judged the weight of the moneybag. She promptly made a more accurate accounting of the amount it contained.
         

         
         Shemaine quaked in fearful apprehension. She was certain that if Gertrude Fitch suspected how desperately she wanted to be
            sold to Gage Thornton, the possibility would be promptly nullified.
         

         
         Gertrude came to her own conclusions and, upon returning the coins to the bag, jerked the rawhide strings closed with a finality
            that doomed her husband’s scheme. As much as she had yearned to see Shemaine dead and buried, she could not lightly dismiss
            a generous sum such as this. “Sign her papers, Everette,” she instructed officiously. “We’ll not likely gain a sum greater
            than forty pounds from another buyer.”
         

         
         Captain Fitch opened his mouth to protest but paused as he met the colonial’s sardonic stare. He suddenly realized that if
            he wanted to continue commanding a ship, he had no choice but to sign the girl’s papers of indenture and give her to the man.
            He handed the document over with a grumbling complaint. “I don’t know what I’ll tell the other gentleman when he comes to
            fetch the wench.”
         

         
         “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Gage responded aridly. Allowing a spartan smile to touch his lips, he rolled the parchment
            and tucked it into the flat pouch at his side.
         

         
         He glanced down at Shemaine. “Are you ready?”

         
         She was anxious to be gone before Captain Fitch could think of a reason to delay them. Looking around for Annie, she found
            the woman timidly answering the inquiries of the short man Morrisa had rejected. She raised a hand in a gesture of farewell
            and hurriedly blinked back the moisture that blurred her own vision as Annie responded with an indistinct nod and a teary-eyed
            gaze. Facing her new master again, Shemaine sought to steel her emotions. “I have no other possessions than the clothes on
            my back, sir, poor as they are. I’m ready to leave whenever you are.”
         

         
         “Then let us be on our way,” Gage urged. Meeting the cold-eyed glower of James Harper above her head, he added, “I have no
            further business here, and there seems to be a storm brewing all around us.”
         

         
         Shemaine lifted her gaze to the darkening sky looming close above their heads, but when she glanced around at the angry faces
            of the men who stood nearby, she realized the colonial’s statement only partially pertained to the weather. Following in his
            wake, she allowed him to lead her away from those who watched them.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         For a man who had, of late, found frugality crucial to the furtherance of his ambitions, Gage Thornton realized he had just
            managed to suppress every miserly instinct he was capable of mustering in his determination to have Shemaine O’Hearn. No one
            could have guessed from his apparent eagerness to offer such a sizable purse that he would now have to postpone the purchase
            of much-needed building supplies for his ship until he could collect payment for several pieces of furniture he had recently
            finished for wealthy patrons living in Williamsburg. It was a delay he would not normally have entertained. Yet here he was,
            the owner of this bondswoman, and he could not have been more delighted had he spent the last year methodically planning and
            saving for the event. It was a rarity indeed to have one of his goals attained without first expending a grievous amount of
            planning, hard work, and careful scrimping toward its acquisition.
         

         
         As for Shemaine, she had settled her mind on the fact that her papers of indenture were now owned by the colonial, Gage Thornton.
            For the next seven years of her life, she would be subject to his authority. She would keep his house, care for his child,
            and do all that was reasonably expected of a servant. Much remained to be seen, but for the moment at least her situation
            did not seem terribly offensive. In fact, she was relieved that it had turned out as well as it had. It seemed doubtful she
            would have cause to remember her departure from the London Pride with any import, except that it was equivalent to being given a reprieve from hell.
         

         
         Gage stepped from the gangplank to the cobblestone quay and casually turned to offer assistance to his newly procured chattel,
            prompting Shemaine to flick a wary glance over the lean hand that was extended toward her. It had a recently scrubbed appearance
            that made her painfully conscious of just how utterly grubby her own hands were. Yet the man had inspected her palms only
            a few moments ago and had to be fully aware of just what he would be touching. Abashed by the sharp contrast, she reluctantly
            accepted his hand and found it deeply callused from hard work, his fingers thin and strong. Yet, surprisingly, his skin felt
            smooth beneath the soft texture of her own, as if conditioned by some strange oil or ointment.
         

         
         No sooner had Shemaine stepped to the quay than she was struck with thoughts of retreating to the wooden gangplank. The frigidity
            of the stones beneath her bare feet made her anxious for something warmer upon which to stand, and if that was not enough
            to make her falter, the breezes that whipped through an invisible channel between the ships anchored against the wharf and
            the nearby warehouses seemed especially wicked. She was ill prepared for the inclement weather and those blustering blasts
            that sliced with brutal vengeance through her garments. No comfortable haven seemed attainable, and she could only shiver
            and clench her teeth against their chilling breath. Even her frantic efforts to subdue her recalcitrant skirts proved futile,
            for the frayed hem buffeted her slender calves and, now and then, swirled chaotically aloft, as if it had assumed a puckish
            life of its own and took mischievous delight in thwarting her.
         

         
         Gage had always been a man to admire a finely turned ankle and did not deny himself the opportunity to appease that propensity
            now. It had, after all, been a considerable passage of time since he had been able to indulge himself with a worthy glimpse.
            Yet he was not exactly sure which held his attention more intently, the shapeliness of the slender calves or the telltale
            red weals that had been caused by a lengthy chafing of iron shackles. Dark bruises marred the flesh of her lower leg, hinting
            of a more recent injury. Beneath his stare, the slender toes curled inwardly, making him mindful of the girl’s growing discomfiture.
            Reluctantly he lifted his eyes to meet the guarded green gaze.
         

         
         “Have you no shoes?” he asked, sincerely hoping he wouldn’t have to lay out another portion of his meager wealth to buy her
            a pair. The idea caused him to frown as he mentally debated how he might manage such a purchase.
         

         
         Shemaine smoothed back the snarled strands of hair that were flying across her face as she peered up at her new master. His
            scowl was ominous enough to make her turn tail and run. “I’m sorry, Mr. Thornton,” she murmured, hating the uncontrollable
            quaver in her voice. “My boots were stolen from me at Newgate shortly after my arrest.” She reminded herself that she had
            done nothing deserving of her seizure or this shame which had been forced upon her. But the truth did not ease her humiliation,
            nor did the proximity of several older couples who had just arrived on the dock. In spite of their gaping curiosity and the
            battering wind that cut through her like an icy saber, she explained haltingly. “I can assure you, sir . . . the boots were
            a loss I sorely regretted. They were unique and very fine. . . . It cost my father a fair sum to have my initials etched in
            a pair of tiny gold pendants and for the cobbler to find a way to attach them to each boot at the ankles. At the time, it
            seemed wiser by far to hand them over without protest. Each of the two women who demanded them outweighed me twice over, and
            they were in such a frenzy to trade them for gin . . . I was convinced my life would be in jeopardy if I did not comply. Their
            theft made me grateful my riding habit had been torn and soiled during my capture. Otherwise, they’d have seen some profit
            in selling my clothes, too, and I’d be standing here now less than fully clothed.”
         

         
         Those amber-flecked orbs of lucent brown swept her from crown to toe, giving little indication of the colonial’s thoughts.
            “A pity, for sure.”
         

         
         “Sir?” Shemaine was confused by the precise drift of his meaning and felt a prickling of apprehension as she questioned him.
            “Is it the loss of my boots you bemoan or the fact that I’m fully clothed?”
         

         
         His smile was far too fleeting to convey any warmth. “Why, the loss of your boots, of course.”

         
         Shemaine wondered suddenly what sort of man had purchased her. Beneath that darkly stoic and inaccessible demeanor he now
            presented, would she find a disreputable rake? Was she destined to be used by Gage Thornton in the same way Captain Fitch
            had intended? Or was there a waggish sense of humor that was wont to defy his conveniently assumed reticence? He seemed well
            acquainted with what he wanted out of life, indeed had already proven his dedication to the attainment of his goals, showing
            little concern for what others might think or say about him. He had certainly given no heed to the tongues that had started
            clacking soon after the bosun had announced his reason for being aboard the ship. Nor did he seem the least bit disturbed
            by the rudely inquisitive stares they were presently being subjected to. Apparently he was a man well accustomed to being
            talked about.
         

         
         Reaching out a hand, Gage lightly flicked the back of his fingers over Shemaine’s sleeve where it had been torn away from
            her bodice. “Unless rags have become the fashion, my girl, I’m inclined to disagree with you about being fully clothed.”
         

         
         Excruciatingly aware of her ragtag appearance, Shemaine dragged the rent together over her bare shoulder. “’Tis a poor, drab
            servant you’ve bought for yourself, Mr. Thornton.”
         

         
         The brown eyes snared hers again and probed deeply, seeming to reach into her very soul. They conveyed no warmth beyond the
            color, yet there was no coldness in them either. “Considering where I went to find one, Shemaine, I count myself fortunate
            to have come away with such a rare prize.”
         

         
         Her expression became one of confused wonder. “Have you no regrets about laying out so costly a purse for the likes of me,
            Mr. Thornton?”
         

         
         Gage lightly scoffed at the idea. “I came here today with a definite purpose in mind, and I’m not one to lament my actions
            until they’ve been proven irreversibly foolish.” He lifted a curious brow and presented a question of his own. “Knowing yourself
            as well as you do, Shemaine O’Hearn, would you be thinking I’ve wasted my wages?”
         

         
         “I truly hope not, sir.” Her voice was small and uncertain. “It all depends on what you want most from me. ’Tis no boast when
            I say that I’m capable of teaching your son to wield a quill with a goodly amount of skill, to do sums in his head, and to
            read with the best in years to come, but ’tis a sorry fact that you might have acquired a more capable housekeeper, nursemaid,
            or cook by buying Annie or one of the other women.”
         

         
         Gage finally glanced toward the group of onlookers, setting them to nervous flight with nothing more than a thoughtful scowl.
            Of a sudden, they seemed in an anxious dither to cross the gangplank and board the ship. He gave little consideration to their
            undignified haste as he looked at her again. “You made your lack of skills quite clear ere I bought you, Shemaine. I cannot
            claim I’ve been defrauded. There’ll be no taking you back.”
         

         
         Shemaine felt her heart grow light with relief. “’Tis good to know that, sir.”

         
         Gage gestured casually to her riding habit, having noticed several tars watching the girl from afar. “’Tis plain we’ll have
            to do something about your clothing. I don’t appreciate the stares you attract, nor would I have you shamed by my lack of
            generosity.”
         

         
         Once again Shemaine tried to read the inscrutable frown that occupied his sun-bronzed brow as he slowly perused her, but the
            man himself seemed carefully reserved and enigmatic. Knowing only too well that her appearance could cause even the staunch-hearted
            to cringe in chagrin, she offered hesitantly, “If you’d prefer not to be seen with me, Mr. Thornton, I can follow several
            paces behind you so no one will know we’re together.”
         

         
         Gage served quick death to her suggestion. “I didn’t lay out forty pounds for you, girl, just to have you snatched behind
            my back. You have no understanding of this area, else you’d know there are not a lot of women to choose from, especially those
            worthy of being called pretty. There are, however, enough trappers and backwoodsmen wandering around to give a virtuous maid
            serious cause to worry. Any number of them would be willing to commit mayhem to get themselves a woman to take back to their
            camps. You’d be a fine catch for a man like that, especially during the winter months.”
         

         
         Shemaine was hardly appreciative of his scolding and explained brittlely. “I only meant to save you some embarrassment, sir.”

         
         “I know what you thought, Shemaine, but you were wrong. Even half-starved and filthy dirty, you’re the comeliest maid the
            people of this hamlet have seen in some months.”
         

         
         Shemaine wasn’t one to be easily taken in by a few charitable compliments. “Your flattery would surely turn a simple maid’s
            head about on her shoulders, Mr. Thornton. Were I one, I’d probably be overwhelmed with gratitude, but I’m fully cognizant
            of just how wretched I look.”
         

         
         At her blatant rejection of his praise, Gage displayed a bit of exasperation of his own as he sighed. “In time, girl, you’ll
            learn that I speak the plain truth. I don’t hold with lying.”
         

         
         “And in time, sir,” Shemaine was quick to rejoin in stilted tones, “you’ll learn I’m not a mere girl.”

         
         Gage noted the deepening blush in his bondswoman’s cheeks as she stood in rigid poise, as if bracing herself for his reprimand.
            Leaning toward her slightly, he commanded her full attention. Staring directly into those widened eyes, he breathed his answer.
            “Believe me, Shemaine, I know that now.”
         

         
         His emphatic admission disarmed Shemaine completely and opened up a plethora of questions in her mind. Of a sudden, she was
            not at all sure the colonial had been thinking solely of his son when he had laid out his purse for her. If he had told her
            outright that he had closely appraised her womanly curves for what enjoyment they could give to him, especially her bosom,
            which was probably the only curve she hadn’t entirely forfeited through her lengthy ordeal, he could not have made her more
            uneasy.
         

         
         Yet, when Shemaine considered how obstinate she could be, she deemed it advantageous to offer some insight into her own failings
            if she wanted to get along with the man or even held out hopes of staying with him long enough to win his approval. If she
            angered him unduly, there was absolutely no guarantee that he had to keep her. He could just as well sell her to the next stranger willing to pay his price. For her own preservation, it seemed
            imperative that she demonstrate a willingness to be submissive. And if any lecherous schemes were being entertained by the
            colonial, then those would have to be addressed once they became apparent. It was neither wise nor fair to judge a man prior
            to his offense.
         

         
         “I’ve had little experience being a servant, Mr. Thornton,” Shemaine murmured carefully. “You’ll no doubt find me quite outspoken
            at times. Perhaps even impertinent.”
         

         
         His gaze never wavered from her face. “I’d rather have you speak your mind, Shemaine, than see you intimidated by my presence.”

         
         Equally surprised by his answer, she conceded, “I have many faults, sir, and one of them is my temper. I fear in that respect
            I’m very much like my father.”
         

         
         Gage countered with a warning of his own. “I’m sure you’ll get to know my moods in time, Shemaine, and occasionally think
            me an ornery beast. But you needn’t be afraid of me. I won’t beat you.”
         

         
         Her responding smile was genuine. “I’m relieved to hear that, sir.”

         
         “Then come,” he urged, taking her arm. Peering up at the threatening clouds looming overhead, he briefly mused on the prospects
            of a storm being unleashed upon them. “We’ll get drenched in earnest if we stand here much longer.”
         

         
         Gage drew her with him as he made his way along the quay, passing people and stepping around wooden crates as if he had urgent
            duties elsewhere. His walk was brisk, his strides long. He was not a man who wasted time or dallied overmuch at doing nothing.
            His strength and energy were valuable assets, and he used them to good advantage. In his haste to get home before the rain
            started, he gave little heed to his servant’s lack of vigor and lagging steps.
         

         
         Shemaine’s long fast in the cable tier had left her feeling far too faint and weak to allow her to keep up with her new master.
            Even before they reached the end of the wharf, her legs had turned to fragile stilts that wobbled unsteadily beneath her and
            threatened to give way entirely. Perceiving the impending danger as her vision began to blur, and shapes and structures reeled
            woozily around her, Shemaine staggered to a faltering halt and begged weakly for her master to give her pause. Gaining her
            release, she stumbled away and clasped a nearby post for support. She closed her eyes and waited for her strength and wits
            to return, hoping fervently that they would.
         

         
         Gage took note of the shaking hand the girl pressed over her mouth and the lack of color in her face and knew this was no
            feigned attack of the vapors. Half expecting her to collapse, he stepped beside her. “Are you ill?”
         

         
         Not wishing to upset her equilibrium more than it was, Shemaine raised her gaze cautiously and was surprised to find him so
            near. Her stomach was so empty she wanted to retch, and it was a difficult moment before she managed to subdue the urge. “Give
            me a moment to catch my breath,” she pleaded in a strained whisper. “Then I’ll be better. ’Tis but a passing weakness, I’m
            sure.”
         

         
         Some understanding began to dawn on Gage as he considered her more closely. Her sunken cheeks and the all-too-obvious trembling
            of her slender hands indicated a frailty associated with a lengthy fast. “When was the last time you had anything to eat?”
         

         
         Though the frigid breezes continued to sap her energy and drag her down into a mental stupor, Shemaine struggled desperately
            to remain coherent. “I was given several crusts of bread and a bucket of stale water during the four days I was locked away
            in the cable tier. . . .” She swayed dizzily, feeling an invading debility sapping the last vestige of her strength, but when
            he reached out and steadied her with a hand beneath her arm, she staggered back abruptly, feebly brushing away his grasp,
            and willed herself to stand alone. “In truth, sir . . .” She swallowed, fighting another wave of nausea, and continued with
            difficulty. “I’m so famished . . . I’m nigh to swooning.”
         

         
         Gage promptly hailed a passing vendor and went off to meet the man. After purchasing several wheat cakes, he returned and
            offered one to his bondslave. “Perhaps this will help.”
         

         
         Shemaine accepted the cake eagerly and, tearing it apart, greedily devoured the pieces, nearly choking as she stuffed them
            in her mouth. Mortified by her lack of manners, she refused to lift her gaze to the man whose tall, broad-shouldered frame
            sheltered her from the casual glances of those who traversed the main thoroughfare of the town. She swallowed the last crumbs
            and took a ragged breath, meeting his probing stare hesitantly. “I was considerably more fortunate than some of the other
            prisoners, sir. They died from the sparse fare. Thirty-one in all, to be exact.”
         

         
         Gage recalled the broad shapes of Captain Fitch and his wife and grew incensed at the thought of them wallowing in gluttony
            while their victims died of starvation. “I’ve heard tales of deprivation suffered aboard convict ships like the London Pride,” he reflected.
OEBPS/9780061983818_coverimage.jpg
THE SENSATIONAL NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER!






OEBPS/9780061983818_tpimage.jpg
PETALS ON
THE RIVER

KaTaLEEN E. WooDIwiss

AVON
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





