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      “Hit ’em harder!”

      Fourteen-year-old Dominic Greyville swung a fist at the large lout of a boy and snarled like a badger as he bared his teeth. There was nothing more exciting than fighting on a dirt road with a bastard who deserved a good punch or two.

      “Look out, Dom!” Another warning sent Dominic diving out of the way. The lad he was fighting struggled and staggered back after his looming fist just missed Dominic’s face.

      Dominic kept his eyes on the boy but listened for his best friend, Nicholas Flynn, to warn him of another tricky move.

      “You bastard!” His opponent lunged for Dominic, and the pair of them hit the dirt with a heavy thud. His ribs ached beneath the weight of the bigger boy. Dominic swung wildly, catching the other boy’s jaw, and he grunted as pain shot up his hand and into his arm.

      The boy slumped over onto his side, and Dominic rolled up onto the balls of his feet. His ears rang from the blows he’d already taken, and blood coated his split lip, but Dominic laughed in delight. Perhaps it was his mother’s wild Spanish blood, but he couldn’t resist a good fight, especially when a boy like this had been slapping a pretty young tavern girl around. Dominic had taken one look at her tear-stained face and launched himself at the wrongdoer. The lad had to be sixteen or seventeen, and his meaty fists were capable of great damage, but it was worth the risk to do what was right.

      “Oi!” A deep bellow sent the small crowd of boys who had been watching the fight scattering away. Only his friend Nicholas dared to remain behind.

      A burly man with gray-black hair marched up the lane toward them. “What’d I tell you about fighting, eh?” Judging by the looks of his apron and the overpowering stench of mead rolling off him, he had come from the tavern down the road.

      Dominic’s opponent got to his feet, one hand clamped over his gushing nose.

      “Little shitter hit me, Pa!” The lad pointed at Dominic with a bloody hand.

      The lad’s father slapped a paw of a fist on his chest. “I said, if you fight, you better finish it. Go on! Kill the little rat.” The man pointed to Dominic, urging his son to kill him. For a second Dominic was shocked that a man would urge his son to kill another boy, but the hateful look in the man’s eyes warned him that he meant it. There was no way around it—Dominic would have to win the fight because the stakes were suddenly higher.

      The lad eyed Dominic with open hatred that mirrored his father’s. He lunged for him. Dominic danced sideways and swept one foot out, tripping the boy. He fell face first so hard into the ground that he groaned and went limp.

      “Bloody useless fool.” The rotund man spat on the boy’s prone body and glowered at Dominic and Nicholas. “Off with ye, brats!”

      Dominic didn’t need any further urging. He and Nicholas took off running down the road and only stopped when their lungs were burning for air. Pressing his palms to his thighs, he bent over double and let loose a surprising laugh, and Nicholas did the same. In that moment he felt invincible, as though he could conquer the world.

      His eyes caught his friend’s, and Nick grinned through his panting, as though he too sensed the magic of the moment. There was something about this time of day when the sun was not quite set and the world glowed a soft burnished gold. It was Dominic’s favorite time of day, when he felt anything was possible, and yet a hint of the evening’s melancholy floated in the air, making the moment almost bittersweet.

      “That was a close one,” Nicholas said once they caught their breath. “I thought he had you for a minute there. I was about to jump in and help.”

      “I was doing just fine,” Dominic replied.

      Nicholas snorted in clear disagreement.

      Nicholas was the better behaved of the two and rarely fought, unless it was clear Dominic was about to have his arse beaten. As the son of the Earl of Camden, Dominic’s behavior ought to be above reproach, but he had a knack for getting him into scrapes. Those scrapes had the tendency to drag his best friend into the problem. Nick was a squire’s son and legitimately tried his best to be properly behaved, but Dominic often lured him into temptation.

      “You and your pretty skirts, Dom. Always ready to throw a punch for a dainty ankle or a sparkling smile.” Nicholas shook his head, his sandy-blond hair tousled by the wind as he climbed the short stone wall near where they stood.

      Dominic joined him, and they studied the fields and distant woods. The roof of a manor house, built when Henry Tudor ruled England, was barely visible above the tops of the trees. Camden House. Home. He adored it and yet wanted to escape it at all costs. Whenever he was home, his father constantly reminded him of his duties as the future earl.

      Home was a short distance away, beckoning him, but Dominic couldn’t help but cast his gaze back toward the tavern and beyond, toward the dockyards and the sea. The clouds towered above the distant water, promising storms, but it didn’t scare Dominic. His hands itched to curl around the rigging of a vast frigate or a sleek sloop. For as long as he could remember, he’d listened to stories of pirates braving the wild seas. It was even rumored that back in the fifteenth century, the Earl of Wolverhampton, whose estate was not too far from Camden House, had been a great and fierce pirate.

      “Nick, you ever think of going to sea? Buying a commission, I mean?” The thought of going to sea had always intrigued Dominic, and on more than one occasion he’d threatened to run away and board a ship whenever he and his father fought.

      Nicholas’s gaze moved toward the ocean behind them. “Out there? Not unless you went. I’d go anywhere with you. Even the farthest horizon.”

      Nicholas’s words made Dominic flush. They’d grown up side by side, getting into mischief all their lives. They’d become blood brothers long ago, having spit upon their cut palms and clasped them together, swearing undying loyalty to each other under the harvest moon. He couldn’t imagine going anywhere without Nicholas either.

      “You’d truly go to sea with me?” he asked, watching Nicholas’s face closely.

      “Of course. Someone would have to keep you out of trouble, or else you might become a pirate. Your father wouldn’t like that one bit.”

      “Well, there’s pirates and there’s pirates. Some pirates have a letter of marque giving them permission to harass the enemies of England, you know.” Dominic had always liked the idea of being a noble pirate like Sir Francis Drake.

      “Those are called privateers.”

      “Still, a privateer is just a pirate with a license,” Dominic replied with a wicked grin.

      “And that still wouldn’t sit well with your father. God help us if we ever have to go to sea.”

      They both laughed and then fell into a pleasant silence. The wind whistled through the trees ahead of them, and Dominic dropped down into the meadow with a heavy sigh.

      “Time to go home?” Nicholas asked, and Dominic answered with a sad nod.

      He shoved his hands into his trousers, trying to tuck his shirt back in. He knew he looked a fright. His mother would be furious at his ripped pants and bloodied shirt as well as his dirt-covered waistcoat.

      “See you tomorrow?” Nicholas asked.

      “Definitely.” Dominic watched his friend head down the road before he crossed the field into the woods. He took his time getting to the house, knowing full well he would pay for getting into a fight.

      When he reached the front gates, one of the servants saw him and rushed over to speak to the tall dark-haired woman in a gold sack-back gown as she examined a row of English rosebushes. His mother lived for her gardens, especially the roses.

      “Dom!” His mother called his name, and he quickened his pace until he stood before her. Lucia Greyville was still every bit the Spanish beauty she’d been as a girl of eighteen when she married his father. Now, at two and thirty years, she’d become an excellent countess and a fiercely protective mother.

      “Come. Let me see you,” Lucia demanded as she cupped his face, examining his bruises and split lip. “What happened to you?”

      “Just a tussle, that’s all, I swear,” he promised.

      His mother’s cinnamon-brown eyes narrowed. “A tussle? That’s the third one in a week. Your papa will”

      “Please don’t tell him, Mother.” He grasped one of her hands. They were of an equal height now, both five foot seven inches, and it made him feel more protective of his mother than ever. Soon he would be taller than her if his father’s height of six foot four was any indication.

      “Even if I keep my silence, dear boy, he will see the bruises himself.”

      “Please, Mother. It will be our secret.”

      Lucia sighed, though her lips twitched as she fought off a smile. “Run along. Wash up and change for dinner.” She kissed his cheek and nudged him toward the door.

      Dominic raced up the steps and into the house. He caught the lingering scent of cigar smoke, which meant his father must still be in his study. There might yet be time to hide the worst of the damage. Dashing up the grand staircase, he reached his room without being discovered. He washed and changed, pausing only a moment to examine the purpling bruises on his cheek and jaw. His father would notice those, but what could he do? He’d tried clever lies in the past, and his father never believed them. He could always read Dominic’s face too easily.

      By the time he came down for dinner, his mother was kissing the twins good night. Josephine and Adrian, his little sister and little brother, were only two years old and spent much of the day in or near the nursery. Adrian favored their father in looks, with lighter brown hair and gray eyes, unlike Dominic, who looked more like his mother. Josephine—or Josie, as Dominic liked to call her—favored their mother, but everyone could see their father in her eyes.

      Dominic smoothed a hand over his dark hair as he watched his mother give each child a tiny hug before the nurse carried them upstairs. A moment later, his father strode into the hall. Aaron Greyville went straight to Lucia, embracing her with a passionate kiss that made Dominic blush and turn away in embarrassment. His parents were forever kissing and whispering in alcoves when they thought they were alone. It was unsettling. People like his parents should never be kissing. He turned away, but his single step to leave caused a floorboard to creak, which caught his father’s attention.

      “Dominic.” The tone made it clear he was in trouble.

      “Yes, Father?”

      “Come here, please.”

      Dominic reluctantly trudged over, keeping his head down. Aaron frowned, his mustache wilting as he studied his son.

      “Fighting again?”

      “Yes, but”

      “Dominic, you know how I feel about that. Good men need not resolve disputes with their fists. It isn’t civilized to beat another man like that.”

      “But this bloody oaf was hitting a sweet little wench, and”

      “Wench?” his mother cut in sharply.

      “A young lady,” he corrected quickly. “She was crying, Father. You taught me never to strike a woman.”

      “I did,” Aaron agreed. “But I also expect you to act with honor. Striking some foolish boy from the dockyards is cowardly. I won’t have a coward for a son. Do you understand?” His father’s eyes were hard. “I think a night without supper will give you a chance to think upon your actions. Off to bed with you.” His father’s order made him grit his teeth. He hadn’t been there—he hadn’t seen the girl crying. Any honorable man would have fought the other lad.

      “Perhaps you are the coward,” he snapped.

      Aaron stared at him with a heavy sigh of frustration that hit Dominic deep in the chest.

      “Someday you will understand that choosing not to fight in certain circumstances is the right course. A noble-hearted man cannot face difficult situations by raising his fists at every turn.”

      “Not fighting still makes you a coward,” Dominic retorted.

      His father’s scowl deepened. “If you truly think that, you haven’t grown up like I thought you had. I never once said don’t fight—I merely said you don’t always have to fight with physical violence.”

      His black look only infuriated Dominic, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he rushed upstairs, desperate to get away from his father and the disappointment in his eyes.

      Dominic passed by the nursery and froze as he heard the nursemaid, Mary, singing a soft lullaby to the twins. Bitter tears stung his eyes, which only brought more shame upon him. He wiped the back of his hand across his face, trying to rid himself of the evidence of his crying.

      No one understood him, except his mother. She used to whisper tales of her life aboard a ship on the Spanish Main. Her father had been a Spanish naval captain and had spent many years fighting off pirates. Dominic loved to hear his mother spin yarns of her carefree childhood on the high seas. It had often been his only escape from his boring life in Cornwall. Far too often, he was locked up here in this stuffy manor house, studying tedious lessons on history, mathematics, and sciences under the guidance of a tutor. It was no fun at all.

      As he stepped into his room, anger and shame still warred inside him, making his stomach knot and his head pound. The thought of spending time in his bedchamber alone and hungry sounded dreadful. He kicked the heavy trunk at the foot of his bed and threw himself down in the chair beside it.

      He grinned as an idea flashed across his mind. He went to his armoire and retrieved a rope ladder that he had made a few months ago. He carried it to the wide bay windows of his bedchamber, secured the rope at the base of his bed, and opened the window. Then he carefully scaled down the makeshift ladder and dropped into the flowerbeds.

      Dusk stretched along the ground from the topiaries in the gardens, casting unsettling shadows on the usually cheery shrubbery. Dominic ducked between the shadows until he reached the woods. As he ran in the direction of the small dockyards at the end of Boscastle’s main port, he hummed a colorful tune. His pockets jingled with a few coins, and he knew that lovely girl from the tavern would see his hunger and take care of him with a meat pie, a pint of ale, and perhaps even a kiss for protecting her honor. Dominic was still smiling as he reached the street that led to the tavern.

      A few streetlamps offered no real light against the now heavy gloom. The hairs on the back of Dominic’s neck rose as he had the eerie sense of being watched. Perhaps this hadn’t been the best idea after all…

      He spun to face the darkness behind him but saw nothing. The shadows seemed to thicken as the fog rolled in from the sea. Dominic shivered and straightened his shoulders. He wasn’t a child. He shouldn’t be afraid of a little fog. He took a step toward the tavern, and just then a hand clamped over his mouth. He was hauled back into the alley, his screams muffled by his captor. He kicked his legs and rammed an elbow back into whoever held him.

      “Little bastard!” a man snarled.

      Something hard struck his temple, and he knew no more.
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        * * *

      

      A long while later, Dominic awoke to the rocking of a ship. He blinked, trying to focus in the dim light. A lantern swayed above him, casting a flickering light on the room. The sensation of the ship pitching and rolling made his stomach churn. He tried to move, but pain cut into his wrists and ankles. He stared down in horror at the iron manacles that restrained him. A dozen other boys his age or close to it were shackled beside him. Many had faces the shade of puce. Some had recently vomited. Several wept for their mothers.

      A bitter taste filled Dominic’s mouth as he too wanted to cry out for his mother. But she wasn’t here and wouldn’t be able to save him.

      Dominic looked to one of the boys sitting close to him. “Where are we?”

      The boy had a distant, almost dead look in his eyes. After a moment, he responded. “We’re being taken to the West Indies…to work as servants.”

      “What? But they can’t do that. We’re not slaves. We…” Dominic looked around, seeing that he was indeed bound next to several healthy-looking dark-skinned men. They gave him a pitying look as he seemed to realize he was in the same helpless position as them.

      “We won’t survive. Most likely we’ll die during the voyage,” the first boy said. “And from what I hear, that will be a blessing. The captain of this ship…they say he has unnatural tastes.” The boy nodded toward the other young boys beside them. “Before you were here, another boy died, and before he did, he told me to pray for death.”

      Fear filled Dominic’s mouth with a strange taste, almost like blood, and his ears started to ring. In that moment, he realized that he would never see home again. He would never see the little twins or his mother and father ever again.

      All because he was a hotheaded fool, just like his father had said.
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          1741 - PORT OF CÁDIZ, SPAIN
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      Captain Dominic Greyville was in a most compromising position.

      This particular position involved a buxom Spanish lady sitting astride him, her skirts hiked up past her hips, moaning his name as she rocked her body against his. The wide windows of the woman’s bedchamber were open, the filmy white curtains blowing gently with the evening breeze as he placed deep kisses to the swells of her breasts.

      “Oh, Dominic, mi amor,” she whimpered, her nails digging into his shirt. He was still fully clothed, but soon enough he would use her passion to get the answers he needed. He kissed up her throat to her lips, chuckling as she released a feminine growl of frustration.

      “Why must you tease me so?” she huffed, her husky tone making his body ache with arousal. “Diego will be back any minute!” She tugged on Dominic’s hair, trying to get his attention away from her neck.

      “Patience,” he murmured as he slipped one hand up her red silk skirts and beneath the petticoats. She hissed as he eased a finger inside her, and he chuckled as he played with her, delaying her pleasure. He kept one ear cocked toward the bedroom door, making sure her husband didn’t surprise them.

      Dominic didn’t mind if he was discovered with this woman. The man would try to kill him, which was half the fun—the thrill of discovery and a quick escape. He pulled her face to his, tasting her plump lips.

      “When must you return to your ship?” The woman’s words were layered heavily with her seductive Spanish accent.

      “Soon.” He moaned as she ground her hips against his.

      “Will you be gone long?” she asked, her hands running through his long dark hair. He usually kept it tied back with a leather thong, but she’d pulled it loose when he’d first arrived.

      “One never knows. I’m at the mercy of the winds and tides.” Dominic’s lips lowered to the woman’s breasts again as he nibbled her olive skin.

      She arched her back in pleasure. “Don’t make it too long.”

      “What have you heard from the ports, my love?” he asked as he played with her beneath her skirts.

      “The ports?” she whimpered.

      “Yes, what has your husband been telling you?”

      She moved back to look down at him. “If I tell you, mi amor, what will you do for me?”

      “Anything you wish, my love. Anything at all.” He ran his gaze over her voluptuous body, knowing it wouldn’t be a hardship to take her to bed. She was very lovely, but a bit too unimaginative for his tastes. He liked his women to have wits as sharp as his cutlass. There was no fun in bedding a woman when he couldn’t spar with her with words—it kept things interesting.

      “Diego said he heard the English are sending a merchant ship, the Fortune, to the Caribbean. It left port yesterday on its way to Port Royal. Apparently, the merchant ship is carrying precious cargo.”

      “Precious cargo?”

      “Precious enough that they’re sending an admiral with it.”

      Dominic’s blood heated in excitement as he considered what precious cargo might mean. Money? Jewels? Whatever it was, he and his crew could intercept the Fortune and relieve the ship of its precious cargo.

      “You’re quite sure you heard the cargo was valuable?” he pressed again. It was unusual for an admiral to be accompanying cargo which meant the value must be great.

      “Sí, very precious. Diego was most curious, but he didn’t know what it was. I think it is jewels.” The woman’s eyes gleamed. “Don’t you think I would look beautiful covered in jewels, mi amor? Jewels and nothing else?” She slid her hands down his chest as she spoke, but Dominic’s thoughts were leagues away from her.

      Dominic used his hands to give her the pleasure she sought, and once she had come, he slid her off his lap. She reached for him, still wanting more, but he slipped free. He didn’t care to finish with her—she’d lost her allure, like all the other women he’d ever had. Whenever a woman started to show signs of missing him, he cut ties and sailed his ship permanently out of that amorous port. It created too many complications if they were to ever cross paths again out in the streets.

      “Where are you going?” the woman snapped.

      “My dear, it’s been lovely, but I must go. Until then, Francesca…”

      “Maria!” she corrected sharply. She rose from the bed and slapped him hard across the face. When she made to slap him again, he caught her wrist, squeezing just hard enough not to hurt her but enough to remind her who was in control.

      “Fine then, go, you heartless pig!” she spat at him.

      He released her and gathered his coat, cutlass, and pistol, and without a second glance at the scowling Spanish lady, he ducked out of the open window and eased along the building’s second-story ledge.

      Dominic at age twenty-eight was captain of a named called the Emerald Dragon. Maria had found him enticing because he was a rogue. There was nothing more enchanting for a married woman who was tired of a neglectful husband who drank too much than to sleep with a man like him. Bringing a seafaring rogue to one’s bed—one whose skin was darkened by years in the sun, his palms rough from climbing seawater-hardened ropes was something ladies in Spain liked to boast about. He was exotic to such women, and he didn’t mind at all that it gained him entry into some of the finest beds in Spain, France, and the Caribbean. The one place he would not make berth was England.

      He’d turned his back on his old life. He’d had no choice at first, a surviving heartless indentured servitude in the West Indies after he’d been kidnapped from Cornwall. By the time he was eighteen he’d won his freedom by killing the man who’d enslaved him. He’d been pirating along the American coasts and the West Indies for four years now.

      His father’s harsh words and disappointment still cut deep in Dominic’s memory. He’d comforted himself with the thought that his little brother, Adrian, would be his father’s heir to the earldom, and he would no doubt be better at it than Dominic ever would have been. So he’d embraced his new life and remained a pirate, on his own terms, with his own ship, his own crew, and a code of honor.

      Pirate was such a harsh word, though. He much preferred to be called an enterprising man, like the privateers a hundred years before. But the truth was, he was simply too fond of breaking the rules to pass up the opportunity to strike at the Spanish, French, and English alike. They were all equal prey in a pirate’s conquest. When Dominic and his crew weren’t chasing merchant ships, they often targeted slave ships, freeing the men and women at the first opportunity. After his own years in slavery, he swore never to let a slave ship get past him.

      Dominic slid down the wall of the hacienda, catching his hands and feet against the rough stones to slow his way before he dropped onto the street below. Dawn was a few hours off, and he would be back on his ship soon. He’d gotten what he needed from Maria. She’d happily breathed word of a British merchant ship, the Fortune, on its way to Port Royal, bearing precious cargo. Dominic planned to be there first, before any pirate ships prowling the Caribbean might try to intercept it. It had been a while since he’d chased something of great value, and his mind buzzed with a dozen ideas of what the cargo might be.

      When Dominic strode up the Dragon’s gangplank, he was met by his bosun, Jon Chibbs, a stout Englishman in his late forties.

      “Cap’n.” Jon tipped an invisible cap at Dominic.

      “Chibbs. Are we ready to make sail?” Dominic asked.

      “Just waitin’ on you, Cap’n. Reese is in your cabin, ready to set the course,” Chibbs added.

      “Any problems while I was gone?”

      Jon chuckled and shook his head. “Not a one, Cap’n, not a one, except maybe Mr. Lee. He’s fussing quite a bit since he had to take over for Mr. Bolton.”

      Lee was the new cook, after Bolton had been shot and killed in Tortuga a few weeks prior when he’d cheated another man at cards.

      “Lee’s not happy?”

      “Not so much, Cap’n. He says he ain’t no proper cook, an’ my stomach agrees. My pa used to say, a crew is only as good as its cook.”

      “Tell him to be patient awhile longer. I’ll find a cook soon.” He was tempted to stop in Port Royal and acquire someone there. It was possible, after all, to land his ship at a private bit of beach in Jamaica.

      Lee, like Chibbs and Reese, was a loyal man, loyal to the death for Dominic. Most of his crew were. Pirates tended to lack loyalty to all but the codes to which they agreed when entering the secretive brethren. Dominic had asked each and every man on his ship to be loyal to him, and if that loyalty waned, they had the freedom to walk away, no hard feelings betwixt Dominic or the crew member choosing to leave. He kept his men well fed and well compensated for injuries, and their share of profits was always fair, even among the officers like himself and Reese.

      “I’ll be in my cabin if you need me, Chibbs.” Dominic left his bosun to handle the deck.

      Dominic descended to the quarterdeck, greeting some of his crew in the hall as he passed them on the way to his cabin. The musical mix of French, English, Jamaican, and Spanish always made Dominic smile. He took men on his ship no matter their station in life. If they worked hard and didn’t mind the dangers of life aboard his vessel, they were welcome.

      Inside Dominic’s cabin, his quartermaster, Reese Belishaw, leaned over the ornate desk. Maps spilled over the surface, weighed down at the corners with books. A compass sat open, the arrow pointing north along the coast where Reese was mapping a route with a sextant. Reese was eight years younger than him with hazel eyes that lit up when he was planning a course route as he was doing now. His blond hair wasn’t as dark as Dominic’s but it fell into his eyes and he brushed it away in frustration before focusing on the charts again.

      “How was Francesca?” Reese asked without looking up.

      “Maria, apparently,” Dominic said with a chuckle, which made his friend look up in confusion. “Francesca must be some other wench here in port.”

      “Which means we’ll be avoiding this place for some time, I assume.”

      “Most definitely.” Dominic strode over to the desk and threw himself into the chair behind it, propping his feet up on the desk’s edge.

      Reese shifted the maps away from Dominic’s boots before studying the coastline again. “Good God, man, we’ll run out of places to resupply if you keep up with your women this way.” Reese’s hazel eyes glinted with mischief as he laughed. He too was a favorite among the ladies like Dominic but he kept his liaisons strictly limited to the brothels and taverns in the ports.

      “That’s because you’re still wet behind the ears,” Dominic teased, knowing that Reese being only twenty left him defensive as to his tender age compared to Dominic.

      Reese’s hazel eyes flashed. “So…what did Maria have to report, then?”

      “Precious cargo…headed to the West Indies by way of a British merchant ship, the Fortune.”

      “Coin, do you think? Or perhaps goods? The lads love it when we land a prize with goods.”

      Dominic remembered the last prize his ship had taken, a merchant ship packed to the gills with tea, coffee, tobacco, and silks. They’d sold off all the cargo within a few hours of docking in Kingston, knowing more than one buyer who wouldn’t ask too many questions. The coin that had lined their pockets had allowed them all to fill the taverns and brothels for an entire week.

      “Maria didn’t say what kind of cargo, only that it was to be guarded by a small naval guard on board the merchant ship. An admiral will be on board the ship, or so she heard.”

      “An admiral?” Reese puzzled over that.

      Dominic was less concerned with the nature of the cargo, given that he wasn’t dependent on it for his livelihood. He’d earned a place in Jamaica long ago, carving out a small bit of land for himself. Anything he did now was merely to keep his crew satisfied and to entertain himself.

      “Lord knows what a stuffy old goat like that would be doing out on the high seas. They prefer to stay on dry land and give orders to their subordinates,” Dominic chuckled.

      Reese set the sextant down and rolled up the maps, binding them with a bit of blue silk ribbon and setting them in the map chest.

      “Rather interesting. Sounds like one of the rare merchant ships that belongs to His Majesty.”

      Dominic shrugged. It was rare but not unheard of for a merchant vessel to be commanded by a set of naval officers if the goods on board were related to the crown.

      “Whatever is on board will likely be worth the trouble then,” Dominic replied.

      “When do we leave?” Reese adjusted the gun tucked into his belt as he headed for the door of the cabin.

      “Straightaway. Go and ready the ship.”

      “Aye, Captain.” Reese left the chamber.

      Dominic picked up the compass, flipping open the lid. He watched the arrow spin slowly and stop, pointing north. It was an old, battered bit of brass, but it had never failed him in ten years. He’d earned the compass fighting another boy for it while under his old captain’s orders. A compass, a pistol, and a loaf of weevil-infested bread. Only the strongest survived. He’d proven his strength that day by shooting his captain through the heart with the very same pistol.

      He stared at the compass a moment longer, and his thoughts drifted deeper into the past, beyond the days of hunger, pain, and misery.

      He gave his head a shake. The past was just that—the past. A man could not beat against the tides, no matter how much he might wish to. There was only the next horizon, the next golden dawn to chase in search of treasure and glory. Dominic clamped the compass shut, and a grinned as he hummed a little tune and listened to the sounds of the men making ready to sail.
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      Roberta Harcourt leaned on the railing of the royal navy merchant ship, the Fortune, scowling at the rolling blue sea before her. She loved the ocean, but she did not love the reason she was crossing it.

      Her father, Rear Admiral Charles Harcourt, was moving to Port Royal to run a naval office from the port, and she was being dragged along with him. It wasn’t that she disliked Port Royal—she’d always longed to visit the West Indies. But she was quite certain her father had dubious intentions upon his mind when he’d decided she was to come with him rather than remain in London.

      She’d spent the last two weeks listening to him describe the eligible, titled men whom they would likely meet upon reaching Port Royal. The list of gentlemen and their estate holdings had nearly put Roberta to sleep the previous evening. She’d caught herself just before her face landed in a bowl of soup. The cabin boy attending them had snickered, and she’d almost joined in laughing at herself, but her father’s stern glare had killed any amusement from the moment. The truth of the matter was, she was being put on the market like a prized cow.

      “Roberta, my dear,” her father greeted as he joined her at the ship’s railing. “I should like to speak to you.”

      “Papa,” she answered quietly. “If it’s about last night, I was tired. The crossing has been more than I’m used to, with the tossing waves.” That part was most certainly a lie. She’d slept quite soundly; the rocking of the sea was something she’d grown used to. Her mother had died when she was five, and her father, unsure what to do with his dearly loved child yet couldn’t abandon her to a governess’s care, had simply taken her and the governess along with him on every voyage. She had better sea legs than half his crew.

      “Oh no, it isn’t that, my dear. But there is something important that I must speak to you about. I’ve just spoken to Captain Huntington, and he’s requested a private audience with you. I believe the captain has finally worked up the courage to ask for your hand in marriage. I’ve assured him that you will be most receptive, and I have given him my blessing.” Her father’s chest puffed out with pride. At fifty-nine he was still a handsome man, even if out of his prime, but there was a weariness to his face that showed his time at sea and his years as a single father were weighing heavily upon him.

      “I…Papa, I really don’t…”

      “Please, Roberta, think of it. A captain for a son-in-law. I would be most proud of you. You would travel the world with him as you’ve done with me. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      She wished she could agree, but she knew what her father did not—that most men loathed to take their wives or daughters upon voyages or move them to foreign lands. No, they kept their wives in pretty cages at home in London whilst they conducted affairs far away. That was not a fate she wished to resign herself to.

      Her father’s scrutiny fell upon her, and he sighed heavily. “You truly don’t like him?”

      “I don’t dislike him, Papa. But he’s like all the other gentlemen I’ve met—pompous and arrogant in their belief that a woman is incapable of anything besides twittering about gowns and producing children. I don’t believe he would even let me stay with him aboard ship.”

      Her father suddenly chuckled. “I saw you only yesterday twittering about the very gown you’re wearing now. You love a pretty dress as any other lady does, and you’ve told me often that you wish for children.”

      “But that isn’t all that I am, Papa. I’ve helped fix the navigational charts when your navigator was ill. I know more about loading guns on a ship than most cabin boys learn in their first few years. I can tie any knot just as well as your men. I can name all of His Majesty’s ships of the line⁠—”

      “I yield, my dear, I yield.” Charles laughed softly. “I cannot help but fear I’ve put you at a great disadvantage by letting you live as freely as you have, if the idea of marrying Captain Huntington has frightened you so.”

      Roberta wanted to disagree, to argue that she wasn’t afraid of Captain Huntington or his marriage proposal, but she was frightened. It would mean the end of everything that mattered in her life.

      “Very well, then. Hear the man out and then let him down gently.” Her father patted her cheek, his eyes twinkling. “I believe we may yet find a husband for you in Port Royal. A good tea planter, perhaps? Or a successful merchantman who does business in England? Those sort of men might be more open to a wife involved in their affairs. I shan’t give up hope to see you happily wed.”

      She gripped his hand and gave it a tender squeeze. “I’d rather you see me simply happy, in whatever way that may be.”

      “I do, my dear, I do. But when I’m gone, you will need a force to stand between you and the wolves of this world. I owe your mother that much, God rest her.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead before walking back down the deck and vanishing inside a doorway.

      And what if I am the force between myself and the world, Papa? She asked the question silently, allowing the sea to catch her thoughts as the winds buffeted her pale-blue silk skirts around her ankles. A smile escaped her lips as she thought back to how she had indeed twittered in excitement over the gown she now wore. The blue silk was gathered at the waist and flowed down over the large side pannier hoops she wore beneath her petticoats, and the bodice was a rich gold embroidered with tiny seahorses. She’d asked the seamstress to make it for the voyage. The poor woman had stared at the sketches of the marine animal and then muttered something about mad young ladies and their fancies.

      Roberta glanced over her shoulder, watching men scale the riggings as they worked the ropes. So often she felt torn between the glittering world of balls and this world, the one where the winds and tides drove a person’s destiny. The crew called out orders to one another, all corresponding to the orders from the officers who stood at the back of the ship near the helm. Two men stood out more clearly, their white breeches and blue frock coats adorned with gold trim and shiny gold buttons marking them as officers.

      Captain Huntington and his second in command, Lieutenant Flynn. It was uncommon for navy officers to be in charge of a ship like the Fortune, but in this case, her father had wanted a light sloop that could outrun most pirates if they encountered any. Bigger ships from the royal navy would be able to fight, but their maneuverability was slow and her father never trusted a slow ship. Thus they’d ended up with Huntington and Flynn on board a merchant ship rather than a civilian captain and his crew.

      Huntington was a nice man, a polite man, handsome even. But he was forty years old, while she was barely even twenty, and those two decades between them felt more like a hundred years. She was ready to discover life, not end it, and marriage to him would be just that. She’d be pregnant within the year and never free to see the world again. Her passion for knowledge and adventure would be crushed the moment she spoke her vows.

      If any man on this ship caught her interest, it was the quiet, intense Lieutenant Nicholas Flynn. He’d seen her eyeing the set of sea charts one evening after dinner and sat with her for more than an hour, showing her their course from southern England down the coast of Spain before they would set out across the Atlantic. Flynn had become a friend to her during the voyage. They’d spent many an evening talking over a glass of sherry about life at sea, the various ports they’d both visited, and the latest updates on the maps provided to the Royal Navy.

      His stormy blue eyes and dark-blond hair, accompanied by his classically handsome features, were accented by his patient manner and his quiet, unspoken interest in her. Yet there was a sorrow in his eyes that seemed to create a chasm between them, as though he was afraid to let anyone get close to him, even her. But they had become friends during the long voyage, much to Captain Huntington displeasure.

      She turned her focus back to the sea, a mistress she loved, respected, and feared at the appropriate times. The water was that spectacular shade of blue that prevented her from seeing deeper than a few feet, yet she could sense its endless depths as the ship cut through it on their voyage. The afternoon light flashed across the water’s edge where the whitecaps formed, sending a diamond-like spray into the air, enchanting her. She had spent hours watching the water, and she never tired of the sight.

      A smudge of gray beneath the water caught her eye, and a moment later a dolphin broke through the surface. Roberta lifted the hem of her gown to climb up on the first wooden ledge to get a closer look. Her gown was in the style of a robe à la française with its sack back split into two pale-blue pleats flowing away from her shoulders in the ocean breeze. She knew if she closed her eyes, it would feel as though she could take flight upon the winds themselves.

      “You look lovely today, Miss Harcourt,” Huntington said from behind her.

      Her eyes shot open, and she clutched the railing securely as she stepped back down onto the deck. She continued to watch the dolphin as it broke through the surface for air and then disappeared again.

      “Thank you, Captain,” she said softly.

      “I had hoped you might call me Thomas now. We’ve spent much time together on the voyage. Port Royal is only a few days away.” Huntington moved to stand next to her.

      “If the wind stays at our backs,” Roberta agreed.

      His brown eyes gazed upon her with the slightest hint of possessive hope. She wondered what he saw when he looked at her. Did he see a petite but fiery red-haired beauty? Did he mind the faint smattering of freckles on her nose and cheeks because she refused to wear hats in the sun? Or perhaps he was lost in her jade-green eyes framed by smoky dark lashes that batted slowly as she gazed at the sea. She knew she was considered a beauty by some, yet she didn’t think she was half so lovely as the fair-skinned blonde-haired women who were favored in the assembly halls of London.

      Roberta was more spry than dainty, in her opinion, and the gowns she wore concealed the smooth muscles and curves of her body. She lacked that delicate, frail appearance that men seemed to desire. Her slightly tanned face had created gossip among the ton, and she knew well enough that she was called ugly names behind her back. But she supposed she was pretty enough to attract men like Huntington, with her heart-shaped face with its upturned nose and sweeping brows that made her look as if she was always up to mischief. Her father used to call her his little water sprite because she often created trouble aboard any ship she was on, usually to the amusement of the crew, proving that women weren’t all unlucky upon the sea.

      “Do you like the sea?” Huntington asked. His right hand fell very lightly on her own, which rested on the smooth wooden railing.

      She felt no warmth, no spark, no life; what she was looking for was simply not there. Shouldn’t there be fire or explosions of heat? She’d heard the men belowdecks talk of the passion a lady could inspire in a man’s heart and his loins—though they always phrased such things in far cruder terms. Surely it could be the same for a woman, to feel that passion at the touch of the right man? If that was so, then the captain was not the right man for her.

      “I love the sea,” she replied, her gaze still plunging into the sapphire depths. How she longed to join the dolphin, to have no concerns above the water’s surface. She’d often wished that the old legends of mermaids were true and that she could trade places with a princess of the sea and never again worry about what lay on land.

      “Once we marry, I can bring you with me,” he suggested.

      Roberta could not hide the enthusiasm that was triggered by this idea. If she had misjudged him, she would own up to it and give him a chance to catch her interest again.

      “You would let me join you?” Her face brightened in the wake of this small hope. Huntington seemed surprised that this, of all things he was willing to offer, seemed to be what excited her.

      “Some captains are allowed to bring their wives…on short voyages, in safe waters,” he clarified. “A trip around the bay or up and down the coast for a day.”

      Roberta deflated. “Is that all?”

      Huntington straightened as he gazed upon the sea, as if remembering his duty. “It would be against protocol. It’s simply too dangerous for a delicate young lady. Surely you are more comfortable in a drawing room enjoying tea with other ladies.”

      Had the captain read that from some book entitled How to Infuriate Free and Independent Women? Perhaps he had written it.

      A small sigh escaped her lips. It was better to be at sea—however boring the voyage—than not at all, she supposed. For once in her life, she wished she could see a sea battle. Even the distant crack and thunder of cannons and the haze of gun smoke on the horizon would be enough for her. She’d witnessed such things up close only in military maneuvers and gunnery drills. A real battle would be something entirely different and far more thrilling. She just wanted to live, to feel her heart racing wildly as she joined the men upon the ropes and prepared for a boarding party.

      But she wasn’t a fool. A sea battle meant danger and death, and she knew just how dangerous life upon the water was. Women didn’t fare well. Pirates were notorious for raping women before tossing their bodies overboard. There was no glory in that violence, but her heart still hammered at the thought of chasing down a pirate sloop and bringing its black-hearted crew to justice.

      “I have spoken to your father, of course, and he has given his blessing. He was most excited for our marriage.”

      “Captain, please, trouble yourself no further. I have decided not to marry, though I am most honored by your offer.” Better to cut him off before he can start naming our future children, she thought.

      “What?” Huntington’s mouth opened in shock as he sputtered. “But…your father said…”

      “My father was mistaken. He forgets how much I love the sea. If he mistook my excitement for hopes of an intended proposal from you, I’m most apologetic. But you see, I do not wish to marry.”

      “Whyever not?” the captain demanded, his tone frosty now.

      “Because…” She struggled for an excuse and realized there was no better one than the truth. “Because I’m simply far too much trouble, Captain Huntington. One month of marriage to me would drive you utterly mad.”

      “Well…I don’t see how a pretty young lady like you could⁠—”

      “Allow me to be plain for a moment, Captain. I would insist on accompanying you on all voyages, no matter the duration. I would rather not be stuck in a parlor with other ladies. In fact, I’d rather face the gallows alongside the vilest of pirates than spend one minute listening to women gossip over tea.”

      Huntington’s face began to turn a concerning shade of red. “But that’s your place. As a woman, you should⁠—”

      She cut him off again. “And that’s exactly why you and I would quarrel endlessly. I don’t believe in where you think I belong. There are plenty of young ladies who would be happy to marry you but I am not one of them.”

      For a long second he stared at her, shock widening his eyes. No doubt he’d never encountered a woman who spoke her mind like that, and it would take him a minute, or possibly several, to catch up with her in order to respond.

      “I hope that you don’t take offense or mistake my rejection of your offer of marriage as an attempt to play coy. I simply desire to be honest. You would not be happy with me, Captain, and I would not be with you, so we need not trouble ourselves further.”

      Huntington opened his mouth to say something more, but the sharp, piercing whistle of the ship’s bosun cut him off.

      “Sail to the south!” a man in the crow’s nest cried out. Suddenly the deck was swarming with men. Roberta stayed by the rail, keeping out of the way. She knew better than to disrupt the flow of the men to their stations.

      “What colors does she fly?” Huntington yelled up to the man in the nest. His voice was surprisingly loud—she’d never heard him speak above a conversational tone before. The sea captain in him had taken over.

      “No colors, Captain, but there is a flag,” the man shouted back down. “White with some sort of black shape on it.”

      Huntington’s face paled. He glanced at Roberta before he turned his gaze southward and pulled out a brass spyglass from his breast pocket. Roberta followed the direction his spyglass was pointing. Her eyesight was good, but she could only just make out a vague rippling insignia. If she’d been closer, she might have sworn it looked like…

      “The Emerald Dragon. Damn him!” Huntington hissed and crushed the spyglass back into his breast pocket. Roberta’s face was afire with excitement.

      “The Emerald Dragon? The ship captained by the infamous Captain Grey?” Her heart skittered inside her chest in a mixture of excitement and fear. Huntington’s face darkened with displeasure.

      “You’ve heard of him?”

      “I am the daughter of a rear admiral. I hear things, even during those dreadful hours spent in parlors over tea.” She found it insulting that he assumed she didn’t know the latest naval scandals. The Dragon’s captain was the talk of Spain. He never ventured close to England—his hunting grounds were the West Indies and the coasts of Spain and Portugal. It was rumored that he was part Spanish and part English. Some said he was handsome enough that the devil himself was jealous of the pirate’s good looks. That sort of gossip had been the only thing worth listening to when she’d been trapped in the Spanish parlors before they’d left port.

      “He’s no man you should put your mind to. He’s a bloody pirate.” Huntington looked as mad as a spitting cat. “Get below deck with your lady’s maid, now! And stay there. The deck is no place for a woman, especially during a battle,” Huntington snapped.

      Roberta’s gaze bored into his enraged face, but at last she turned on her heel and descended below deck. Her heart was pounding so hard against her chest that it hurt to breathe. She had to find her maid and, more importantly, her pistols and her dagger. If they were boarded, she would need to defend herself and her servant.

      The Emerald Dragon…it was as if by simply dreaming of pirates, she had summoned one of the fiercest since Captain Morgan.

      She only hoped she would not live to regret it.
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      “We’re coming up on ’em, Cap’n!” Chibbs bellowed from the quarterdeck of the Emerald Dragon.

      “Keep the sails open. I want to come up on her starboard side. Ready the round shots in the swivel cannons!” Dominic ordered from where he stood on the forecastle deck. Reese stood one deck below and repeated the order.

      “Man the cannons!” Reese raised his cutlass, and the cannon crew rushed to their stations.

      Dominic leaned against the railing on the bow, grinning wickedly as he watched the Fortune try to outrun him. The Dragon was three hundred yards away from her prey, and the royal merchant ship had almost reached Port Royal unscathed.

      The Dragon had followed it for the last few weeks, keeping the Fortune’s masts just visible above the horizon. If there was one thing his crew and the ship itself were good at, it was vanishing from view, like a wolf edging behind trees as it watched a rabbit nibbling on grass in an open meadow. The ship could go unseen until it was ready and then catch up with little warning. That was one of the many benefits of using a sloop. The Dragon had outrun every ship that had ever chased it.

      Dominic’s men were armed and ready for the battle ahead, but they needed to cripple the Fortune. Reese, at the helm, had managed to pull the Dragon up so her hull avoided direct fire from the Fortune’s cannons. Then Reese rushed to the deck below to see to their own cannons. Dominic kept his gaze on the other ship, raising his spyglass, watching the crew of the Fortune rush to ready themselves. Their captain was shouting, his face red as he ordered his men to load.

      “Reese! Chain shot to the mainmast!” Dominic shouted over his shoulder.

      “Aye aye, Captain!” Reese changed his orders for the middle gun crew. “We’re going to cripple her, men!”

      Dominic collapsed his scope and tucked it into his leather waistcoat as he rushed down to the waist of the ship.

      “Cast loose your gun!” Reese barked. “Level and prime your gun!”

      The first explosion of sound came from the Fortune as their cannons unleashed half a dozen shots simultaneously. The round shots whizzed overhead, ripping through one mainsail.

      “Run out your guns! Aim at the mainmast!” Reese cried out. While they were reloading their guns, the Dragon would try to bring down their mainmast.

      “Point and fire!” Dominic and Reese shouted together.

      The thunderous boom accompanied by the blast of shot from three of the Dragon’s cannons wreaked devastation on the mast. Each cannon fired two cannonballs, chained together, that flew between the ships and struck the Fortune’s mainmast with such force that the mast snapped in half. Men on the Fortune screamed and dove out of the way as the mast crashed down onto the deck, its white canvas sail fluttering like the wings of a dying seabird.

      The Dragon’s crew broke into cheers that were abruptly cut off as the Fortune unleashed a fresh volley, one ripping through his crew on the quarterdeck. Dominic’s vision blurred as the ship’s doctor rush to the injured. Dominic held his breath, the sounds of his injured men crying out in pain drilling into his head. He waited for the pronouncement from the doctor.

      “Two dead!” Abel confirmed over the screams.

      Dominic’s body went cold, his mind whiplashing as he trained his gaze on the Fortune.

      “Aim for the decks!” Dominic ordered. “Grapeshot on all cannons!”

      The Dragon waged war on the Fortune for another fifteen minutes, but their prey refused to give up easily.

      Chibbs rushed to Dominic on the quarterdeck. “They won’t surrender!”

      “Then we board and make them reconsider. I’ll wager we’ve taken the fight out of them. I want the officers restrained and the crew detained belowdecks until we see what cargo they’re carrying.”

      The boarding party lined the port side of the Dragon, their weapons ready as the ships drifted close enough for the men to swing across on ropes. Smoke billowed up from the guns of both ships, and the cries of battle-ready men echoed across the open water. The Dragon nudged her prey, creaking in wooden groans as the ships collided. Dominic put a dagger between his teeth, tucked his cutlass into his waistband, and leapt from his vessel to the merchant ship.

      He landed with a thud midway on the Fortune’s upper deck. Two of the merchant ship’s crew rushed him, swords raised. He pulled out his cutlass, knocking one man back with the force of his blow while the other man swung at his waist. Dominic leapt back, narrowly avoiding the deadly strike. Reese suddenly appeared behind him, and they charged toward the waist of the ship, the crew of the Dragon following at their backs. Gunfire cracked about him as he and his men battled through the throngs of sailors.

      In half an hour the fighting had died down, and Dominic’s men were celebrating victory. The captain and his lieutenant, along with a rear admiral, were bound and tied to the remnants of the mainmast while the remainder of the survivors of the Fortune’s crew were confined belowdecks.

      “Ready to parley, Cap’n?” Chibbs asked as Dominic shot a glance toward the three officers. “As my pa used to say, when a man’s beat, ya shouldn’t give ’im time to catch his breath.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Dominic muttered. Dealing with officers was his least favorite part of taking a ship. They were always arrogant sods, and they reminded him of home. It was why he usually avoided English ships, but the lure of whatever their cargo might be had him going against his usual behavior.

      He strode to where the officers were tied down, Reese at his back. Giving the men a once-over, his eyes snagged on something familiar about the lieutenant. Blond hair, cut in the popular fashion, framed an aristocratic face with blue eyesblue eyes Dominic knew on sight but hadn’t seen in more than a decade. There was no mistaking him. The years may have changed his boyish looks, but Dominic would know that face anywhere. A well of emotion he’d thought long dead inside him rose in his chest.

      “You!” Dominic growled as he tried to comprehend that fact that he was facing Nicholas after all this time.

      The lieutenant’s furious gaze shot to his, his anger replaced by unspeakable pain as recognition flashed in Nicholas Flynn’s eyes. For an instant, it was as though they’d parted ways only yesterday, that Dominic had never been kidnapped, and that his childhood hadn’t come to a crushing end as he lost his family, his best friend, and his freedom all at once.

      “You know this blackguard?” the captain of the Fortune demanded, his face flushed.

      Nicholas, his face ashen, gave a bare shake of his head to Dominic, who understood it immediately. The bonds of their friendship hadn’t changed in all the years spent apart.

      “No, he doesn’t know me. He just reminds me of someone I once knew…someone from a long time ago,” Dominic answered calmly, then turned to the captain. “Now, you’re in charge, I presume? Or should I be speaking to the admiral here?”

      The admiral tensed. He seemed ready to fight, despite his predicament, but blood trickled down the side of his head, and he looked a little too pale to be a threat.

      “I’m in charge,” the captain said. “The admiral is a guest, and I was escorting him and—” The captain suddenly closed his mouth.

      “And the admiral’s precious cargo,” Dominic finished. “Well, that’s exactly what my crew and I would like to help you with. Now, Captain…” He allowed the title to linger.

      “Huntington.” The captain added his name with a glower.

      “Huntington. Tell me what sort of cargo it is you have, and then my lads and I will be on our way.”

      “Silks…it’s silks,” Flynn cut in hastily. “Free me and I’ll take you to the cargo hold.”

      Dominic stared at his old friend. He was lying. The tension in his lips and the way his eyes narrowed, that was the Flynn he remembered, the Flynn who’d been able to fool almost anyone but him when they were boys.

      “Silks, is it, Captain Huntington?” Dominic asked. He watched the man nod slowly in agreement, but the admiral’s expression revealed the truth. The desperation in the man’s eyes told him that whatever was belowdecks was indeed far more precious than any of the men wished for Dominic to know.

      “Silks, yes,” Huntington growled.

      Dominic stroked his chin and then looked to Reese and Chibbs, who awaited their orders. “Please escort the captain and his crew to the longboats. Any man who wishes to join my crew is welcome to. The lieutenant shall remain behind as collateral until we reach port, at which point he will be set free.”

      “No! You cannot do this!” the admiral gasped, but his breathless words were accompanied by his struggle to stay conscious.

      Dominic looked toward Flynn. “You have a doctor on board?”

      Flynn nodded. “Yes, Dr. Frankston.”

      “Chibbs, have their doctor take a look at the admiral once you get them in the longboat. Make sure they have a compass and any supplies they need before we cast off. I want all of the valuable cargo transferred immediately over to the Dragon, along with the lieutenant. Take him below and throw him in one of the cells.”

      “You cannot do this to us!” Huntington shouted. “We’ll die out there.”

      Dominic turned to Huntington. “You’re two days of easy rowing from Port Royal, due west. Unless you’re daft, you’ll be just fine. You’re lucky you didn’t meet with another pirate crew. We’re one of the few who leaves survivors.”

      Then he turned to assess the Fortune. It was damaged beyond saving, and in less than an hour it would be at the bottom of the ocean.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the crew of the Fortune settle into the longboats, the doctor tending to the injured admiral. Flynn was released from the mast, and his hands were bound behind him before Reese shoved him toward Dominic.

      “Give me a minute with him before you take him to the Dragon,” Dominic told Reese. His quartermaster stepped back and walked a short distance away.

      For a moment neither of them spoke. Dominic was torn between wanting to embrace his old friend and hit him for being on the opposite side of him in a battle.

      “Dominic,” Flynn whispered. “It’s really you?”

      Dominic’s throat tightened as he tried not to look at the man who’d once been as close as a true blood brother to him.

      “I doubt I’m anything like the boy you remember,” he answered softly, his gaze drifting to the sea.

      “What happened to you? You went missing, and we searched for months. Your father”

      “Is probably glad I’m dead. Listen to me, Nick—I’ll not harm you, so long as you don’t cause trouble. The moment we make port, I’ll let you go, a free man. You understand?”

      Flynn nodded. “I’ll likely be cast into irons once Huntington catches up to me. He’ll see my being captured as joining you rather than being a prisoner.”

      “You could always join us,” Dominic offered, knowing Nick would turn him down. Of the pair of them, Nicholas had always been the one with the noble heart.

      “You know I couldn’t, Dom. You know I don’t have the…” He trailed off.

      “The black heart required to be a pirate? No, you certainly don’t. Reese! Take him to the Dragon.” Nicholas’s refusal to join him hurt worse than he’d expected. Their childhood vows to always stay together, to be loyal to one another to the end, were clearly just a hazy memory now between them. Nicholas would never side with him, not with a pirate. It likely wouldn’t matter that Dominic had made a point to sink Spanish slaver ships in order to free slaves. He was still a pirate. It shouldn’t have surprised him that Nicholas had gone and done the respectable thing by joining the bloody Royal Navy.

      “Dom! Wait!” Flynn struggled against Reese’s hold, trying to break free. Reese knocked him hard in the temple with the hand guard of his sword, and Flynn went down with a heavy thud on the deck.

      Reese’s face fell. “Sorry, Captain, I didn’t know how else to stop him.”

      “It’s all right, Reese. Just see that he’s not hurt. The man was…a friend once. A long time ago.”

      The young quartermaster nodded solemnly. “Understood.” Then he hoisted Flynn up and headed for the gangplank that now stretched between the two ships.

      Chibbs ran over, panting. “Cap’n, we have a problem.”

      “What is it?” Dominic’s hand tightened instinctively on the hilt of his cutlass.

      “It’s two cabin boys—found ’em cowering in the wardrobe of the captain’s cabin.”

      “Oh?” Dominic felt a twinge of guilt. Those boys should be on the longboats, not stuck here. They’d be forced into a life of piracy if Dominic didn’t have a chance to get them to shore soon, and he wasn’t about to put any more young men into the life that had been forced upon him.

      “Bring them up here, Chibbs. And where are the silks?”

      “We’re loading them now, Cap’n. Looks to be a set of trunks, not much at all. Must be damn fine silks if that’s all they have. But as my pa used to say, a fortune is a fortune, whether ’tis bars of gold or a handful of diamonds, but one is certainly easier to carry. Silks are damned heavy. Wish we’d found jewels instead.”

      Chibbs waved an arm to two wavering shadows near the stairs leading below deck. The boys were both short. One had bright-red hair pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck, while the other was a brown-haired little creature with wide, scared eyes. The red-haired boy eyed Dominic with open curiosity. He wasn’t used to young lads eyeing him like…what? Something was off about the boy, and it made Dominic shift restlessly on his feet.

      “What are your names?” he demanded gruffly. The brown-haired boy stifled a terrified gasp and clutched the sleeve of his braver companion.

      “I’m…Robbie, and this is Luke,” the red-haired boy announced. His voice was rather high, and it seemed that neither of these boys was near manhood. They couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen, with their small hands, high voices, and delicate features. They reminded him far too much of the younger lads he’d served with during those first few years. Most hadn’t been strong enough to survive on board the same ship as the infamous French pirate Gerard La Roux.

      “Well, lads, I’m sorry we did not find you earlier, otherwise you’d be with the captain and his men on the longboats. You find yourselves passengers aboard my ship. I’m Captain Dominic Grey.”

      “What of the admiral? Was he with them?” the red-haired boy demanded. Dominic was rather surprised. What interest could this boy have in his fate? More importantly, what sort of cabin boy had the bravado to demand answers of a pirate captain?

      “He is with them. He suffered an injury, but he was loaded into the boat with care. The ship’s doctor was tending to him.”

      Tears glistened in the corners of the boy’s green eyes. The last thing Dominic needed on board the Dragon was a pair of weeping children. They wouldn’t last the first major storm or battle.

      “Buck up, boys, all will be well. You must come with me to my ship now.”

      The red-haired boy looked ready to protest, so Dominic continued. “This ship will be below the sea soon. Unless you want to be visiting Davy Jones, you’ll not be staying here a moment longer.” His declaration of the ship’s ultimate fate caught Robbie’s attention.

      “She’s truly sinking, Captain?” The boy looked about the ship in a knowing way that promised the lad was perhaps a better seaman than Dominic had originally assumed.

      “Aye, so you’d best get moving.”

      Robbie studied him for a long moment. Then he seemed to decide he could in fact trust Dominic and took his companion by the arm and marched over to the edge of the ship, where they jumped onto the gangplank that led to the Dragon. Dominic watched them disappear below the deck before he turned back to Chibbs. There was something about them that didn’t quite seem right, but he didn’t have time to determine what it was that was bothering him. Perhaps it was that they both were so young. He wasn’t used to that.

      “What other cargo did you find?” he asked quietly so as to not be overheard.

      Chibbs shrugged. “Not much, Cap’n, only a few trunks of fine ladies’ gowns.”

      “Gowns? Did they look special in any way? Expensive silks?”

      “I can’t say for sure if they are special, Cap’n, but they are pretty things,” Chibbs said. “Silk for sure.”

      Dominic frowned and rubbed the heel of his palm over the butt of his pistol as he considered it.

      “Maybe they hold value. Have the men bring the trunks aboard. If nothing else, we can sell them when we reach Tortuga. Strip the ship of anything of value before we cast off.” While Tortuga was not usually a place for business trading, given the nature of the men who made berth there, Dominic had managed to sell quite a bit of his stolen wares there for a tidy profit over the years.

      “Aye aye, Cap’n.” Chibbs hurried off to do his bidding.

      Dominic abandoned the Fortune to its fate and boarded the Dragon, his mind mulling over the new cabin boys. He’d seen lads shake like that before, when it was their first voyage. And he’d given this pair quite the memory. Bitter memories of his own first voyage at fourteen set his teeth on edge. He didn’t want to remember the bite of the cat-o’-nine-tails lashing his back, or the feel of a meaty fist pummeling him into silence when he spoke back, or the groping hands in the dark stealing his food and water because he wasn’t strong enough to stop them. He’d learned quickly how long a man could last without food and water before dying, and he’d also learned just what he was willing to do when facing his own death.

      Dominic shook his head and tried to rid himself of the dark memories that churned inside his head like the treacherous waters. The past, much like reefs hugging the shorelines, could sink a man.

      He turned his attention back to the matter of the cargo and Flynn’s attempt to convince him that the precious cargo was a few useless trunks of silks. Was it really just dresses? Or perhaps the dresses themselves were a clue. He’d heard of jewels and coins being sewn into gowns before to hide wealth. Something tugged at his mind, but he couldn’t figure out what was bothering him.

      He climbed the ladder up to the forecastle deck, where Reese stood waiting at the helm.

      “Cast off from the Fortune. Hoist the mainsails and the topsails. Heading north by northeast. I want us chasing the horizon all the way to Tortuga.”

      “Aye aye, Cap’n!” The cheers went ’round the ship, and Dominic leaned against the railing overlooking the top deck.

      There would be rum for every man tonight to celebrate their victory. And whilst they were distracted with drink, he would get to the bottom of this matter of “precious cargo” and figure out just what it was that Flynn was hiding.
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      “Get control of yourself, Lucy!” Roberta hissed at her sniffling maid. The young woman was on the verge of sobbing. “If you don’t stop crying, they’ll hear you and come to see what’s the matter. Cabin boys don’t cry.”

      “My lady…we are among the worst sort of men!” Lucy wailed. “What happens when they find out about us?”

      Roberta stifled a groan of impatience. They were in a dangerous predicament, and if they weren’t careful, Lucy’s sobs would surely expose them. She’d thought for a moment that the captain would see through their charade, but he’d been preoccupied. Luck was with them, but only for so long if they didn’t perfect their act as young men.

      “They won’t, if you keep your wits about you. Lucy, listen to me—you must become Luke, a cabin boy. Do as they ask, and they shouldn’t harm you. Just follow my lead.” They were currently in the captain’s cabin, where a grizzled-looking man named Jon Chibbs had informed them before he left that they would be assigned duties by the captain once they were underway.

      Lucy’s face pinched up in fear. “But I don’t know anything about ships, my lady. I cannot possibly pretend to be a cabin boy.”

      “I do, Lucy. Just do what I tell you, and no one will guess what you and I really are,” Roberta advised.

      “And just what are you, exactly?” A deep voice chuckled with amusement from behind them.

      Roberta’s heart stuttered to a stop for several long seconds. She hadn’t heard the cabin door open, which meant they could have been overheard for Lord knew how long.

      She took a deep breath and turned around, putting Lucy safely behind her. Captain Grey leaned against the doorjamb, lips quirked up in a crooked smile. Masculine power radiated off his body, his tan skin showing off his smooth, taut muscles. His dark eyes and long dark hair made her wonder if he was indeed Spanish, as the rumors said. But his accent was perfectly English—too perfect for a rough pirate, in fact. He sounded far more like Captain Huntington or Lieutenant Flynn.

      His shoulders were broad enough to almost entirely block the doorway, leaving no chance of an escape. And where would they escape to, even if they could? Roberta’s skin flushed with an unexplainable fire as she noted how his body went from his large muscled shoulders to his trim tapered waist and the way his lean but muscled legs were outlined in the short breeches he wore, and how the leather vest was so dark against his white lawn shirt. A mustache accompanied a very trim beard and he wore a single gold earring in his right ear. Roberta had known few men who could look so well after neglecting their razor. The captain made that beard on his jawline both fascinating and unbearably attractive.

      “You are not cabin boys, that much is clear.” He crossed his arms and settled in further against the door, indicating he would not move until they explained themselves.

      “Tell him, my lady,” Lucy whispered fearfully.

      Dominic didn’t take his eyes off Roberta. “My lady? Yes, do tell me.” Dominic’s dark-brown eyes sparkled. He seemed far too amused by their exchange of panic-stricken glances. Foolish Lucy had revealed they weren’t boys, and now Roberta would have to bargain with whatever she could to protect her maid and herself. She still had her pistols safely tucked inside the loose coat she wore, as well as her dagger in her boot, but she didn’t think she’d get to use any of them, unless she could find a safe chance to pull them on the captain.

      “I will tell you, then. But I want your word as an Englishman that we shall have safe passage to the nearest neutral port.” Roberta crossed her arms, trying to mimic his stubborn bearing. But she was so short that it seemed far less effective.

      The captain barked out a sharp laugh. “I fear that my word as an Englishman holds no value. Perhaps I should swear on the beauty of your eyes? Or the luscious curve of your lips?”

      He was mocking her! Roberta stamped her little booted foot, catching his attention.

      “Control your tongue, sir. You are in the presence of Miss Roberta Harcourt!” Lucy snapped with surprising courage, before she ducked her head behind Roberta again. The captain grinned at hearing this.

      “Harcourt, you say? As in the daughter of Rear Admiral Harcourt, who I just tossed into a longboat? I am honored indeed.” He offered her a mocking bow, and Roberta wished that the sound of his laughter didn’t warm her body, laughter that was dark and rich at the same time. Under other circumstances, she would have quite enjoyed it. But at that moment, she’d rather be able to swiftly raise one knee into the man’s bollocks to silence him.

      “If any harm befalls us, you will answer to my father and Captain Thomas Huntington. We are betrothed.” Roberta had no intention of marrying Huntington, of course, but the claim might make him reconsider whatever actions that had crossed his mind.

      The captain’s eyes widened. “You’re betrothed to that pigheaded fool?” He wasn’t laughing anymore, and a hint of anger tinged his tone. She shivered and wondered if that particular lie had been a mistake.

      “Yes.” Her voice sounded less sure than it should have been.

      “Would you give us a minute, Luke, is it? I need to have a word with your friend here.” The captain gestured that Lucy should pass by him and wait outside the cabin, but Lucy refused to budge.

      “Go ahead, I’ll be fine,” Roberta assured her maid, though she wasn’t sure, judging by the dark gleam in the pirate’s eyes.

      Once Lucy was outside, the captain shut the door and slid the latch, locking them both in. Roberta’s heartbeat quickened as he closed the short distance between them. She tried to back up, but she tripped over a wooden box near the desk and started to fall. He caught her by the waist, pulling her up against him.

      She wanted to scream, but he covered her mouth with his hand. Roberta reacted instinctively, biting him. He lifted her off the floor and dropped her down on top of the desk so her hips were level with his. She struggled, reaching for one of the pistols while he shook his hand in pain. She got it all the way out from her coat and halfway pointed at him before he realized what was happening.

      He knocked the gun from her hand, but not without effort. “Bloody Christ, woman!” Then he roughly searched her, finding the second pistol, which he tossed to the floor at his feet.

      “Now listen here, Robbie—you have two choices on my ship. You can warm my bed and have full protection from my crew, or you can take your chances as a cabin boy and play your silly charade. I won’t reveal your secret, but I doubt you’ll last a day before it comes out on its own.”

      “I…” For the first time in her life, Roberta was speechless. Sleep with a pirate or take her chances with the crew as a cabin boy? Well, it was obvious it was no choice at all.

      “Well?” He gripped her chin, and their gazes locked, fire clashing with fire.

      “I’d rather swab the bloody poop deck with my tongue than spend one minute in your bed.” Even as she said it, her mind flashed with traitorous images of her body trapped beneath his, his muscled body overpowering hers as he fiercely claimed her. It was every woman’s nightmare…yet it was also a fantasy she had regrettably indulged in a time or two over the last few years. But this wasn’t some silly dream, and the man holding her at that moment was no hero. He was a pirate, one who had killed some of the Fortune’s crew and injured her father, sending him helpless into a longboat with the remaining crew. He was a heartless, cold monster, not some misunderstood hero from a novel.

      “Are you quite sure?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous.

      The scent of leather mixed with sweat enveloped her as he forced her legs apart and pulled her body tighter against his. She struggled, throwing her arms out to strike his chest, but the shock of his body touching hers terrified her. His arms wrapped around her lower back, squeezing her skin through the fabric of her breeches. She gave a little moan as a flush of heat shot through her. Her head tilted back so she could stare up at him, and she gasped in shock and surprise as he bent to kiss her.

      This was no delicate caressing of lips, just a powerful ravaging of her mouth with his tongue. She writhed, desperate to escape the foreign feel of his mouth on hers. Exhausted, she shuddered and softened, regretfully yielding to him. The moment she surrendered in his arms, his lips gentled and the kiss turned almost tender. He laughed, not mockingly as before but more as though he was pleased with her decision. It sent a zinging sensation from her lower belly clear down to her toes.

      “If you stop fighting me for one minute, little minx, you might find you like this,” he murmured against her lips.

      “I might still shoot you,” she warned before letting him kiss her again. She arched her back, pressing herself against him. She was swept away by the first masculine physical possession she’d ever encountered. She was new to these sensations, her body shivering in long-awaited anticipation of what might come next. He released her lips slowly, smoothly smiling as she leaned forward when he pulled back.

      What the bloody hell had happened to her? She wasn’t supposed to like being kissed by him. Her first kiss with a man was certainly not supposed to be from a pirate, either. Lord, what a rotten mess…what a dangerous mess.

      “Now that you are being reasonable, we shall have a little talk.” His body was still touching hers, and she was mesmerized by the movement of his lips. “I am not taking you to a neutral port, I am sailing for Tortuga, but once you’re there you’ll be free to leave. I can even arrange to have a message sent to Port Royal to assure your father of your imminent return to him. I would greatly enjoy a spitfire in my bed, but as I’ve said, you have a choice. I don’t force women.”

      “You forced that kiss,” she argued.

      He smirked. “You needed that kiss, Robbie. Needed it more than your next breath. Besides, I had to know how a sweet, innocent English lady tastes, in case you don’t change your mind before we reach port, but I think you will. All ladies come to my bed in time.”

      She scoffed. “You believe you’re that irresistible, Captain Grey?”

      His hearty laugh rankled her. “Call me Grey, if you please, or Dominic—or Dom, if you’re feeling particularly affectionate, my dove.” He brushed a stray wisp of hair back from her face, and she resisted the urge to bite at him like an angry cat.

      “You are not irresistible, Captain Grey. You’re a bully, an overgrown oaf of a man who will never”

      He pressed a finger to her lips, silencing her. “Best to hold your tongue, my dove, someone might hear us. We wouldn’t want the men knowing we have ladies running about. They’re good lads, but they aren’t saints, if you take my meaning.”

      She did take his meaning, and it filled her with fresh dread.

      “I advise that you and your ‘Luke’ behave as decent cabin boys, or you might run into trouble. I will speak to the three men from the Fortune who joined me today and have them swear silence on the matter of your identities. It will make for a unique loyalty test, if nothing else. Can you agree to these terms?”

      His hands tightened again, sliding lower to cup her bottom, keeping her close to him. It fogged her senses. The feel of his hands gripping her so fiercely was both terrifying and exhilarating. But with the exhilaration came shame. Something had to be wrong with her to find excitement in this moment.

      “Well?” he asked, his lips dangerously close to hers again, still smiling. He knew just how his actions were affecting her.

      “I…agree,” she said at last, trying not to think about how thrilling his kisses had been, or how she’d desperately wanted more, or how she hated herself for that desire.

      “Good. Now, about your duties while on board—I assume at least one of you can cook?”

      Roberta nodded. “Lucy…er, Luke can. Her mother was the cook at my home back in London.”

      “Good. We lost our last cook, and our current one…” Dominic shook his head. “Let me simply say that a change in recipes would be most welcome to me and my men. I’ll have Luke assigned to assist the cook.”

      “And what about me?” Roberta wished she could join Lucy in the galley, not that she had any experience cooking whatsoever.

      “You’ll be attending to me and a few other duties. My cabin boy, Griffin, has grown old enough to join the men on deck and will be glad for the unexpected promotion.”

      Roberta managed a nod. Yes, she could be a cabin boy. That was an easy enough duty. She’d run errands around the ship, keep the captain’s quarters tidy, serve the officers their meals. Did pirate ships have officers? The captain, surely, and perhaps Chibbs and that other handsome fellow, Reese? They likely dined together, and she wouldn’t mind serving them. Handing out plates of food and refilling glasses of wine wasn’t at all taxing.

      “Good, I’m glad that’s settled. Now, as to your sleeping arrangements. The cabin boys typically sleep with the men.”

      Roberta gazed up at him, suddenly frightened. He still held her close, and his eyes narrowed at the sudden tension in her.

      “Calm yourself, Robbie. I can have a storeroom cleared out, and Luke can stay there. As for you…” Those dark-brown eyes swept over her, appraising her in a way that made every feminine instinct come screaming to life in warning. The captain lusted for her, that was obvious, but what she didn’t know was how long he would resist his urges and respect her demand to be left alone.

      “What about me?” She couldn’t summon the strength to sound as brave as she’d like.

      “I suppose you would be fine in a hammock with the rest of the men?” he suggested. A merry twinkle in his eyes banished her fear and brought a fresh wave of anger to the surface.

      “A hammock with the rest of those pirates? Are you mad?” She shoved at his body and leapt off the desk, scowling at him as she smoothed her shirt and waistcoat.

      “Don’t tell me you are as ‘delicate’ as your friend outside?” Dominic watched her try to puzzle out how to secure a safer sleeping arrangement. She didn’t want to be with the men, nor did she wish to admit she was as frightened as Lucy.

      “Couldn’t I share the room with my maid?” she asked.

      “I’m afraid that would be unfair to your friend, because it is so small already. If you must sleep away from the others, I suppose you could sleep in my cabin.” He sighed, the resigned sound making it clear he wasn’t amused at the idea of giving up his bed for her. No captain would wish to relinquish the spacious quarters of his cabin to go sleep with his crew in an uncomfortable hammock.

      Roberta smiled. He was sacrificing his space for her? A true gentleman!

      “That will suit me very well,” she declared, pleased that the sleeping arrangements were finally settled.

      “It will suit me as well,” Dominic said with a slow smile, which Roberta did not understand. “Now, get yourselves to work. I am far too busy to play nursemaid to the pair of you. Chibbs will see Luke settled with the cook, and he’ll explain your duties as well.” He strode over to unlock the cabin door. Lucy came back in, passing the captain warily as he departed.

      “What are we to do, my lady?” she asked, her hands wringing together fretfully.

      Roberta covered the maid’s hands. “All will be well. Mr. Chibbs will be here in a moment to introduce you to the cook. Apparently, they are in desperate need of a man who can prepare decent meals. You’ll spend most of your day attending to the food in the galley.”

      The young servant gave a relieved sigh. “If there’s one thing I know well, mistress, it’s food. So long as they have decent stores, I’ll be able to bake Mama’s biscuits and her rosemary chicken and…” Lucy’s face turned dreamy as she was instantly lost in thoughts of her mother’s fine cooking.

      Mr. Chibbs’s gruff voice announced his presence a few seconds later as the cabin door opened again. “You boys ready?”

      “Yes, Mr. Chibbs,” they answered in unison.

      “Very good, then. This way.” He nodded toward the hall, and they followed behind.

      Roberta couldn’t stop grinning. She and Lucy were starting out on the grandest adventure she could ever hope to have, living aboard a pirate ship. Yes, it was dangerous, and Dominic filled her belly with butterflies, but she wasn’t about to let him ruin such an experience. Once she and Lucy were free and safely in Port Royal, she would be trapped again in a world of balls, parlor teas, and the rigid life of a caged bird waiting for marriage to a man who would never understand her. If this was her one chance to live wildly, she would take it for as long as it would last.
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      Dominic entered the empty storeroom that he’d had converted into a temporary holding cell for his other guest. Flynn sat on an overturned crate, chin resting in his palm as he gazed at the wall. The other hand was bound in an iron manacle that was secured to the wall. He had enough freedom to move about and climb into the hammock slung across the back part of the storeroom, but he couldn’t escape. Reese had the only set of keys, and he kept them in Dominic’s cabin two decks above.

      “Flynn,” Dominic greeted quietly as he closed the door, sealing them alone inside the room. He kept his tone low, not wanting any of his crew to overhear them.

      “Dom.” Nicholas slowly rose to his feet. “We have to talk.”

      “We certainly do. I want to know where the hell this precious cargo is. My crew was not pleased to find a trunk of silk gowns as our plunder.”

      Nicholas stared at him for a moment, then chuckled. “Precious cargo? Is that what you heard?”

      “Yes. Why the bloody hell are you laughing?” Dominic’s blood burned with fury. He didn’t like to be laughed at, and they weren’t boys anymore.

      “We didn’t have any cargo. Yes, the Fortune is a merchant ship, but she was on her way to Port Royal to retrieve cargo. Captain Huntington and I were assigned to escort Rear Admiral Harcourt to Jamaica. Once we arrived there, we would be assigned a new vessel and the Fortune would be turned over to a civilian captain. The only precious cargo I can think of is the admiral’s daughter.”

      “Ah yes, the admiral’s daughter. When were you planning on telling me I was to play host to her and her lady’s maid?” Dominic asked.

      Nicholas’s chuckling immediately died, and he gazed at Dominic with worry. “Miss Harcourt is here? I had hoped she would have been sent aboard the longboat with her father.”

      “Alas, she and her maid were discovered aboard the Fortune too late. The pair of them tried to pass themselves off as cabin boys.” Dominic braced a foot on a wooden crate and leaned on his knee as he studied his friend. “And she’s the last thing I need aboard this ship, the fiancée of a damned English officer. That red-faced buffoon will be chasing us from port to port so he can bloody well hang me.”

      “I wanted to warn you about her, but you didn’t give me a chance.” Nicholas scraped a hand over his jaw, pausing a long moment. “Dom, what happened to you?”

      “What happened?” Dominic’s tone turned icy as an ancient rage returned. “I ran away to sea, just like I said I would.” He wasn’t sure why he lied to Nicholas, but the thought of admitting to his old friend that he’d been kidnapped and sold into indentured servitude made his stomach churn.

      Nicholas gave his head a little shake, his tone softening. “But you didn’t take me with you. I said I would go with you wherever you went, even to the farthest horizon.”

      “To the farthest horizon,” Dominic echoed, pangs of childhood longing striking his heart like a cutlass. In a flash, he was back on that stone wall sitting beside Nicholas and dreaming about the future, a bright, sunny future where they would have been friends their entire lives. A future that had been ripped away from him—from them both.

      “Dom, tell me what really happened. Please.” Nicholas reached out to touch him, but the manacle kept him short of reaching Dominic’s shoulders.

      Suddenly unable to breathe, Dominic stepped back, his hand touching the door handle. “I…I can’t, Nick. I just…not now.” The horrors he’d suffered were dark shadows in the back of his mind on the best of days, but seeing his old friend, remembering for a brief instant his former life, the boy he’d been, the family he’d lost, remembering what might have been, dragged those dangling skeletons into the light. He turned the door handle and started to pull it open.

      “Fine, don’t tell me,” Nicholas said. “But please, take care with the lady and her maid. She’s undeserving of whatever fate your crew may have in store for her.”

      Something inside Dominic twisted with pain and made him speak cruelly. “Whatever use I find for her is my decision. The wench is pretty enough and will warm my bed if I so desire. If I share her with the crew, that’s also my decision.”

      “Dom,” Nicholas growled. “The boy I knew would never harm a lady or any kind of innocent.”

      He wanted so desperately to tell Nick that he was still that boy who defended those who couldn’t stand up for themselves. Nicholas’s eyes filled with hope, but Dominic couldn’t let him believe in something that was no longer true.

      “That boy is dead. You have his ghost to thank for your generous conditions.” Then Dominic left the makeshift prison cell, slamming the door behind him. Nicholas shouted for him to come back, but Dominic ignored him, letting the sounds of the sea hitting the wooden hull of the ship drown out his old friend’s cries.

      Now in a black mood, he stalked up the stairs and out onto the upper deck to find something to better occupy his mind. He spent the remainder of the day far away from the women, which proved more difficult than he had expected. It seemed that everywhere he turned, there was Roberta, underfoot. She seemed to delight in running messages about the ship from him to Reese and Chibbs.

      She’d skid to a stop right in front of him and salute him in the most cheeky way and shout, “Message for you from Mr. Chibbs.” And each time, Dominic would be tempted to curl an arm around her waist and drag her to him for a kiss or perhaps spank her for enjoying herself a little too much. She wasn’t supposed to be amusing herself playing the part of a cabin boy. She was supposed to be exhausted, irritated from working, and ready to give herself to him in passion, where he might spoil her rotten as any lovely lady deserved.

      Until then he’d content himself with watching her move a mop around the decks, splashing soapy water about. He’d have a chance to see her hips sway, and his body would stiffen with arousal as he pictured bending her over the nearest barrel and taking what she was tempting him with. More than once he’d had to turn and face the sea to hide his very clear state of arousal, like some untried youth who’d never glimpsed a woman before.

      But the thing that truly puzzled him—no, rather, it fascinated him—was the way Roberta would pause, only briefly, in her duties to stare out at the sea, the wind tugging at the bright-red hair she’d pulled back with a black ribbon. Her eyes would light up, and her lips would curve in a smile of pure joy. That was something he recognized. The serenity and peace that gazing upon the sea could bring. Not everyone understood it, but Dominic could see Roberta understood the sea just as he did, and that earned his respect more than anything else.

      She wants to be here. She wants this life of freedom as much as I do.

      As if hearing his silent thoughts, Roberta set aside her mop and wooden bucket and came over.

      “What’s our heading, Captain? I’ve been taking measurements, and it seems the tides are pushing us farther north. Should I tell Mr. Reese to adjust course?”

      “What do you know of tides?” he asked, genuinely curious. Most people assumed tides existed only close to shore. But tides out in deep water adjusted every minute and could push a ship far off course, confusing even the most seasoned sailors if they didn’t continuously monitor their position.

      “I know enough. You aren’t an admiral’s daughter without learning something about the sea.”

      He replied with a soft hum, sensing that she knew a fair amount more than that about the ocean, but he’d discover just how much at a later time. “Go and tell Reese to adjust our course.”

      “Yes, Captain.” And off she sprinted, nimble as a rabbit. Dominic tilted his head to the side, both amused and aroused. He’d never seen a woman move like that, jumping and sliding and dodging all manner of things on deck, from cannons being cleaned to sailors bent over fishing nets they were fixing.

      For the most part, the crew seemed content to let her run about all over the place. Most young lads would have been clumsy, still growing into their bigger hands and bigger feet, but Roberta was used to her size and completely comfortable in her own skin. There was nothing clumsy about her at all. More importantly, she seemed to know exactly what she was doing. He was glad none of his crew had figured out they had two women running about on board. And if it was up to Roberta’s performance alone, they probably never would.

      Things were going smoothly, even though some of the men grumbled about the lack of plunder as well as the risk they’d taken by sinking a merchant ship and casting its captain and an admiral into a longboat. He’d promised them another prize soon, and they trusted him. He would have to find another ship to take, or those grumbles might grow a bit too loud for his comfort. He’d never had a mutiny before, and he certainly didn’t want one now.

      Chibbs joined Dominic after a while, both watching the rolling blue waves turn dark as the sun sank in the sky.

      “How are the men? Furious?” he asked Chibbs, half teasing. The other man nodded curtly, his dark beard casting extra shadows on his face as the sun began to kiss the horizon. The red sky was a welcome sight, and the absence of clouds put him at ease that they would have an easy night of sailing.

      “Cap’n, I’m not the first to be saying it, but the men were hoping for a fair bit more than some silk gowns.”

      Lord, how was it that even when in private councils with Reese, the word of the ships they intended to target always passed along the ship faster than rats fleeing a sinking vessel?

      “Tell the men we’ll rest a bit in Tortuga before we chase down another prize.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.” Chibbs wandered off down the deck, hollering orders to switch the tack on certain sails to catch a better angle upon the ever-changing Caribbean winds.

      Dominic leaned back against the railing as Roberta and her maid appeared on the waist deck. Chibbs was behind them, shooing them along like a pair of pigeons he was trying to roust from a nest. The bosun pointed to the mainsails and issued an order, but Dominic couldn’t hear from where he stood by the helm. Content to watch whatever was to happen play itself out, he chuckled.

      Roberta attempted to coax Lucy into climbing up the rigging of the mainmast. Dominic hid his smile as he watched the admiral’s daughter scale the rigging with ease and come back down, showing her maid how it was done. Lucy showed a little hesitation and slipped on the rigging a few times before she got her footing straightened out. The shoes both girls wore were a tad large, no doubt because they’d stolen them from the Fortune’s cabin boy. But one thing was clear—the girl was a natural on the ropes.

      “The sea is in your blood, isn’t it?” he murmured to himself.

      If she hadn’t been an admiral’s daughter, but some little urchin he’d found on the streets, he’d consider forcing her to stay on the Dragon. He could tell she loved the ship’s activity and the adventure that this life brought. Her smile, even from a good distance away, was somehow brighter than the setting sun behind her.

      His thoughts now drifted into dangerous waters. This little sprite of a woman was engaged to that oaf Huntington. Anger boiled his blood. Men like Huntington hunted pirates like him. Many pirates like him had been in similar circumstances and had never been given the choice to leave a life of piracy. By the time he’d earned his freedom, he carried a price upon his head that ensured he could never go home. If he hadn’t been taken, hadn’t been foolish enough to leave the safety of his home that night, he would have become the Earl of Camden, a respectable gentleman, a man who could have properly courted a woman like Roberta.

      For the first time in ages, Dominic’s mind painted a picture of what that life might have been like. Balls and dinners, feasts and hunting parties, Christmas with his family, and trapping a lovely beauty like Roberta in an alcove where he might steal more than just a kiss beneath a kissing bough. She would have looked beautiful decked out in her finest silks, her bodice tight enough to press her breasts up, displaying them so that a hungry man like him might lavish soft, hot kisses upon them. He would slip a hand up under those soft skirts, making them whisper against her skin as he found her center, stroking her until she screamed his name against his lips. He would have swallowed that cry of pleasure and been forever enchanted by a woman like her.

      But he would never have a moment like that. Because he was a pirate. The earldom of Camden would fall to his younger brother, Adrian, who would be sixteen by now. Any life he might have had as the earl was a dream now, nothing more. Dreams only hurt a man, so it was best not to dwell on them.

      “Cap’n, might I have a word?” Chibbs broke through Dominic’s dark thoughts.

      “What is it, Chibbs?”

      “Those new boys…there’s something funny about ’em.”

      Dominic bit his lip to keep from laughing. “Oh?”

      Chibbs stroked his beard. “They…well, I can’t quite put my finger on it, but it ain’t right.” Chibbs watched a frightened Lucy take a few tentative steps up onto the ropes of the rigging.

      Dominic glanced around, assuring himself they were alone before he spoke. “Chibbs, those boys…aren’t boys. It’s the admiral’s daughter and her maid.”

      Chibbs blinked and then turned seriously to Dominic.

      “Ladies aboard the ship? That’s bad luck, that is. And two of them? Double the curse, double the danger, that’s what me father would say.”

      Dominic tried not to laugh. The list of Chibbs’s father’s sayings was extensive, and Dominic was quite certain the man had said none of them.

      “What do you mean to do with them?” Chibbs asked.

      “I suppose I’m going to be honorable and try to keep them out of harm’s way. We’ll see them safely to Tortuga, perhaps even find them a ship bound for Port Royal.”

      Chibbs seemed to realize there was far more on his mind than that. “Oh aye, Cap’n, sure, and you plan to have a go at one of the pretty lasses before long. It’s written all over your face. Well, that’s a danger I wouldn’t risk, Cap’n, not if I was you.” But they both knew Chibbs’s warning had fallen on deaf ears.

      If Dominic desired a lady, he would find a way to have her. He hadn’t earned his reputation in Spain as a master seducer for nothing. But he would take his time with Roberta, enjoy the merry chase before she finally succumbed to him.
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      By nightfall, Roberta had returned to Dominic’s cabin. She was exhausted, every muscle, every bone had been stretched to its breaking point after a long day of work. Roberta winced as she sank down onto the captain’s bed and examined the red blisters on her palms. If she didn’t find some salve, the skin would soon crack and bleed. It was a good thing she’d only allowed Lucy to climb a few feet up and down before she let the other woman return to the galley. Lucy would not have handled the pain of blisters well at all. For a servant, she was rather delicate.

      Trying to distract herself from her exhaustion and the pain in her hands, she turned to the stack of clothes that Lucy had managed to secretly retrieve from Roberta’s trunks in the hold earlier that day, which thankfully included her new gown with the seahorse embroidered bodice. A long, gossamer-thin nightgown was among the items Lucy had set on the bed for her. She picked it up, tracing her fingers along the fine lace on the neckline. A long, heavy sigh escaped her. It would be a relief to put on something soft and go to sleep.

      Today had been challenging, but good. Better than expected, given that she and Lucy were prisoners, along with poor Lieutenant Flynn. When she’d discovered Flynn was aboard, she’d asked if she might see him, but both of the Dragon’s senior officers had denied her. She didn’t ask Captain Grey, however. She had a feeling he would be the last person who would let her see Nicholas.

      She’d also bothered the captain enough today with her messages. The wild look he gave her whenever she got too close had begun to frighten her. She couldn’t tell if he wanted to kiss her or throw her overboard. She and Lucy would have to continue to be careful. Women aboard a ship were certainly in peril of ravishment and molestation, and cabin boys weren’t entirely safe either. Young men and women were both known to be victimized aboard ships, even ships of His Majesty’s navy.

      Despite her fears about being trapped aboard a pirate ship, Roberta had enjoyed her day. She was getting used to the freedom of breeches and loose shirts. Having her breasts lightly bound with cloth rather than being trapped in a fully confining corset was a far more comfortable choice, and having her legs free to run around the ship’s decks had been wonderful. Unfortunately, the thought of breeches reminded her of the captain spreading her legs and standing between them.

      Dominic… She knew she shouldn’t think of him so intimately, but his name was such a lovely, dark…seductive name. Just like him.

      She put a hand to her abdomen as she felt a sudden ache. His kiss and the way he’d held her trapped in his arms as he’d ravaged her mouth, the feel of his body pressed against hers, leaving no room for even air between them…

      Roberta trembled. Dominic was dangerous in so many ways.

      A soft knock at the cabin door jolted her from her thoughts. She went over to open it, puzzled as to what Lucy might need. She’d already bid Roberta good night.

      She cracked the door open and saw Dominic’s handsome face looking down upon her.

      “What are you?”

      Dominic pushed the door open, forcing her back as he strode in without so much as a polite greeting or any explanation. He locked the door and surveyed the room.

      “I trust you find the lodging to your liking?” he asked, smiling.

      She did indeed like the cabin. There was a decent-sized bed and a large desk and a window looking out over the sea. Roberta had been unable to resist taking a peek at the charts covering the desk to get a sense of their bearings.

      “Yes, it is quite comfortable,” she said. Her eyes flicked to the locked door, and she wondered what he meant by this rather late disruption in her bedchamber. Surely he didn’t mean to…

      As enjoyable as kissing him had been, that behavior could not be tolerated because it could lead to other things that would deprive her of her innocence and, frankly, her good sense. Her governess had taught her to be wary of men and their desires. If a lady wasn’t careful, she could lose her head and her heart to a man who would use her and discard her. Ruination was a fear even for a woman like Roberta.

      “Good. Glad to hear that you’ve settled in. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” He brushed past her to open the small wardrobe door.

      He pulled off his shirt, folded it, and tossed it on the small shelf in the wardrobe. Roberta stood rooted to the floor, unable to look away from the surface of his well-muscled bronze back. She had the sudden desire to touch it, to see if his skin felt as warm as it looked—and it looked very, very warm. Then she regained her self-control and realized that a half-naked pirate captain was standing in the room that was supposed to be her only safe haven aboard this vessel.

      “What are you doing, Captain Grey? These are my quarters, and I will not be treated in such a familiar fashion.” She crossed her arms, hiding a wince as her injured palms scraped the fabric of her waistcoat.

      Dominic turned around, revealing an equally sculpted chest that heated her body from within.

      “You are mistaken, Robbie. These are my chambers—you are merely a guest. I was kind enough to share my room with you, not sacrifice it.” He grinned wickedly.

      Roberta’s hand itched to slap him for his deception. Instead, she snatched her nightclothes and stalked off toward the door. If he was going to be this way, she refused to stay here.

      He threw out an arm, barring her way. She nearly ran into his muscled arm. She glared at him, but her fury began to waver as she realized how close she was to him. The heat of his half-naked body radiated into hers, warming her chilled skin.

      “I don’t think it would be wise for the men to see that you are not Robbie but Roberta. They might be less civil than I.” He stated this matter-of-factly, but she knew he did not exaggerate the possible danger she could find herself in.

      Better to fight off one handsome devil than thirty foul ones, she thought darkly.

      “Fine, but you will sleep on the floor,” she said and moved toward his bed.

      Dominic laughed, catching her by the waist. She reacted instantly and stepped hard on his booted foot. He grunted, and she stumbled free. Dominic arched a brow in challenge, but rather than come after her, he walked over to his bed and stretched out upon it in the most leisurely fashion, making a show of settling in as he kicked off his boots and folded his hands behind his head on the pillow.

      “You may sleep on the floor, but I wouldn’t recommend it.” Dominic shut his eyes. “One pitch on a wave and you’ll roll right into that desk.”

      “I’d rather risk that than the alternative, which I suspect would involve the loss of my virtue.” She reached for the spare pillow trapped just below one of his elbows, struggling for a moment before he smirked and lifted his arm the slightest bit. She freed the pillow and dropped it on the floor.

      “Blanket?” he offered.

      His eyes were still closed, but he held out a dark-blue blanket, and she tried to snatch it from him. They had a brief tug-of-war over it, to the point where she almost toppled into the bed on top of him, which she suspected was his intention. She dug her heels into the floor. Her balance being quite good, finally succeeded in jerking it free of his hand. It hadn’t escaped her that he’d easily held the blanket with one hand, almost lazily, while she’d had a deathlike grip on her end with both hands. The man was too strong, and just thinking about that sent wild flutters through her body.

      The idea of sleeping on the floor sounded dreadful, but sleeping beside him in that bed, which was barely large enough for two bodies if they lay right up against each other—that was a far greater danger to her.

      Roberta glowered at Dominic, but he didn’t see her face since his eyes were still shut. She looked once more at the door, then back at him, and turned her back to change, praying he’d keep his eyes shut. She peered over her shoulder once to check and almost shrieked when she saw him peep an eye open. Frantically dropping her nightgown down over her body, she muttered a string of curse words that would have made her father blush.

      “Learn those from a fancy ball?” Dominic asked.

      “No, I learned them from the men on my father’s ships.”

      The captain laughed softly, the rich sound making her body flush. “I had wondered about your seamless transition into the role of cabin boy. Far better than that of your friend. How much time have you spent at sea?”

      His interest in her past surprised her, and for a moment she wasn’t sure what to say. Could one simply have a pleasant conversation with a pirate?

      “I…well, quite a bit. My father took me to sea every summer. We traveled to France, Spain, Portugal, Italy, even America, although I wasn’t fond of the North Atlantic crossing. The storms…” She shuddered at the memory of how cold the water had felt whenever the wind whipped it up over the decks, even in July.

      “The northern crossing storms are treacherous most of the year,” Dominic agreed. “The Caribbean is less vengeful a mistress to her sailors, but the spring and fall bring hurricanes like you’ve never seen. I swear, whole islands can vanish for weeks until the water recedes. Entire towns have been wiped out, with everyone drowned.” His eyes were open again, and he stared at the ceiling, not her, a mix of longing and pain stretched over his features. He looked like the tragic hero of an ancient Greek play.

      “My father said the sea has her secrets and that we mortals will never know her well enough to fully trust her.” Her soft reply drew his attention. The few candles that lit the cabin created shadows on the walls.

      “Your father is a smart man.”

      “He is.” She hesitated before speaking again. “Captain, was my father badly hurt when you last saw him?”

      “He wasn’t mortally wounded, but his head wound wasn’t a mere scratch. Rest assured, he will pull through with a bit of tending to. I made sure the doctor from the Fortune had his supplies before I put them in the longboat. They were only two days east of Port Royal. I expect they’ll land tomorrow, and that fool Huntington will launch a thousand ships to try to rescue you.”

      Roberta bit her lip. She’d almost forgotten she’d told him that she was engaged to Huntington.

      “Yes, I’m sure he will,” she added quietly. The sudden spike in tension between them was almost tangible. Dominic seemed to truly despise the Fortune’s captain.

      “And what will you do with me? Will you let me go as you promised?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. She was almost afraid to hear his answer.

      Dominic’s dark eyes fixed on her. “Let you go? I honestly don’t know. I rather like you right where you are for now.”

      “As your prisoner?”

      “Or my guest, if you prefer it.” His intense gaze was softened somewhat by his wolfish grin. “Rest assured, little Robbie, I’ll not touch you tonight, not even if you beg me to.” He looked back to the ceiling and closed his eyes again.

      She stalked toward to the bed and jabbed a finger into his bare chest, prodding him awake. “Not good enough. I want your word that you will not try anything that will threaten my honor.”

      “I thought we agreed my word held little value.” He smirked, looking up into her face. “Be at ease, Roberta. I’ll not ‘threaten your honor,’” he said.

      With that, she eased down onto the floor as far away from his bed as she could manage and put her pillow beneath her head. She curled into a ball and pulled the blanket up over her body, preserving as much heat as she could stave off the icy planks beneath her.

      She rubbed her face into the pillow, inhaling the heavy scent of leather and a hint of spice on it, not the sweaty scent she was accustomed to encountering from sailors. She briefly imagined what it might be like to be surrounded by that scent and the heat of the body it came from. It was a pity the man was a pirate. Why couldn’t she have met him at a ball or a dinner party? Things could have been so different. He would cut a fine figure in a dashing waistcoat and breeches with his hair cut and pulled back, perhaps without his beard and mustache. She wished she could picture him without them, but she couldn’t seem to draw up any images.

      Would he have asked her to dance? Or would he have been focused on prettier women? Would he have been a good dancer? She could almost picture them swirling around a gilded ballroom, the glow of candlelight and the strains of music filling the air around them. His hand at the small of her back would have made her blush, and she would have stretched to reach his shoulder…

      “Floor comfortable enough for you?” Dominic’s voice shattered her silly, girlish dreams and made her shiver with frustration and the chill of the room. At least her anger heated her blood, keeping her warmer for a moment.

      “It’s quite comfortable,” she lied and closed her eyes tight, wishing she could fall asleep. It was going to be a very long night.
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      Dominic lay still, scarcely breathing as he listened to Roberta shift and struggle. He couldn’t believe she’d actually taken the floor. He had expected her to cry, or beg and plead to have his bed. He was willing to give in, depending on how pretty she was with tears in her eyes.

      But it turned out the little minx was made of iron. She sniffled a few times and muttered some delightfully foul curses, then after a time, her breathing evened out. Unable to resist his curiosity, he rolled to the edge of the bed and peered down at her.

      She lay on her side facing him, her body curled like a nautilus shell. The blanket covered most of her, but one hand extended out, palm up. A gash marred the flesh of her palm. Rope burns. The woman had gone and hurt herself by climbing the rigging. Her pretty, smooth skin had been rubbed raw by the ropes. And knowing ropes as he did, he knew they’d be hardened from the salt as they’d been at sea for a long time. Her wounds had to be stinging something fierce with the salt rubbed deep into them.

      Yet she hadn’t made even a peep of protest all day. He was impressed—he would give the lady that. As much as he was tempted to leave her undisturbed, he did not want her hands healing the wrong way. The moment she opened her palms up tomorrow, the wounds would crack open and start to bleed again. Dominic slipped out of his bed and stepped over her body before he pulled his shirt and boots back on. Then he silently left his cabin. He moved through the ship, hearing the clang of the bells counting the hours on the watch, and knocked lightly on the infirmary door.

      Dr. Abel Maynard was an older gentleman who had joined the Dragon a year ago from the colonies. “Captain?” He squinted at the now open door as he held a lantern aloft.

      “Sorry to wake you, Abel, but I need the salve jar, the one you use for rope burns. One of the cabin boys has some wounds on his palms.”

      The doctor’s brow knit, and he turned to his cupboard, shining light on the collections of bottles and jars, all with labels written in scrawling ink.

      “Salve…,” he muttered, moving bottles this way and that as he searched. “Ah!” He found a green glass jar and handed it to Dominic. “Apply this and bind the boy’s hands with these. If it’s deep, keep him off the ropes for a few days until he can heal.” He held up a few strips of clean white bandages.

      “Thank you.” Dominic left the doctor in peace and carried the jar back to his cabin. Roberta was right where he’d left her, sleeping soundly on the floor.

      He knelt beside her and carefully lifted one hand up, peering at it in the dim light. Then he slipped a finger full of salve onto the wound. Her fingers curled slightly, but she didn’t wake. He rubbed it in a little more, and then he bound her palm with the bandages. Then he repeated the actions with her other palm.

      She whimpered in her sleep and pulled her injured palms closer to her chest, her brow wrinkled and worried. Something about seeing another person hurting, one unused to pain, brought back such dark memories of his own. Flynn was right. Roberta was a sweet, innocent young woman, the sort of woman he would have bled for or even died to protect as a lad.

      But the person he once was he could never be again. That realization burned deep within him, making his chest ache. One could never reclaim innocence. Once lost, it was lost forever. Yet he had a second chance of sorts—he could protect Roberta and her maid until he got them safely to Port Royal, though the thought of letting such a unique creature go set his teeth on edge.

      He stood back up, putting some distance between himself and her sleeping form. The temptation to touch and take what didn’t belong to him was almost a siren’s call. With a heavy sigh, he backed out of his cabin and headed up to the forecastle, where he stood watch.

      “Captain,” Reese greeted, his eyes glowing almost gold in the light of the lamps.

      Dominic leaned against the railing that looked down over the rest of the ship. “Quiet tonight?”

      “Aye, quiet and calm. We have a good breeze. Should reach Tortuga in a day or two if the wind stays fair, but…”

      Dominic didn’t like the hesitation in his quartermaster. “But?”

      “I smell a storm coming, a nasty one. I fear we may be too far out to reach land before it hits.” Reese had a sense about these things and had never been wrong before. Even the most seasoned sailors on board deferred to his judgment. He could tell when the winds would make the slightest change and how they’d need to correct their course to stay afloat.

      “Which way will it come from?” he asked.

      “From the east. I would recommend we race as far north as we can and then turn to face it when it comes.”

      “Take the necessary precautions to ensure the safety of the ship and the crew.”

      “And the ladies? What of them?” Reese inquired.

      Dominic shouldn’t have been surprised. Of course Reese would have figured out their secret.

      “How did you know?”

      Reese chuckled, the sound more ancient than befitting a man of his young age.

      “It was the way you were watching them today. You seemed patient, almost amused. Normally new cabin boys draw your ire and frustration. Not these two. You were tender when you looked upon them.” Reese flashed him a wicked smile. “Besides, one of them smelled of rosewater.”

      Dominic laughed and shook his head. “I should’ve known better than to keep it from you.”

      Reese’s lips curved as he watched the moonlight play upon the black waters. “I suppose you claimed the red-haired woman for your bed already?”

      “Actually, no. The lady doth protest too much,” he snorted. “The damnable little minx is sleeping on my floor. Wouldn’t have me.”

      “Truly? She must be a clever lady indeed to resist the likes of you.”

      “Indeed, she is too smart for her own good.” Dominic listened to the sounds of his ship, hearing the creaks and groans of the water against the wooden hull as the night breeze carried them closer to Tortuga. He didn’t want to think about the coming storm and the last few hours of calm he and his crew had on board.

      “Wake me when the storm comes.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Dominic returned below deck to his quarters and eyed the woman sleeping on his floor. If a storm came, she could be tossed about and hurt, and he didn’t want that. So he risked the little minx’s wrath and placed her on his bed. She stirred a little, but only to sigh and burrow deeper into his blankets as she wrapped them around her body, leaving none for him.

      “Little thief,” he snickered and then lay down beside her. He faced her, pulling her back against him, cradling her to him. It felt good to hold a woman so close and breathe in that sweet rosewater scent.

      He shouldn’t let himself sleep too deeply, because he needed to keep his mind half-alert in case the storm arrived early. It was a trick he’d learned long ago, the ability to wake and run if needed, and it had served him well over many years. But the feel of Roberta’s warm little body tucked against his pulled him deeper and deeper into a dangerously full sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Black waves rolled beneath Dominic, and a cold, heartless laugh followed him as he plunged beneath the waves.

      “Stay still, boy. Stop struggling.” The captain’s vicious snarl was as violent as the hands upon Dominic’s bound limbs. Ropes cut deep, and he moaned in agony as the man took what he wanted. Dominic could only whimper against the rag stuffed down his throat. Tears stung his eyes as he tried to find a secret place inside his head. Trees full of gold as the sun sank toward the horizon, the bell-like sound of his mother’s laugh, the giggling chatter of the twins, the smell of his father’s cigars and the rare smile he’d cast Dominic’s way. Nicholas, the lad who had vowed to follow him to the farthest horizon…

      “Dom!” Nicholas’s voice jolted through him. The sunny memories began to bleed in at the edges like ink splashed on parchment.

      “No!” Dominic cried, wanting to retreat back into that safe, secret world. But the black waves were back and the sea was angry, her howling winds a stark reminder that she was always in control.

      “Dom!” A different voice, not Nicholas’s, shook him awake.

      Reese stood over him, a lantern raised in the darkness of the cabin. “She’s coming,” he whispered urgently. “She comes now.”

      The storm had arrived. Dominic gently shook the woman in bed beside him. “Robbie, wake up.” He shook her more sternly as she tried to shrug him off.

      “Robbie, wake the bloody hell up. A storm’s coming.”

      Roberta’s eyes flashed open, and she sat up. Her momentary confusion at finding herself in his bed would have had him laughing any other time, but not now.

      “Get dressed and find your maid. Bring her to my cabin and stay here. Don’t go on deck unless I send for you, and don’t go deeper into the ship. If we start to sink, I want you close to the top deck. Do you understand?” He held her gaze, even as the Dragon pitched deep into the trough of a mighty wave.

      “Yes, Captain,” she whispered, her eyes now wide with terror. She knew the sea, knew it better than any woman he had known except a few pirate wenches he had crossed paths with over the years.

      “Go, get dressed.” He released her, even though he had the strangest urge to drag her close to him and not let her out of his sight. He had to get above deck.

      He followed Reese up on deck, his sole focus now on his ship and the lives of his crew.

      “Bind the sails, batten down every hatch, and wake every man,” he ordered Reese. Then he joined Chibbs at the helm.

      “Put her face in the wind, Chibbs.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.”

      Dominic blinked away the rain as the skies opened and a deluge was unleashed upon them. Straight ahead, the skies were black and the clouds churned as violently as the seas below. Dominic could barely make out the difference—he saw only the rage of nature before him.

      “God have mercy on us. It’s worse than Reese predicted!” Chibbs bellowed into the howling wind as he gripped the helm with all his might. Dominic gripped two more of the spindles, helping hold the wheel in place as the sea tried to toss it about. They would be lucky to survive the night.

      Please, my lady, Dominic prayed to the sea. Please, have pity on us poor souls…
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        * * *

      

      Roberta scrambled to get dressed, stumbling on awkward feet as the ship dove and rose into the peaks and valleys of waves. Her stomach twisted in knots, but she didn’t toss the contents of her stomach. The moment she was clothed, she used her hands to brace herself to walk down the hallway to Lucy’s storeroom-turned-cabin. Her maid was bent over a bucket, retching.

      Roberta knelt beside her maid, using a leather thong to tie her hair back from her face. “Oh, Lucy. Try to breathe, dear, just breathe.” She stroked Lucy’s back and comforted her over the howling winds.

      “My lady, are we going to die?” Lucy asked between panting breaths.

      “No. Captain Grey is an expert seaman. He won’t let anything befall his ship or its passengers.” She believed in her own words, but she also knew that the seas could overpower even the strongest ship and its bravest captain. The fear she’d seen in Dominic’s eyes had struck her with terror. If a man like him was worried, she should be as well. But she couldn’t fall to pieces in front of her maid. She had to be strong, just like her father taught her.

      Once Lucy felt able, Roberta helped her back onto her cot. “Lie still and rest. I’ll see if the doctor has anything that might help you.” She tucked Lucy into her blankets.

      “I should be helping you,” Lucy said with a sniffle.

      “Nonsense. We take care of each other.” Roberta checked the wick of the candle in the swinging lantern hanging above Lucy’s bed. She didn’t want her maid to grow panicked if the candle burned out while the storm still raged outside. She stepped into the corridor. The ship pitched unexpectedly, and she smacked hard into the wall. Pain radiated from her shoulder where it struck the wood. She righted herself and used her arms, keeping them spread wide to catch herself from falling again as she headed to the doctor’s quarters.

      Dr. Maynard was wide awake, his infirmary full of patients. There were three men stretched out on cots, one sick, one with a broken arm, and one with a large wooden splinter lodged in his calf muscle. The last man was hollering in pain.

      “Stop that screaming,” Dr. Maynard shouted at the sailor. He noticed Roberta lingering in the doorway. “You, boy. Fetch the sleeping draft in the dark-blue bottle with the twin circles on it.” He nodded at the cupboards. Roberta swayed on her way over to the cabinet and fumbled until she found it. She brought it back and handed it to him. He uncorked the bottle and pressed it to the sailor’s mouth.

      “Drink now, one big swallow.”
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