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      A governess with a secret…

      

      On the run from a vindictive lord, Leana Fraser connives her way into a privateer’s Highland home, the perfect refuge for a woman who doesn’t want to be found. Given ten days to prove she’s not just another in the string of governesses his precocious daughters have driven away, she takes on the challenge. Resisting their wickedly handsome father’s seductive charm is a far more daunting proposition. Leana knows better than to surrender to temptation. Pity her heart doesn’t agree.

      

      The Devil of the Highlands…

      

      Like his ancestors before him, James MacArron commanded crews of rough and ready pirates, but raising his daughters alone is more challenging than any mutiny. The widowed privateer needs a governess, and fast—yet his gut tells him the spirited beauty who shows up at his door is not entirely what she seems. As the governess wins over his rebellious children, he’s drawn to her, but she’s a temptation he cannot afford. Falling for Leana is out of the question. Until an old enemy rears his head, and Jamie and Leana must risk everything to claim their hearts’ desire.
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      In the year of our Lord 854, a wee lad by the name of Arthur MacAlpin set out on an adventure that would turn the tides of his fortune, for what could be more exciting than being feared and showered with gold?

      Arthur wanted to be king. A sovereign as great as King Arthur, who came hundreds of years before him. The legendary knight who was able to pull a magical sword from stone, met ladies in lakes and vanquished evil with a vast following who worshipped him. But while that King Arthur brought to mind dreamlike images of a roundtable surrounded by chivalrous knights and the ladies they romanced, MacAlpin wanted to summon night terrors from every babe, woman and man.

      Aye, MacAlpin, king of the pirates of Britannia would be a name most feared. A name that crossed children’s lips when the candles were blown out at night. When a shadow passed over a wall, was it the pirate king? When a ship sailed into port in the dark hours of night, was it him?

      As the fourth son of the conquering Pictish King Cináed, Arthur wanted to prove himself to his father. He wanted to make his father proud, and show him that he, too, could be a conqueror. King Cináed was praised widely for having run off the Vikings, for saving his people, for amassing a vast and strong army. No one would dare encroach on his conquered lands when they would have to face the end of his blade.

      Arthur wanted that, too. He wanted to be feared. Awed. To hold his sword up and have devils come flying from the tip.

      So, it was on a fateful summer night in 854 that, at the age of ten and nine, Arthur amassed a crew of young and roguish Picts and stealthily commandeered one of his father’s ships. They blackened the sails to hide them from those on watch and began an adventure that would last a lifetime and beyond.

      The lads trolled the seas, boarding ships and sacking small coastal villages. In fact, they even sailed so far north as to raid a Viking village in the name of his father. By the time they returned to Oban, and the seat of King Cináed, all of Scotland was raging about Arthur’s atrocities. Confused, he tried to explain, but his father would not listen and would not allow him back into the castle.

      King Cináed banished his youngest son from the land, condemned his acts as evil and told him he never wanted to see him again.

      Enraged and experiencing an underlying layer of mortification, Arthur took to the seas, gathering men as he went, and building a family he could trust that would not shun him. They ravaged the sea as well as the land—using his clan’s name as a lasting insult to his father for turning him out.

      The legendary Pirate King was rumored to be merciless, the type of vengeful pirate who would drown a babe in his mother’s own milk if she didn’t give him the pearls at her neck. But with most rumors, they were mostly steeped in falsehoods meant to intimidate. In fact, there may have been a wee boy or two he saved from an untimely fate. Whenever they came across a lad or lass in need, as Arthur himself had once been, they took them into the fold.

      One ship became two. And then three, four, five, until a score of ships with blackened sails roamed the seas.

      These were his warriors. A legion of men who adored him, respected him, followed him, and, together, they wreaked havoc on the blood ties that had sent him away. And generations upon generations, country upon country, they would spread far and wide until people feared them from horizon to horizon. Every pirate king to follow would be named MacAlpin, so his father’s banishment would never be forgotten.

      Forever lords of the sea. A daring brotherhood, where honor among thieves reigns supreme, and crushing their enemies is a thrilling pastime.

      These are the pirates of Britannia, and here are their stories….
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        Off the coast of South Carolina

        March 1864

      

      

      The night is too bluidy still.

      As James MacArron boarded the blockade runner Abigail Lee, the relentless quiet set his senses on full alert. He scanned the deck. The privateer had earned a reputation for a cool, logical head and a warrior’s instincts at the helm of a ship. Under his command, the Highland Sorceress had outrun and captured dozens of the swiftest blockade runners ever built, seizing cargo and collecting bounties as he made his fortune.

      This mission to confiscate the munitions smuggled in the hold of the blockade runner and ensure the arms never reached the port at Charleston was like so many others. Commandeer the vessel. Take control of its cargo. Claim the bounty offered by the secretive agent who claimed to represent the highest echelons of Lincoln’s government.

      What the hell was in the air tonight? An unspoken warning set his back teeth on edge. His instincts had never betrayed him.

      So far, every aspect of the mission had gone to plan. As always, the element of surprise had worked to their advantage. The first of his crew to board had made short work of the watchmen. The sight of the deadly sharp cutlass and revolver wielded by each of MacArron’s crew was enough to compel most of the young, green sailors to surrender. This night was no different. Only one foolhardy lieutenant had dared to challenge the raiding party, but faced with a pistol to the forehead, he’d quickly rethought his position on the matter.

      Still, the sense of unease would not leave him in peace. Jamie marched over the deck, his boot heels thudding against the worn wood. He held his knife at the ready, drawing an intangible strength from the feel of the dirk’s worn hilt. Centuries earlier, his ancestor Shaw MacDougall, the notorious captain of the Savage of the Sea, had carried the weapon in battle. The knife had been passed down through generations of men with MacDougall blood flowing in their veins.

      Jamie’s first mate had taken the wheel of the Abigail Lee while the blockade runner’s crewman lay hogtied and gagged, muffled curses spewing around the strip of cloth in his mouth. If the bastard had any sense, he’d thank God Jamie preferred to take control of a ship with little bloodshed. Capturing the cargo was an act of strategy. Violence was necessary, but one did not need to behave like a barbarian. Over time, he’d learned fear was as effective a weapon as a gun.

      Below deck, his men had set about ensuring the surrender of the rest of the crew. They’d tow the captured ship to a nearby island where the cache would be off-loaded onto a military frigate and the sailors would be released to wreak havoc another day.

      “Captain, we’ve found somethin’…ye’ll want t’see this,” Lieutenant Wilson called from the hatch leading to the hold. “I’m bringin’ it up.”

      The ruddy-faced lieutenant rushed up the stairs. He extended his find to Jamie. The broadsword gleamed beneath the light of a single oil lamp. Its hilt was thick and unadorned, save for a blood-red ruby embedded in the metal.

      “Good God, what the hell did ye find?” Jamie studied the weapon in Wilson’s hands. What in blazes? From the looks of it, the sword was very old, an antiquity possessing a value far beyond the jewel in its hilt. Could it be the Bloodhead Sword—a legendary weapon said to have been carried in battle by Robert the Bruce?

      Without warning, the young lieutenant let out a cry of misery. Clutching at his chest, his eyes wild with terror and pain, Wilson gasped as he took a step toward Jamie.

      The sword fell from Wilson’s limp hands. He pitched forward. Collapsed.

      The ship’s captain emerged from the shadows behind the wounded officer, his pale gaze strangely calm.
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        * * *

      

      A streak of light filled Jamie’s senses. A dagger’s razor-sharp blade sliced through his flesh. The rush of agony nearly brought him to his knees. He brushed his hand against his face, swiping away blinding streams of blood.

      “Keep your filthy hands off of it.” Captain Lachland’s words dripped with venom. “You don’t know what you have.”

      Jamie dodged another slash of the knife. Then another. He curled his hand around the hilt of his dirk. Through the fog of pain and blood, he aimed his strike.

      The blade plunged into Lachland’s chest.

      The captain’s eyes went wide. His fingers splayed against his chest, as if he might stem the flow of blood from the heart wound.

      As Albert Lachland’s head tipped forward, he uttered his final words.

      “My kin will have their revenge.”
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        The Scottish Highlands, April 1875

      

      

      The Devil of the Highlands was a dangerous man. Of that, Miss Leana Fraser had no doubt. The pirate was said to be lethal with a pistol. Even more menacing with a cutlass. And utterly merciless in battle. Sailing with deliberate stealth under the cover of darkness, the daring captain had led his crew in raiding even the swiftest of ships. James MacArron called himself a privateer, a mercenary of the seas, but the press insisted he’d been as ruthless as any buccaneer of old. A lass of reasonably good breeding would never associate with this beast of a man, much less take residence under his roof.

      Unfortunately, the Devil of the Highlands was Leana’s best—and last—hope.

      Clutching her not-quite-forged letter of reference in fingers she tried to keep from trembling, she stared at the door knocker, a bold brass wolf’s head. Nibbling her lip, she summoned her courage, even as she set her carpetbag at her side and brushed away a tiny smudge of dirt on her dove gray cape. Reaching lower, she ran her fingers over the fabric of her black skirt, smoothing wool that had become crumpled during the long carriage ride to MacArron’s fortress-like home on the coast of the Moray Firth. It was perfectly reasonable to busy herself in a futile fight to rid the cloth of creases as she stood on the steps outside the massive door to his home. Wasn’t it? After all, her appearance was of paramount importance. As a governess, she had to ensure she was properly presentable.

      Or perhaps, picking at wrinkles she had no hope of smoothing was merely delaying the inevitable.

      Drawing in a calming breath, she squared her shoulders and curled her fingers around the bottom of a brass circle protruding from the wolf’s mouth. A few raps on the door, and the suspense would be over.

      If only she could go through with it.

      She let out the breath and hiked her chin resolutely. It wasn’t every day that a proper young woman prepared to encounter a pirate. This shouldn’t be so bad. Should it? James MacArron was expecting her arrival—in a manner of speaking. After all, he had no way of knowing the agency had selected another governess, an upstanding, childless widow to shepherd the pirate’s motherless bairns. The ever so prim and proper Mrs. Greenstead had balked at the notion of living in a remote castle by the sea with a man who’d earned the title Devil.

      Of course, Mrs. Greenstead could be far more selective when considering a position. She had not sullied her impeccable references by bashing her previous employer over the head, shattering an irreplaceable vase made by Chinese artisans during the time of some long dead emperor. No, Mrs. Greenstead hadn’t snatched a sgian dubh from her employer for the purpose of her own defense. Most likely, the esteemed Mrs. Greenstead wasn’t on the run from a man who wanted her dead.

      But Leana was.

      She’d needed to flee Inverness or face a powerful man’s evil.

      Waiting in the tidy office of the agency’s director, desperate to convince the no-nonsense widow who ran the governess service to reconsider her refusal to offer Leana a placement—any placement—away from the city, she’d spotted a letter on the director’s desk. Moments later, she’d overheard Mrs. Greenstead’s resounding “No” through the walls of another office. Thanking providence, Leana cast aside her reservations and seized the opportunity. A few skillful strokes of her pen on the purloined reference, and she possessed a letter of recommendation written on fine vellum in the director’s own cramped script.

      And that was perhaps the only stroke of luck Leana had encountered since she’d opened her eyes the day before.

      Well, if one didn’t count the fact that the ancient vase had been within easy reach. When the cur who’d employed her to chaperone his only child had dared to back Leana against an upholstered velvet settee and shove her skirts up to her waist, the fine porcelain vessel had proven a crude but effective means of defense.

      Now, not quite thirty-six hours later, Leana stood on a pirate’s doorstep. If he accepted her as governess to his children—how many, she wasn’t sure—she’d be safe at Castle MacArron. Even a man as powerful as her previous employer would not dare challenge the pirate captain on his own ground. She would have gladly shepherded a passel of brats spawned by Attila the Hun if it meant she’d have a place to take shelter well away from the Earl of Gilford’s reach.

      Just get it over with. Her thoughts raced, stirring her pulse. He is not a monster—after all, a monster doesn’t seek a governess for his wee bairns.

      And even if he is, sometimes a beast is preferable to a cur disguised as a fine gentleman.

      Gathering one last breath of courage, she rapped the brass ring against the door, collected her satchel, and took a step back. When the butler opened the door, she’d present the letter and get on with her business. With any luck, she might never even lay eyes on the pirate.

      The door swung inward, its hinges groaning a protest well suited to a haunted mansion she’d once read about in a gothic novel.

      She’d expected to encounter a gentleman in the middle of his life, immaculately attired, perhaps offering a bland, humorless countenance in the way well-trained butlers had.

      Instead, she gazed up at a man who towered over her, at least a head taller than herself. A swath of dark hair fell over his forehead while even darker eyes peered down at her. With his untamed hair, plain black trousers, and a slightly rumpled cotton shirt he wore unbuttoned at the throat and with the sleeves scandalously rolled up to his elbows, he was unkempt—far too unkempt to be a butler. Taking a closer look, she noticed his eyes bore few crinkles at the corners, betraying his youth. He looked too young to be the bane of anything, much less a battle-hardened pirate. But appearances could deceive. Hadn’t she learned that lesson with Lord Gilford?

      He looked her up and down, brazen as they come. His mouth crooked at one corner. “Ye must be her—ye’ve come to rein in these fiendish little terrors?”

      Fiendish little terrors? My, that wasn’t what she was expecting to hear. Not at all.

      “Oh dear.” Had she actually spoken the words?

      His smile broadened, wry but warm. An expression she could best describe as hopeful filled his gaze. “Well, why are ye standing there like ye’ve seen a ghost? Ye are the lass from the agency, are ye not?”

      Clenching her hand around the handle of the traveling bag, she forced a nod. “Indeed, I am. And who might you be? I’d expected the butler to answer the door.”

      “Butler?” He laughed at the word. “I’ve half a mind to take offense that ye’d think I’d trouble myself with whatever it is blasted butlers do.”

      Her lips pulled tight with tension. She certainly didn’t need to get on this towering man’s bad side. “I presume you are Mr. MacArron.”

      “Aye, Rory MacArron, at yer service,” he said, his mouth stern even as amusement danced in his eyes. “But I’m not the one ye need to be talkin’ to.”

      Her fingers dug into the letter of reference. “But you…you were expecting me. Surely I’m at the right place.” She glanced behind her, thankful the coachman had seen fit to wait to see her safely settled in. Perhaps she wouldn’t be staying here after all. This man appeared rather mad.

      Behind him, a small child’s squeal cut through the air, followed by a girlish shriek. He offered an oddly solemn nod. “Ah, ye’re at the right place. If ye can tame these wee banshees, I, for one, will be in yer debt.”

      “I must insist on speaking with the man who is to be my employer. I was told his name was MacArron.”

      “Aye, ’tis MacArron. There’s no mistake there.” The man glanced over his shoulder. “But he’s the one ye want.”

      With a well-honed stealth, another man stepped forward. Thick hair the color of autumn wheat brushed his collar and his brows. Even taller and broader of shoulder than the dark-haired man, the newcomer brushed past him with a smooth movement.

      He’s the one ye want.

      In that moment, Leana met the most intriguing eyes she’d ever seen. As deep and rich a green as the finest emeralds, dancing with wit and intelligence, his eyes were the most striking feature in a face as precisely carved as a Renaissance sculptor’s subject. His full mouth set into a solemn line for a heartbeat, perhaps two, as he regarded her silently.

      Oh, dear. He wasn’t what she’d pictured. She’d envisioned the Devil to be a buccaneer missing half his teeth and half a leg, smelling of whisky and sweat. Utterly unappealing.

      No, this man was nothing like that. Not at all.

      MacArron was handsome. His face was perfection, save for the scar—the curved slash etched across his left cheek in an act of viciousness. On someone else, the mark might have seemed a disfigurement. But on him, somehow, it only enhanced the draw of his good looks. The contrast between the classic cut of his features and the violence of the mark gave him the look of an angel fallen to earth.

      A fierce expression marked those handsome features. Not a scowl. Not quite. She imagined that look might have intimidated a man intent on combat, an opponent well-matched in all but mental fortitude.

      And yet, she felt no fear of him, though apprehension might have been far wiser than the surge of awareness coursing through her body.

      Her gaze swept over him, taking in a long, lean—and if the well-hewn legs below his kilt were any indication—sleekly hard-muscled body. Like the younger man’s, his shirt was white and unadorned, worn open at the throat, revealing a vee of skin feathered with light brown hair. What would the crisp hair feel like beneath her fingertips?

      She pulled in a low breath, as if that would calm her pounding pulse. The tactic did not work. If anything, her heartbeat sped a bit faster as she drew in the clean scent of him. Notes of soap and good whisky filled her senses. Her mouth went dry with an unfamiliar longing. If she’d had her druthers, she’d have savored his heady scent a while longer, but she knew better. She had to pull herself together.

      This man was far too tempting for her own good.

      Much more dangerous than any beast of prey.

      He studied her for the span of several heartbeats, then his expression softened. Tearing away his gaze, he turned to the dark-haired man. “Dinna harass the lady with what ye think passes for wit.”

      “Ah, I was only having a bit of fun.”

      “The lass doesna look amused now, does she?” The newcomer’s attention roamed to the letter in her hand before traveling back to her face. “What brings ye here today?”

      “You are Captain MacArron?”

      He nodded. “James MacArron at yer service. But that doesna answer my question.”

      Swallowing hard against a sudden surge of nerves, she extended the letter to him. “I understand you’re seeking a governess for your wee bairns. I’ve come to take the job.”

      One dark brow crooked. “You?” His head tilted as he seemed to study her. “Here?”

      “Yes. This is where the position is located, is it not?”

      Another nod. “That’s right. But ye’re not what I was expecting. Not at all.”

      “I assure you I am very well qualified. My reference…” Once again, she attempted to give him the letter, but he did not take it from her hand.

      “Nay.” He shook his head. Behind them, in a room not far from where they stood, something large and fragile crashed to the floor, followed by a girl’s squeal. “Ye willnae do.”

      Her heart stuttered. This couldn’t be. Surely he would not turn her away. “But my letter of reference.”

      “I dinna give a damn about your references. My solicitor was clear about my expectations.”

      “I’ll have you know, I’ve come a very long way seeking employment as governess to your darling children.” As Leana spoke, something else landed in the corridor with a resounding thud.

      “Darling children?” Rory MacArron laughed under his breath.

      Leana planted one fist on her hip as she thrust the letter in the pirate’s face. “The least you could do is to take a look at my letter of reference. That is, if you are able to read it.”

      A corner of his mouth tipped up, as though he’d found some amusement in her words. “I assure ye, I know how to read, lass. Give it here.” He took the letter from her outstretched hand.

      She pulled in a breath, shoring up her confidence. “As you can see, I possess ample experience with children.”

      “Aye, I’d say ye do.” He looked from the letter to her. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think ye wrote this yerself.”

      The audacity of the man! She’d never stoop so low. It was bad enough she’d forged her own name on the letter. She wouldn’t sing her own praises.

      “I would never do such a thing,” she said, firming her chin. “I’ve half a mind to leave this place and allow you to fend for yourselves.”

      MacArron studied the missive. “Tell me, Miss Fraser, how is it ye’ve come by such extensive experience? To my eye, ye dinna look to be old enough to have watched over bairns for more than a dozen years. Ye’d have been little more than a child yerself.”

      Drat. She’d missed that detail in the letter. Think fast, Leana.

      “I am flattered you think me too young, but I assure you I am of the proper age. I began caring for children at a rather tender age.”

      “Did ye, now? Ye must’ve been in need of a governess yerself when ye took on yer first charge.” He met her eyes, his gaze questioning. “Miss Fraser, even if I believed everything in this letter—which I do not—that does not change one indisputable fact.”

      She fought a rising tide of panic. If he sent her away, she had nowhere to go, no way to stay out of Gilford’s reach.

      “And what might that be?”

      He raked a hand through his hair. “I dinna wish to have ye under my roof. A woman like ye—ye’re the last thing I need in this place.”

      Another high-pitched squeal of mischief punctuated his words. Rory MacArron scowled at the Devil.

      “Ye’re not goin’ to send her away, are ye now? Those bairns need someone to teach them.” The young man’s dark eyes narrowed. “It sure as hell isnae going to be me.”

      “Have ye gone and hit yer head in another tavern fight?” MacArron returned Rory’s scowl. “What in bluidy hell could ye teach them, ye dolt? How to swindle a man at cards?”

      “And what have ye done to raise those wee hellions? God above, ye can command a crew of cutthroats, but ye canna control two—”

      “Hellions, is it?” Leana sensed her chance. “I’ve quite a way with children. My references—”

      His green eyes darkened as he settled his gaze on her face. “I dinna give a damn about references,” the pirate said, his voice gruff.

      Another girlish squeal accompanied the thud of small boots racing over the oak floor. Leaving a cloud of what looked like flour in her wake, the girl—at least, Leana assumed the tiny whirlwind was a girl, given her messy braids—made a mad dash to take sanctuary behind her skirts.

      “I dinna mean to do it, Da.” Blinking against the flour, bright blue eyes peered up at the pirate.

      A thin woman with a careworn face and gray hair streaked with silver covered by a crisp white cap followed behind her. White streaks marked her cheerful blue dress and white apron.

      “I wanted to make a sweet biscuit,” the girl protested in a whine, peeking out from behind Leana’s skirts. “Da…please…dinna be angry.”

      The older woman’s mouth thinned to a harsh slash. “I insist you do something. Now. I cannot manage a kitchen with these girls running wild through my provisions.”

      Seeming to struggle to maintain his dour demeanor while looking at the flour-coated child, MacArron shot the matron a glance. “Mrs. Taylor, yer presence isna needed. I will speak with ye later.”

      “Not needed, eh?” The woman’s mouth pulled into a hard line, and she gave her head a stern shake. “Perhaps then I’ll be takin’ my leave—away from this house.”

      As she spoke, another girl—a full head taller than the blue-eyed imp and as sullen faced as the little one was animated—strolled into the room. Arms folded at the waist, her striking gray-blue eyes flashed with youthful defiance.

      “Bridget was only tryin’ to help,” the older girl said. “If Mrs. Taylor wasn’t such an old grouch.”

      Mrs. Taylor’s mouth formed a perfect, angry “o”. She looked as if she wished to retort but thought better of it. She kept her attention square on MacArron. “These young terrors need someone to guide them. Heaven knows I’ve tried. Either you hire a proper governess, or you’ll be looking for a cook as well.”

      Leana seized the opportunity as if it had been heaven sent. “Captain MacArron, I am more than up to the task.”

      MacArron crooked a brow as his gaze flickered to the mischievous little girl. “I wouldna be so sure of that.”

      Squaring her shoulders, Leana met his doubtful gaze and summoned confidence into her voice, even as the older of the two girls flashed a bored glare. “All I ask is a chance to demonstrate my competence. You will not regret—”

      MacArron shook his head. “I already regret trusting my solicitor with such a task. My instructions were very clear. Ye’re not what we need, lass.”

      His words slammed into her, but she held her ground. “These are your daughters?”

      “Yes.” The single word carried unspoken emotion she couldn’t quite decipher.

      “Anyone can see they are in need of guidance.”

      “Guidance?” the older girl scoffed, jutting out her chin. “My mum taught me my letters. I can read. I can write. If ye think to teach me to stitch samplers, I’ve better things to do.”

      Leana gulped a steadying breath. She hadn’t anticipated that challenge, but she would not let it deter her. “I am more than qualified—”

      He shook his head. “I will see ye safely returned to yer home. There is no place for ye here.”

      The cook tapped a foot in a brisk rhythm against the bare wood planks. “You’re quite sure, are you? I wouldn’t be so hasty.”

      He flashed Mrs. Taylor a look of resignation, then turned back to Leana. “Ye will be fairly compensated for your time. There is no point carrying on this discussion.”

      Apprehension washed over her. She swallowed hard against the sense of defeat. Perhaps she could not convince him to take her on permanently. But a temporary position would provide the sanctuary she needed. Even a month would allow the earl to cool his head, and hopefully, forget about the governess who’d defied him.

      The girl tugged at Leana’s skirt, even as she grew bolder, stepping out just far enough to face the scowling cook. Her golden braids tied with a blue ribbon, the child was the very image of a miniature angel—until the moment she looked up at Mrs. Taylor, stuck out her tongue, and wagged it about for good measure.

      The matron’s face reddened. “The child is incorrigible.”

      Giggling, the cherubic imp gazed up at Leana. “You’re pretty.”

      “Why, thank you,” Leana replied.

      The girl studied her thoughtfully. “Are you a princess?”

      Sensing an ally, Leana bit back a hopeful smile. She wouldn’t let this opportunity pass. She’d sensed the pirate’s Achilles heel when she’d asked if the children were his kin. Leana crouched low to look the girl in the eye and smiled her sweetest smile. “No, I’m not. But if your da will have me, I’ll live here and teach you.”

      Rising to her full height, Leana smoothed her skirts with the palms of her hands and faced him directly. She’d backed him into a corner. Hadn’t she? She flashed a look of defiance. The Devil of the Highlands might’ve triumphed over every opponent he’d ever faced at sea, but at this moment, he was no match for a wee lass, a cook, and a determined governess.

      “As my letter from Mrs. Kirk at the agency states, I am well versed in the instruction of fine young ladies.”

      “Are ye now?” His eyes skimmed over the letter again. He shot her a scowl as his fingers closed around the paper. His mouth flattened into a hard line as he tossed her references onto the floor. “I put no stock in this.”

      “I ask only an opportunity to demonstrate my competence. Six weeks to prove my value to this household.”

      The dark-haired MacArron and Mrs. Taylor nodded their agreement. But the pirate folded his arms over his chest and shook his head again, stern as they come.

      “Ten days,” he countered.

      “Ten days?” She held his penetrating gaze. “Why, that’s hardly a fair test.”

      His attention shot to the door behind her. “Given I’m of a mind to return ye to wherever it was ye came from, ye’ll take the offer or be on yer way.”

      The wee lass grabbed tiny fistfuls of Leana’s skirt between flour-coated fingers as she flashed a hopeful grin. “Pleeeeeaaaase. Say ye’ll stay.”

      Leana gazed down at the child. The girl bounced enthusiastically on her toes, creating a cloud of milled grain with each little jump. Leana’s attention flashed to the older girl, who scrunched up her rounded face and mustered a scowl, fierce as her father.

      Goodness, this was not going to be easy. These children looked as if they’d seldom had a moment’s guidance.

      But she had a chance to take them under her wing.

      Ten days to prove herself.

      Ten days of refuge under this pirate’s roof. It wasn’t what she’d hoped for.

      But it was far better than the alternative.

      She pulled in a bracing breath. “Very well. Ten days, starting tomorrow.”

      “Fair enough.” He glanced at her, his mouth quirking at the corners as his gaze swept to the miniature handprints on her skirt. Reaching out, he gently tousled the younger girl’s golden-blond hair, then turned on his heel and marched to the door. Casting a look over his shoulder, the hint of amusement had dissolved, replaced by an expression of challenge. “Ye’re a brave one, Miss Fraser, I’ll give ye that.”

      “You’ll soon see I belong here,” she called after him. “You’ll wonder what you ever did without me.” She sounded a bit too hopeful even to her own ears.

      He stopped in his tracks and turned. His gaze locked with hers. “I’ll give ye yer chance. Ten days. And not one minute more.”
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      James MacArron had commanded a crew of some of the most ruthless bastards in all of Scotland. He’d faced down enemies who’d have seen his neck in a noose or his blood on their swords, and he’d brought his ship through storms that had set the most seasoned of his men to praying.

      And yet, the Devil of the Highlands had been bested by a willowy lass, his widowed cook, and his own beribboned miniature hellion.

      Scowling, Jamie poured whisky in a glass, settled into a well-worn wingchair in his library, and studied the oil painting displayed over the mantel of the fireplace, a portrait his mum had hidden away many years before—an image of the pirate captain who’d been his mother’s beloved great-grandfather. Seamus MacDougall had made his name on the high seas a century before Jamie had taken his first breath. A descendent of Shaw MacDougall, the pirate who’d been dubbed the Savage of the Sea, Seamus had been an intimidating sea captain and a fearsome enemy of any who dared oppose him. When James’s mum had been a wee girl sitting at his knee, drinking in his tales of adventure and mayhem, Seamus had been an old man. Of course, the elderly pirate had left out the bloodshed and softened the violence of those wild times, she later told James. Though she’d often asked how he’d come to have a hook where his left hand had once been, her grandfather had spared her the ugly details, focusing on his days of glory. Seamus MacDougall’s heroism in the war against Napoleon had garnered him a title that had meant little to the Scot. He’d walked away from the pirate’s life, retiring to this castle on the eastern coast of the Highlands and living out his life in peace.

      Just as Jamie had done seven years earlier.

      Damned shame fate had no intention of leaving him in peace.

      He downed a hearty draught of the warm amber liquid. He’d left the pirate’s life behind, and all for a woman—a beauty, as pure of heart as she was lovely. Staring at the crystal tumbler, he cursed himself for a maudlin fool. He’d seen enough death to grow hardened to it.

      Until it took away the woman he’d loved.

      He hadn’t deserved Siobhan. After the things he’d done in his life, the sins he’d committed, he didn’t merit the love of a good woman.

      And in the end, he’d destroyed her.

      “Damnation,” he muttered. With another curse under his breath, he hurled the vessel at the fireplace. Glass shattered against the stone.

      Blast it, he was weak.

      “Thinkin’ too much again, eh?” his brother asked as he strode across the uncarpeted planks.

      Jamie shot his brother a glare. “Bugger off.”

      “What’s turned yer mood so foul?”

      “I shouldna have given that lass my word.” Jamie stretched out his legs and laced his fingers behind his head. “Allowin’ her ten days under my roof was a mistake.”

      “Ye were right to give her a chance. Those wee lasses need a woman to guide them,” Rory said, his tone measured and thoughtful.

      “A woman to guide them? What precisely is Mrs. Taylor if not a woman?”

      Rory frowned. “Mrs. Taylor doesna have a way with bairns. She was no different when I was a lad.”

      “I dinna understand it.” Jamie rubbed his temples. “What could be so blasted hard about keeping two wee lasses from wreaking havoc?”

      Rory chuckled. “Those wee lasses are spirited souls. They’re yers, through and through.”

      “Aye, ye’ll get no argument from me on that.” Jamie turned to his younger brother. “But that doesna change a damn thing. I’ll travel to the city at first light and have a word with the director of the agency. How difficult can it be to find a woman in her maturity in need of a position?”

      “Ye haven’t been able to keep a governess of that description, and ye know it. In the last three years, this house has seen a blasted parade of old biddies who canna keep up with those girls.”

      “There’s something about the lass who showed up at our door—Miss Fraser—that doesn’t fit.”

      Rory pulled the letter Jamie had discarded out of his trouser pocket. “If the woman who wrote this is tellin’ the truth, the lass sounds like a candidate for sainthood.”

      “Damned shame it sounds like she’s describing another woman. Miss Leana Fraser canna be more than five and twenty. And yet, the letter claimed she’s spent the last twelve years caring for some earl’s bairns.”

      Rory shrugged. “The director made a simple mistake. Miss Fraser is willin’ to come to this Godforsaken place and watch over yer girls. I’d say that’s all that counts.”

      Jamie shot his brother a glare. “And I’d say ye’re a dolt pulled in by a bonny face. Has it not occurred to ye to question why a woman like her would find her way here? There’s somethin’ she’s not telling us—somethin’ I dinna trust.”

      “Ye’re still seein’ enemies behind every door, lies behind every word? When the bluidy hell will it stop?”

      Rory’s question slammed into him like a fist. He steeled himself against the sudden surge of an all-too-familiar pain. “It will never stop.”

      “Damn it Jamie, ye did yer best to protect Siobhan. Now, ye need to see to it yer children are raised to be ladies, like their mum.”

      Jamie raked a hand through his hair. “Miss Fraser, if that is her name, is hiding something. I feel it in my bones.”

      “Ye think he sent her? Blast it, man, the bastard is rottin’ in his grave.”

      “I wouldna doubt Lachland’s kin would seek vengeance.”

      Rory slowly shook his head. “That was a long time ago. Ye canna let this consume ye.”

      Jamie let out a sigh. “Even if ye’re right—and I’m not sayin’ ye are—have ye lost sight of another problem? The last thing I need is a comely lass under my roof.” He shot his brother a glare. “I saw the way ye looked at her.”

      “The way I looked at her?” Rory laughed under his breath. “Brother, that’s rich. Ye know I’ve had my eye on a fetching lass in the village, the shopkeeper’s daughter. I’ve only room for one woman at a time in my heart.”

      “It’s not your heart I’m worrying about. How long before ye try to lure her into yer bed?”

      “Ye’ve no worries with me. Why, Miss Fraser is pretty enough. There’s no denying it. But she needs more meat on her bones, if ye take my meaning.”

      Pretty enough? God above, did his brother have eyes in his head? Miss Leana Fraser was damned near perfect. With her long coppery-brown hair and those big brown eyes, she was a beauty wrapped in a prim dress, a simple gown a vicar’s wife might’ve worn that hugged her slender curves in all the right ways. He’d wager his hands could span her waist, and her supple female body had been made to tempt a man—to tempt him well past distraction.

      By hellfire, he’d been specific in his qualifications for a governess. The woman he’d trust to guide his daughters must be well-educated. She must possess an ability to read and write Latin, perform essential mathematical calculations, and provide musical instruction suited to young ladies of quality. And, above all, said governess should possess a face and figure more reminiscent of his grandmother than of a siren. Instead, the agency had sent a lovely lass who could draw a man in with the tiniest flicker of her smile.

      If Miss Fraser had any notion of how damned beautiful she was, she didn’t betray it. But she was bold. She’d stood her ground, insisting she would prove her mettle with his bairns. Wielding her most powerful weapon, she’d charmed Bridget with her warmth. His youngest daughter had seemed enchanted by the newcomer. Isla had reacted with her typical scowl, but that was not surprising. She hadn’t been the same since she’d lost her ma.

      Nothing had been the same.

      Not a bluidy, damned thing.

      Coming to his feet, he met his brother eye to eye. “Given ye’ve established yer claim to sainthood, what about the rest of them? How long do ye think it will be before they’re chasin’ after her skirts? The bastards will be at each other’s throats.”

      “Ye’ll keep them on the straight and narrow. God above, ye kept an entire crew of pirates in line.”

      Damnation, he couldn’t argue with that. He’d sailed with some of the roughest souls in Scotland and never dealt with rebellion. Perhaps his brother was right. His crew wouldn’t dare to cross him if he made it clear the lass was off limits.

      But who the hell would keep her off limits to him?

      “I’ll have the housekeeper prepare the lass’s room. Ye gave her ten days,” Rory went on. “’Tis only fair that ye keep yer word.”

      Jamie cocked a brow. Fair? Or foolish? “Never let it be said I’m not a man of my word.”

      “Aye.” Rory said. “I’ll see to it the lass is settled in.”

      Without another word, Jamie poured whisky into another glass and took a drink. Rory was determined to bring Miss Fraser under their roof. Another time, another place, Jamie might’ve welcomed her influence on his girls.

      But now, he cursed himself for a fool. Something about Miss Fraser didn’t fit. His instincts had never failed him. All his life, he’d never denied his gut—until he’d met Siobhan.

      And now, he’d gone against his instincts again.

      Nothing good would come of this.
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      After MacArron marched away, Mrs. Taylor showed Leana into the drawing room while a chamber was prepared for her stay.

      “I’ll let the housekeeper know you’re waiting in here. Fair warning, Mrs. Davidson is not a very pleasant sort. She’s prickly, if you know what I mean,” Mrs. Taylor said matter-of-factly.

      “I will do my best to avoid upsetting her.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible.” Mrs. Taylor offered a thin smile. “The only reason she’s here is to keep a roof over her head. Her husband served as the captain’s navigator for years. When he took ill, they came here until he passed on to his reward. Tilly’s son and his wife are in Edinburgh, but they say there’s no room in their home for their dear old mother. So the captain keeps her on here. She appointed herself the housekeeper, and she runs a tight ship. Do your best to keep the captain’s girls out of mischief, and you’ll have a friend in her.”

      “The captain’s daughters—what are their ages?”

      Mrs. Taylor’s brow furrowed. “The little one, Bridget, is just turned four, and Isla is nearing her tenth birthday. They’re sweet bairns, really. ’Tis not their fault they’ve had no one reining them in. Captain MacArron adores those girls. Truly, he does. But he will not discipline them. Especially the little one. I suppose it’s hard for him, seeing their mother every time he looks at their little faces.”

      “Might I ask how long they’ve been without her?”

      The arch of Mrs. Taylor’s brows sagged into a frown. “I would’ve thought they’d have told you at the agency. It’s goin’ on three years now since it happened. Little Bridget was just a wee babe. The poor child never even knew her mum. A tragedy, I tell you. Of course, they might’ve kept the full truth from you—they wouldn’t want to frighten you.”

      “Frighten me?”

      Mrs. Taylor leaned closer, lowering her voice to not quite a whisper. “Mrs. MacArron did not die a natural death. You see, she toppled from a high window. The captain had been at sea. He returned that night, but it was too late.”

      A shiver snaked along Leana’s spine. She curled her fingers into a fist to keep them from quivering. “I did not know.”

      Mrs. Taylor’s frown deepened. “I fear I’ve said too much. Please, do not tell a soul what I’ve told you.”

      Questions danced on the tip of Leana’s tongue, but the caution in Mrs. Taylor’s expression urged against uttering them. There’d be time later to learn more about his wife’s death.

      “I won’t mention it. Not to anyone.”

      “Especially not to the captain.” Mrs. Taylor turned to the door. “I’ll go and find the housekeeper. There’s a fine room used by the previous governesses. She keeps it at the ready, so it won’t require more than a bit of freshening.”

      “Might I ask how many governesses have attended the children?”

      A hint of a smile played on the matron’s lips. “You’ll be the third since Hogmanay.”

      “The third?”

      Mrs. Taylor nodded. “One of them didn’t last a week. The crow-faced woman found no humor in Bridget’s antics. She didn’t take to bairns like I do.”

      If the cook realized the irony in her statement given her own reaction to the child’s adventures with baking flour, her expression did not betray it.

      Oh, dear. “I do not anticipate any difficulties with the girls.” Leana said, shoring up her confidence.

      “You’ll do well, dear. I feel it in my bones.” With that, Mrs. Taylor bustled from the room, leaving Leana to her own devices.

      While she awaited the cook’s return, Leana scanned the walls of the elegantly wall-papered room. Taking in the large, gilded-framed portraits on the walls, she studied each image. Dignified men in their plaids and beautiful women in their elegant dresses stared down at her, each attired with the tartans of their clans, their expressions as intimidating as the flesh-and-blood man who’d reluctantly agreed to let her stay. Pausing before a portrait of a fair-haired man who bore a striking resemblance to James MacArron, she took in his carved features and piercing eyes. No look of welcome could be found in the forbidding gaze the portraitist had captured centuries earlier. A family trait, no doubt.

      Her fingers tightened around the leather handle on her satchel. If the men wondered at her lack of a proper trunk and a wardrobe, they hadn’t expressed the question. Truth be told, she was fortunate to have the contents of that meager bag. She’d fled the house with only the clothes on her back while Gilford lay unconscious in his study. Thankfully, a sympathetic housemaid had gathered as many of Leana’s garments as she could sneak away without drawing suspicion and enlisted a hack to transport the flowery carpetbag to the home of Leana’s elderly uncle. Her wardrobe was sparse, but it would have to do until she could find a way to purchase more clothing.

      Leaving the room, she slowly moved along the length of the corridor, taking in more portraits she assumed to be MacArron’s ancestors. At the end of the hall, she stopped suddenly, transfixed by the last portrait in the row.

      Unlike the others, this portrait depicted a woman wearing clothing she herself might have donned, a gown in a rich shade of blue that brought out the striking color of her eyes. The young beauty smiled down at her, radiantly lovely with honey-gold hair. In a flash of understanding, she saw the resemblance between this woman and the tiny imp who’d scurried away from Mrs. Taylor. Her breath caught. Was this the girls’ mother? Was this MacArron’s wife?

      “There ye are. I was afraid ye’d come to yer senses and run from here.”

      Startled, she whipped around, meeting the dark-eyed gaze of Rory MacArron.

      “I’ve no intention of doing any such thing.”

      He pretended to shudder. “Aye, I wouldna be so sure if I were you. Let’s see what ye say after a week with those girls.”

      “I cannot imagine why a grown man would allow children to get the better of him.”

      “I suspect ye’re goin’ to find out.” He grinned, the humor in his eyes as appealing as his smile.

      “I take it the girls have been without a mother for quite some time.”

      He cocked a dark brow. “Mrs. Taylor’s been runnin’ her mouth again?”

      “I would not describe it as such.”

      Throwing the portrait a glance, he motioned Leana to the stairs. “After my brother lost his wife, everything changed. I’ll say no more on the matter, other than to tell ye I believe those lasses will warm to ye. Ye’ll do well with them.”

      Mrs. Taylor hurried down the stairs. At her side, a lean woman with a careworn face and a mass of graying ringlets cast an appraising gaze over Leana. Judging from the woman’s expression, this had to be the prickly Mrs. Davidson.

      “So you’re the new governess,” the newcomer said.

      “For the time being. Leana Fraser, at your service.”

      Mrs. Taylor introduced the woman, confirming Leana’s suspicion. Mrs. Davidson pursed her lips, as if considering her words carefully.

      “Come along, dear,” the housekeeper said, her words more pleasant than her tone. “I’ve prepared your room.”

      “I’m sure it will be lovely.”

      Mrs. Davidson’s eyes narrowed as her gaze lit on Leana’s bag. Her attention shot to Rory MacArron. “I’ll ask you to make yourself useful. Please bring Miss Fraser’s trunk to her room.”

      Quickly, Leana shook her head. “That won’t be necessary.”

      “Not necessary? Lass, you cannot think of carrying a heavy case yourself when there’s a strong lad around. It would be unseemly.”

      She offered another shake of her head. “I did not bring a trunk, only this traveling case.”

      If Leana had declared she could sprout wings and could fly to London, Mrs. Davidson’s expression might have been less incredulous. She pursed her lips tight, as if she’d just taken a bite of lemon. Her gaze returned to the bag, then shot to Rory. “Well, then, if this isn’t a first. Take the lady’s bag and show her to her room. Please.”

      “My pleasure,” he said, performing an overly formal bow before taking the bag from her hand. “My back thanks ye, miss. It was startin’ to ache at the mere thought of a steamer trunk weighted down with a miss’s wardrobe.”

      “There’s nothing heavy in there. Not at all,” she said.

      “So much the better for me,” he said and headed up the stairs. “Settle in, lass. Ye’ve some busy days ahead of ye.”

      Leana’s gaze trailed up the massive spiral staircase, watching as he made short work of the steps. With his long, powerful legs and lean build, he bounded up two at a time. She hurried behind as quickly as she could without tripping over her skirts. Taking a tumble certainly wasn’t in her plans. He waited for her at the top of the stairs, flashing a grin.

      “Ye’ve no need to rush, lass. I’m not goin’ anywhere.” He gave his head a small shake. “I dinna know how ye do it.”

      “Do it?” she called up the steps. “I don’t take your meaning.”

      “It’s a mystery to me how you ladies are able to go about yer lives in those cumbersome skirts. At least ye’re not wearing one of those ridiculous contraptions under yer skirt.”

      “You mean a bustle?”

      “Or a hoop. The girls’ mum wore one under her skirts before she came here to live. I’ve seldom seen anything more absurd than a lass trying to sit like a lady in one of those blasted things.” As Leana stepped onto the landing, he motioned her to his right. “Yer room’s down here. If ye have a problem with anything, be sure to let me know.”

      She followed his brisk steps, moving quickly to keep up as he led her down the corridor. He opened the fifth door down, set her bag inside, then moved out of her way.

      Leana stepped through the door. The room was modest in size, scrupulously clean, and boasted not one but two windows. Heaven! She flung open the cheerful yellow curtains and drank in the fresh, clean breeze blowing in the window.

      “This is lovely,” she said, turning to Rory. “I’ll be quite comfortable.”

      “Let me know if ye’re needin’ anything, and I’ll see to it.”

      “Thank you,” she said as he turned and closed the door behind him.

      She scanned the room, taking it in. The furnishings were modest—a bed covered by a charming, hand-stitched quilt, a dresser chest, a small wardrobe, and a woven rug that had seen better days. But the room suited as well as a more lavishly appointed space. She’d be safe and comfortable in this house, and she’d no cause to bolt her door for fear of being interrupted by the man of the house. Which certainly had not been the case with her former employer, cad that he was.

      Plopping down on the edge of the bed, she sighed with relief. All in all, things had gone far better than they might have. Now, to secure her position here. Surely it would not be so difficult to win over MacArron’s daughters and convince the pirate to keep her on.

      She lay back on the patchwork coverlet, running her fingers over the soft cotton sewn into a starburst pattern. Someone had put a great deal of love and effort into the quilt.

      Had MacArron’s wife stitched the intricate design? His mother? Or was it merely the product of talented hands out to make a living?

      With a little sigh, she closed her eyes. She’d rest for a few moments then freshen up before the evening meal.

      A soft rap upon the door broke through her solitude. Mrs. Davidson called softly through the stout wood panel.

      “I wanted to check on you and see how you’re settling in,” the housekeeper said, brushing a gray curl off her cheek as Leana admitted her.

      “This is such a comfortable room,” Leana said. “Why, the floors are so clean, they shine.”

      Mrs. Davidson beamed. “I do pride myself on keeping this house up to snuff. As you can imagine, it’s a challenge. I thank the heavens the captain doesn’t use the entire castle for living space. The east wing is closed down, has been for decades. No one has used the space since his great-grandfather returned from showing Napoleon’s admirals what’s what.”

      “Captain MacArron’s ancestor was a naval officer?”

      “No, Seamus MacDougall wanted no part of the Royal Navy.” Mrs. Davidson’s face creased into a warm smile. “The man was far too bold for that.”

      “Then how…how did he best the admirals?”

      “Ah, the old man was a pirate. The fiercest of his time, or so they said. He took pleasure besting the French captains and seizing their cargos. As the story goes, an English admiral was so impressed by Captain MacDougall’s daring attacks, he secured a letter of marque for the man. As a privateer, Seamus MacDougall did what he’d done all along, but with the Crown’s blessing. After the war, he was knighted by the king, though he cared little about such an honor.”

      “Did you know the man?”

      A fine mist dampened the housekeeper’s gray eyes. “I was a young girl—only twelve or so—when Captain MacDougall and his bride moved into his ancestral home after the war. My da had been his head groundskeeper, my mum his housekeeper, just as I am for Captain MacArron. I still remember the sight of Seamus MacDougall, so tall and proud, with that wavy hair of his and those shiny black boots. I’ll admit, my heart went to pounding just a bit faster than it should’ve when I laid eyes on him. He was a handsome one, he was.”

      Just like his great-grandson.

      “What was it like, living with a pirate and his family?”

      “You’ll know the answer to that question soon enough,” the older woman said, nodding softly. “Captain MacDougall was a kind man, utterly devoted to his wife and his son. But sadly, he was not destined to find happiness here.” She sighed. “Well, then, I must be going. I’ll have your bath drawn whenever you’re ready.”

      “Why, Mrs. Davidson, surely you don’t expect me to wait for the rest of the story.” Leana smiled. “You must tell me what happened.”

      “Very well,” the matron said, nibbling her lower lip. “There was a wildness in Seamus MacDougall. He loved his wife—Beth was her name—but he seemed caged in here, and before long, he returned to the sea. One night during a spring storm, his ship was caught up in the pounding waves and ran aground, tearing the vessel in two. At first, some believed he’d died. When they carried the awful news to his wife, the poor dear was heartsick. She was heavy with their second child, you know, and in her grief, she collapsed and birthed the babe too soon. My father rode into town and brought back a midwife, but nothing could be done. The mother and babe were lost before the captain could return home.” Anguish uneased by the passage of time gave Mrs. Davidson’s voice a ragged edge. She sniffled, unable to choke back a tear.

      “How very sad,” Leana said.

      Mrs. Davidson swiped at the teardrop on her cheek. “As long as I live, I’ll never forget the misery in the captain’s voice when he learned the horrible news. I never heard such a sound again until many years later, on the night Captain MacArron returned home from a voyage. If he’d made it back a few hours earlier, he might’ve saved his wife.” Dabbing at her eye with a corner of her apron, she went to the door. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to say anything to distress you. I do not intend to drive you away.”

      “Drive me away?” Leana reached out, lightly pressing her fingers over the woman’s trembling hand. “Rest assured, you did not say anything to cause distress. It hurts my heart to think that you and this family have had to endure such sadness.”

      “Thank you, lass. I do not wish to frighten you, but I feel it’s my duty to tell you there’s talk…of a curse.” Excitement glimmered in the housekeeper’s eyes as she lowered her voice. “After Mrs. MacArron died…well, there are some who believe the castle itself is cursed. Heaven only knows what happened here over the centuries.”

      A little shiver brushed over Leana’s nape, even as she dismissed the notion as superstition. “Do you agree with them?”

      Mrs. Davidson shook her head. “I put little stock in tales spread by whispers. But I do have reason to suspect a ghost or two might hide away in the secret passages.”

      “Secret passages?” Leana repeated, unable to stop herself. My, this place was becoming more fascinating by the moment. Mrs. Davidson was turning out to be a fountain of information.

      “These castles were built to protect their occupants. They were also built to hide treasure and anything the Scots did not wish to fall into the hands of their enemies. If you look carefully, you’ll find any number of hidden spaces. But stay away if you do uncover one. I’m told they are treacherous, nearly impossible to navigate even with a lamp to guide you.”

      “You can be sure I will not go exploring.”

      “Please, do not tell the captain what I’ve said. He’s a fiercely private man.”

      “Rest assured our conversation will go no further than this chamber.”

      “Thank you,” Mrs. Davidson said as she took her leave.

      After the door closed behind the housekeeper, Leana went to the window and drew in a deep breath of fresh air tinged with a faint scent of salt from the coastal waters. A fresh chill danced over her skin.

      Turning from the window, she sat on the small wing chair in the corner. What had she gotten herself into?

      A sigh escaped her as she closed her eyes. She was letting Mrs. Davidson’s dramatic tone get to her. Whatever she faced here—whether it was a phantom peeking through the wall, an ancient curse, or a madwoman in the attic, it was preferable to facing the very real, very much alive, and very angry man she’d left behind in the city. Curses and ghosts were minor considerations compared to the possibility Lord Gilford might track her down. He would not forgive what she’d done.

      If Lord Gilford found her, he’d see her dead. Of that, she had no doubt. She’d assaulted a blasted earl, of all things. No one would care that she’d acted only to defend herself. Who would take her word over his, a man whose title dated back to the reign of Queen Elizabeth? Even if they did believe her, who would care? She was a governess, a hired servant. She lightly touched her upper arms, feeling the tender spots where he’d dug in his fingers and squeezed. Terror had filled every cell in those moments, leaving her mindless and wild, frantic to survive. She’d done what she had to do to get away.

      Just as she’d do now.

      But if he found her here—would he dare to confront the Devil of the Highlands?

      Her eyes opened wide at the thought. James MacArron had no reason to put his neck on the line for her. He had no reason to defend her.

      But he would. As long as she was here, in his home, he would protect her. Honor would not permit him to do any less.

      She came to her feet and went to the dresser, poured water into the basin, and splashed it on her face. Tormenting herself with what-if served no purpose. If the danger did follow her, she’d face it.

      Just as she had that horrid day.

      She dabbed the water off her face with a soft, clean towel and opened her traveling case. Her fingers curved around the handle of the sghian dubh she’d hidden within the tangle of hurriedly packed garments. As she pulled the dagger from the bag, sunlight gleamed on the lethally sharp weapon and the emerald embedded in its handle. Though the blade was not long, well-placed, it could kill a man. Her heart sped slightly at the thought. By now, Lord Gilford had surely realized she’d taken the dagger. He’d seek to reclaim the ancient weapon. Its value must be considerable. She hadn’t taken it for its worth. It had merely been convenient, the first weapon she’d spotted after she’d bashed the high-and-mighty scoundrel over the head.

      Someday, once this was over and done and she was safe again, she’d see it returned to the earl’s family. She was no thief. She’d needed protection, not riches.

      And for now, she’d do whatever it took to survive.
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      Mrs. Davidson summoned Leana to supper as the sun was setting over the mountains to the west of the castle. As she entered the modest dining room, hand-in-hand with the wee lass, Bridget, Leana spotted the older of her new charges in the kitchen. With the cook looking on proudly, Isla brought out a plate of bread she’d baked as Leana and Bridget took their seats at the table.

      “Please, have a piece,” Isla urged. “You must be famished.”

      “Thank you,” Leana replied, taking slices of the fresh-baked loaf for Bridget and herself. Her first bite confirmed the bread tasted as good as it smelled.

      “Ah, ye’ve made oat bread again. I could smell it as soon as I came inside. Niece, do ye intend to feed me so well I bust the seams on my clothing?” Rory said with a ready smile. A pair of older, rough-and-tumble men flanked him, their gazes on Leana as they made their way to the table.

      “Uncle Rory, I dinna recall forcing you to eat it,” Isla said, grinning as he broke off a hunk and took a bite.

      “I canna resist,” he said. “Someday, lass, ye’re goin’ to make some fellow a good wife.”

      “Bah,” the young lass scoffed. “I’ve no intention of ever bein’ a bride. I’ve far too many things I want to do, places I want to see. Who knows—I might even join Da at sea.”

      “It’ll be a cold day in—” Rory caught sight of Mrs. Taylor’s scowl and stopped in the nick of time. As if to disguise his motives, he took another bite of bread before turning to Leana and introducing the men as members of his brother’s crew.

      The older of the pair, a man whose long, graying hair was well in need of a good trim, shook his head. Peter McKown’s unkempt strands draped his eyes like a curtain. Brushing the strands aside, he regarded her with a skeptical gaze.

      “Pleased to meet ye, lass. But are ye sure ye’re up to the task?”

      She squinted at him, trying to decipher his question. “Whatever do you mean?”

      He flashed a craggy grin. “Tryin’ to teach these lasses to be fine young ladies? Why, a soul who’s up to that challenge may not exist.”

      Isla’s smile transformed to a smirk, even as her eyes betrayed a flicker of pain at the man’s words. Leana squared her shoulders and pressed her palms to the table before her. These girls were not untamable hellions. The cruel comments needed to stop.

      She flashed Isla a speaking glance, then directed her attention to the gray-haired crewman.

      “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. McKown,” Leana said in a warm tone. Deliberately, she hiked her chin and infused ice into her voice. “Though I must admit, I am taken aback by your words. These girls have suffered a great loss. They require a bit of guidance, nothing more.”

      The younger of the pair, a lean man with a neatly trimmed beard and a full head of curly red hair, scoffed under his breath. Pinning him with her gaze, Leana slowly rose to her feet.

      “Mr. Howell, do you care to elaborate? I see nothing humorous in my statement.”

      “I meant no harm. It’s only that—well, I’ve seen these young lasses send stout-hearted women runnin’ for the door. I do wish ye luck. I suspect ye’re goin’ to need it.”

      “From this moment forward, I will thank the both of you to keep your opinions regarding these girls to yourself.” She slanted Isla another glance. The girl’s eyes had gone wide as the hint of a smile played on her mouth. “Unless, of course, you would like to compliment Isla on her delicious bread. That would certainly be in order.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Rory fold his arms at his waist. As he observed the situation, the faintest trace of amusement played on his mouth. That, at least, was a relief. If he’d taken offense at the way she’d issued a set-down to his associates, he did not show it.

      Mrs. Taylor shot him a pointed look. “My, my, Rory MacArron, I’d think you’d know better than to bring those two in here while the ladies are dining.” Her attention shifted to the older of the two. “And you, Mr. McKown…when’s the last time a barber touched a scissors to your hair?”

      The man named McKown shrugged, even as a light came to his eyes. “I canna say as I recall. Are ye volunteering for the job?”

      “Not on yer life, Mr. McKown,” the matron replied, her indignation a bit too pronounced to be genuine.

      “Never say never, Mrs. Taylor.”

      With a little huff, she turned on her heel and marched back to the kitchen. Isla motioned to her uncle to join them. “Dinna listen to her. Come and join us, all three of you. We’ve more than enough food.”

      “Thank ye, niece, but we’ve business with yer da. Our meals will have to wait ’til later.”

      “Da is not dinin’ with us tonight?” Isla’s young voice wavered slightly with disappointment.

      “Ah, I’m sorry t’be the bearer of bad news. But he willna be dinin’ with ye tonight.”

      Lower lip trembling, Isla watched as her uncle turned to the door. The quiver intensified as the trio made their way down the corridor, away from the dining room.

      Mrs. Taylor quietly entered the room and moved to the girl. “Isla, there’s no cause to make a scene. Yer da’s a busy man. Ye know that.”

      “Of course I do,” the girl said. “If he’d hadn’t gone away…if he’d have been home that night…our mum would still be alive.”
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      In the quiet of his study, Jamie went to his desk, unlocked the top drawer, and took out a photograph of the woman he’d loved, the woman who’d asked him to leave behind the life he’d known on the seas.

      For Siobhan, he’d willingly turned his back on the Highland Raiders, the league of mercenaries and privateers who’d raided the shipments of smugglers and thieves on behalf of whichever government was willing to pay them the richest bounty for their spoils. Eager to make his fortune, he’d joined his first crew at the age of seventeen. By twenty-three, he was made captain of the Highland Sorceress by its owner, John McKay, a Scottish aristocrat with more money than Carnegie and a taste for adventure. Under Jamie’s command, the privateer and its crew had carried out increasingly daring attacks on ships running the Union blockade off the Atlantic coast during America’s Civil War. Operating under the terms of a secret bargain with high-ranking officials in Washington, his crew raided dozens of ships carrying munitions and arms intended for the Confederates—the weaponry was turned over to the government, while the smuggled goods and treasure intended to aid the Rebels was the ship’s to keep. McKay grew wealthier with each raid, and wisely shared the bounty with his captain and crew. By the end of the war, Jamie had made a fortune and gained a name—Devil of the Highlands.

      Truth be told, he’d savored the name. The rush of adrenaline fueling every raid was a heady thing—even more thrilling than the riches they seized. After the war, Jamie and McKay turned to another privateering venture, this one even more lucrative. Pursing smugglers on behalf of the Crown, the Highland Raiders brought in bounty after bounty. Received with fanfare, Jamie and his crew were portrayed as bold heroes in the press.

      But in the eyes of the curs whose schemes they’d ruined, they were the enemy.

      An enemy that needed to be destroyed.

      And they’d damned near succeeded.

      Stretching out his legs, he studied the image. Siobhan had been a beauty. Her stormy blue eyes had flashed with emotion. At first, he’d seen passion in her gaze, until she grew weary of life with a man of the sea. The fire he’d adored had been replaced by a layer of frost she couldn’t hide.

      Damn it, tormenting himself served no purpose. He returned the portrait to the drawer and locked it. Leaning back, he stared aimlessly at the ceiling. His gaze wandered to the window. Beyond the horizon, the sun was low in the sky. He’d retreated to this room, seeking quiet to clear his head. So far, he was doing a damned poor job of it.

      He’d been a blasted fool to give Miss Fraser ten days to prove herself. The woman’s arrival had set his plans off kilter. She wasn’t what he’d expected. Not at all. If he’d had a brain in his thick skull, he’d have sent her packing without a moment’s discussion. She wasn’t what he needed. Why the hell had he relented? He was the Devil of the Highlands, not some milquetoast fop. He should’ve stood his ground, no matter how hopefully Bridget clung to the woman’s skirts. He had one weakness—his daughters—and both Bridget and Isla knew how to take full advantage of that chink in his armor.

      He’d intended to set out on a new venture, a return to his partnership with McKay—a shipping company, designed to transport cargoes at a rapid pace, shaving half the time off the current rate of sail. Confident his bairns were in the competent hands of a well-seasoned governess, he’d be able to take the girls aboard the ship from time to time. How in Hades could he venture out to sea with his daughters under the care of a beauty who’d tempt every man on the crew?

      He lifted the tumbler of whisky he’d set beside him and took a hearty draught. As the Scotch flowed down his gullet, the thud of footsteps beyond his door set him on alert—at least three men, from the sound of it. Who the hell was here?

      His brother entered without bothering to knock. Why the bluidy hell was he here—with McKown and Howell, no less? The sight was not a welcome one. Jamie hadn’t laid eyes on the members of his crew since their last voyage. Whatever had dragged them away from town, from the taverns and willing women they preferred over the seclusion of his home, it could not be good.

      “I know ye dinna like to be disturbed, but ye need to hear this,” Rory said directly, closing the door behind him.

      “What’s happened to bring the two of ye here?” Jamie asked, shifting his gaze between McKown and Howell.

      McKown was the first to reply. “There’s some fellow in town looking for ye, goes by the name of Finch. The man’s not a captain…or a sailor, for that matter. He doesna look like he could bear a week at sea.”

      “The high-and-mighty bastard says he represents an investor lookin’ to make a deal with ye,” Howell added.

      “I take it ye both spoke to him,” Jamie said.

      “Aye. He knew we were part of yer crew. We didna tell him how to find ye. But we’ve no doubt he will. He was laying down coin on the bar for anyone who’d give him information.”

      Jamie took another drink. “Did ye recognize him?”

      The men shook their heads. “Never seen the likes of him before. He doesna fit in these parts, I’ll tell ye that. Why, the suit the smug blighter was wearing was worth more than everything I own,” McKown said.

      “That would not be saying much,” Rory said, chuckling under his breath. “Yer funds go on women and whisky.”

      “Ye speak as if there’s a problem with that,” McKown retorted. “At least I know what t’do with a lass when I get my hands on a randy one.”

      “Enough.” Jamie’s tone brokered no dissent. “Did Finch say who sent him after me?”

      “He didn’t name the bloke. The bastard who hired him doesn’t want his identity known, but he’s after somethin’…somethin' he thinks ye can get for him.”

      “I’ve no interest in whatever the man’s got to say.” Jamie took another drink. “I do appreciate ye givin’ me fair warning. I’ll be prepared to slam the door all the harder in Finch’s face.”
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      “I’m told my daughter is a fine cook.”

      James MacArron’s husky voice pulled Leana from her thoughts. Looking up from her meal, she saw the Devil of the Highlands standing in the doorway. At this moment, he looked not so much like a pirate, but a man making an effort to seem a proper gentleman. He’d buttoned his collar to the throat, and his thick golden-brown hair had been swept into an orderly style. He could not, however, disguise the rogue beneath the respectable clothing. With a spark of challenge in his green eyes and the scar that created a permanent reminder he’d done battle in his life, MacArron would never fit the role of a staid country squire. No amount of snug collars could achieve such a feat. Especially when he wore his plaid slung around his lean hips, and his plain linen shirt emphasized the power in his broad, sleekly muscled shoulders.

      Her rebellious thoughts wandered to a provocative image of undone buttons, firm, hard male chest, and crisp, light brown hair feathered over muscle and sinew. What would his skin feel like beneath her touch?

      As if with a will of its own, her hand tightened around her fork. She batted the scandalous notions from her mind and forced her fingers to relax. Good heavens, what had come over her?

      Quickly, she reined herself in. Such decadent thoughts had no place in her life. Heaven knew she couldn’t afford to desire MacArron—or any other man, for that matter. Emotion would only complicate matters.

      Isla beamed with pride as her father strode into the dining room. He smiled down at his daughter. Faint lines feathered the corners of his eyes.

      “I presume ye’ve saved some for me, lass,” he said as he closed the distance between them.

      “Of course, Da,” the girl said. What seemed genuine joy infused her voice as she offered him a slice of bread. “I was wondering when you’d join us.”

      “I had some business to attend,” he said, nodding to his brother and the men who followed him into the room. “But ye know I wouldna miss a meal ye’ve had a hand in preparing.”

      Mrs. Taylor came to the table, carrying a serving tray laden with mutton and assorted vegetables. “’Tis a good thing I made extra portions.” Her gaze shot to Mr. Howell and Mr. McKown. “I was not expectin’ guests.”

      “This day is filled with surprises.” MacArron’s bland tone did not match the flinty gleam in his eyes as he threw Leana a glance.

      “Some pleasant,” Mrs. Taylor said. Her attention flickered back to Mr. McKown. “Some not.”

      “Ye’ve never forgiven me for breakin’ yer heart, have ye?”

      The cook’s glare might’ve cowed a dragon. “Dinna flatter yerself, ye old fool.” With that, she marched out of the room in a huff.

      Leana braced herself for a retort, but silence seemed to hover over the room. She turned to MacArron. “I take it they’re acquainted.”

      “Ye could say that.” The faintest of smiles quirked his sensuous, full mouth at one corner. “Retire to the country, they said. Make a life away from the sea… Bah, my existence was more peaceful boarding a blockade runner than it is in this house.”

      The touch of humor in his voice made the low, husky tones all the more appealing.

      Isla fixed her father with her most hopeful expression. “You will take me to sea with you, won’t you, Da?”

      “Someday.”

      The girl pursed her lips. “I want to see the world, far away from this damp, dingy old place.”

      MacArron cocked a brow. “This is the home of yer ancestors. Ye should respect it.”

      Isla shot him a scowl that rivaled any he might’ve formed. The captain could never deny the girl as his own. Her hair was the same golden brown as her father’s, and her chin bore the same stubborn set. Only her eyes were different. They were a deep, grayish blue, keenly intelligent and utterly lovely. But challenge flashed in her gaze, a defiance she did not hesitate to display.

      “Someday, I’ll go to London. Just like Mama did before she married.” Isla turned to Leana. “She told me so many stories of those days. She so loved it.”

      “I’ve never been to the city,” Leana said. “I’m told it’s quite fascinating.”

      “My mother said it was her favorite place on all the earth. She wanted to go back…she was going to take me with her.” The child’s face sagged. Her lower lip quivered as she swiped away a tear drop. “But that can never happen now.”

      Leana reached out and cupped her hand over the girl’s smaller one. “You miss her very much. I do understand.”

      Another tear streamed down her cheek. “Did your mum leave you?”

      “She became ill. And then, she died,” Leana explained gently, still holding her hand over the child’s to reassure her. “She didn’t want to leave me. Just as your mum did not wish to leave you.”

      MacArron’s eyes flashed with an emotion Leana could not read. “Isla, your mother was a good woman. She would want you to be strong.”

      The girl gulped, her throat visibly constricting as she swallowed against her tears. Did the child often feel she had to be brave and hold in her grief? A dull pain stabbed at Leana’s chest. Words sprang to her tongue, heartfelt but foolish to voice to this man whose shelter she needed at least for the time being.

      Still, she could not hold them back. She would not allow the girl to feel shame for expressing an emotion as natural as taking a breath.

      “Strong?” she questioned, meeting his eyes. “Your daughter’s emotions are only natural and should be freely expressed.”

      MacArron’s brows hiked as his mouth pulled taut. At his side, his brother frowned and gave a slight shake of his head, seeming to signal Leana to hold her tongue.

      “This does not concern you, Miss Fraser.”

      “I’m afraid it does, Captain. Grief is not a matter of strength. It is a matter of a hurt that never quite heals, of a loss that comes roaring back when we least expect it. Your daughter must be allowed to express her sorrow. If not, the sadness will become a festering sore.”

      She braced herself, anticipating a harsh rebuke. Instead, he regarded her silently for a long moment.

      Finally, he pinned her with a scowl. “Roaring back, eh? I’d no idea governesses had such a talent for the dramatic.”

      She held his gaze. “I assure you, I have no taste for drama. I speak from experience.”

      That look flashed again in his eyes, deepening their hue to the color of a forest at twilight. Not with anger. But rather, a sense of amazement that she’d dared to challenge him swept over his features. He seemed to study her, his stubble-coated jaw hard as granite.

      “Do ye, now? Am I to believe a woman as well-mannered and educated as yerself was a beleaguered orphan Mr. Dickens might’ve written about in one of his tales of woe?”

      “My childhood was not so very harsh. In fact, it was rather pleasant. I was fortunate to have a loving father…one who understood a young girl’s sadness as well as the importance of setting reasonable expectations for my conduct. If you take my meaning, sir.”

      Rory shook his head again, more urgently this time. The other men joined in, their expressions filled with silent warning.

      A muscle ticked in MacArron’s jaw. “Indeed, I take yer meaning, Miss Fraser. Am I to presume ye intend to provide me with instruction on the duties of a proper father while teaching my daughters to be well-behaved young lasses over the course of the next ten days?”

      The voice of logic whispering in her ear urged her to issue an apology for her boldness and keep to her place. Pity her heart was having none of it. She would not cower like an obedient little mouse when a young girl’s well-being was at stake.

      “As a governess, it is my duty to see to the welfare of my charges. As such, I may be compelled to offer insights into the parenting of young girls which a man of the world might not possess.”

      He nodded slowly, acknowledging her words. “Miss Fraser, this man of the world can send ye packin’ to the blasted agency where ye came from. Have ye lost sight of that fact?”

      At her side, Isla squeezed Leana’s hand, as if to reassure her to hold her ground. The girl seemed pleased to have found an ally in this household of men and dour matrons.

      Emboldened, she firmed her chin. “Captain MacArron, I am well aware you may send me away whenever it pleases you. But I believe you are a man of your word. You set the terms—ten days to prove myself. I have faith you will abide by our agreement.”

      His brother slanted him a glance. “Ye did say that.” A twinge of amusement colored Rory’s voice.

      “Aye, so I did.” MacArron scowled at his brother. “In the future, Miss Fraser, I will thank ye to express your guidance to me away from my daughters’ ears. The lasses are impressionable, and I won’t have them believing a slip of a woman has taken charge of this household. Dinna try my patience. Or I will cast ye out of this house, traveling bag and all.”
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      Pacing back and forth as he tended to do when something had him riled up, Rory paused long enough to toss a dart at the board in the study. Jamie watched as the barb hit an inch shy of the target.

      “The lass has fire in her belly,” Rory said.

      If you take my meaning, sir. Miss Fraser’s challenge-laden words played in Jamie’s thoughts. She was a bold one, he’d give her that. Unlike the last governess the agency had sent, a mealy-mouthed spinster who shuddered with revulsion every time one of his associates muttered an epithet, this lass squared her shoulders, met his gaze, and made no attempt to mince words. He wasn’t sure if he detested her insolence—or if it appealed to him for some reason he couldn’t quite fathom.

      “If that’s what ye want to call it.” Jamie hurled the barb in his hand, biting back a groan as it went far off target.

      Hunkered down in the corner, engaged in a spirited game of draughts, McKown and Howell looked up from the board.

      Howell laughed under his breath. “Ye might’ve done a better job blindfolded.”

      His brother chuckled. “Aye, Jamie, ye’re goin’ to make this too easy on me.”

      “Keep telling yerself that. Overconfidence will work in my favor.”

      “I canna blame ye,” Rory said with a smirk. “After all, ye’ve got a governess under yer roof whose tongue is as tart as her face is bonny.”

      “I couldna say I give a damn about her bonny face.”

      “Are ye tryin’ to tell me ye haven’t taken notice of those dark eyes of hers?” Rory went on. “Damned shame every time she looks at ye, she scrunches up her face like she spotted a foul beast.”

      “Foul beast? Bluidy hell, what have ye been drinkin’?”

      “No more than you. But I know a bonny lass when I see one. A woman like her makes a man think of getting down on one knee.”

      Jamie hiked a brow. “Judging from what I’ve seen, it is a distinct possibility—especially after the lass embeds her dainty knee in yer bollocks.”

      “Ah, ye’ve misjudged Miss Fraser. She’s a fine woman. Ye can tell from the way she carries herself and the way she speaks,” Rory said.

      “Something about her doesna ring true. Ye willna convince me otherwise.”

      Rory slowed long enough to hurl another dart at the board. His eyes flashed with triumph at the barb’s precise placement. “Isla has warmed up to her. Ye’re tellin’ me that’s not a miracle in itself?”

      “Miss Leana Fraser is trouble, pure and simple. I need to end this farce before she sets my own daughters against me.”

      “Ye gave the lass yer word.”

      Rory’s admonishment came just as Jamie hurled another dart. This time, the barb missed the board entirely, piercing the fine oak paneling.

      “Damnation,” he muttered.

      “And ye ask me what I’ve been drinking? Judgin’ from yer game tonight, I’d say ye’d had the whole barrel.”

      “If you’d shut yer trap, I could concentrate.”

      “Am I the one making it hard for ye to concentrate?” Rory hiked a brow. “Or is it the bonny dragon in petticoats ye’ve got under yer roof, stirring a mutiny against ye this very moment?”

      God above, how many times did his brother intend to use the word bonny in one conversation? Without a doubt, the governess had caught Rory’s eye. Of course, he was young—young enough to be foolish over a woman. Since her arrival less than twelve hours earlier, she’d stirred his brother’s interest, forged a tentative alliance with his cook and his housekeeper, and dared to stand up to him with clear defiance in her eyes—in the presence of his crewmen and his daughters, no less. If the woman had any desire to hold her position in his household, she sure as hell didn’t act the part.

      If he had any sense, he’d put an end to it, sooner rather than later. He’d send her away before she wreaked havoc with what little peace he’d found in this place. He’d expected a gentle, deferential woman who knew her place. A governess who’d teach his daughters to host teas with fine china, read the classics, and play a tune on the piano with passable skill—or whatever the hell it was young women of refinement were supposed to learn.

      Instead, he’d been saddled with a keen-eyed beauty who possessed as much steel in her spine as clever wit in her head. Miss Fraser wasn’t one to back down from a challenge. Rather, she embraced it.

      Not for her sake.

      But for Isla’s.

      That truth was the only thing keeping him from sending her on her way, flowery carpet bag in hand.

      She hadn’t spoken up to shield herself.

      No, she’d been protecting Isla—not from blatant abuse, but from a father’s unknowing lack of understanding. Miss Fraser knew the pain of grief from a perspective far different from his own. He’d mourned his mother’s passing, but he’d been nearly a man at the time, not a wee young lass who’d not only lost her mum but had been there the cursed night when Siobhan had fallen to her death.

      Allowing Rory’s taunt to pass without comment, Jamie hurled another barb at the board. This time, the dart landed near the center. Not a grand achievement, by any means. But far better than what he’d done earlier, throws a half-drunk circus beast might have bested.

      Rory picked up a dart and without pausing to focus, tossed it toward the board. Damned if the barb didn’t strike the bull’s eye despite his lack of concentration. Jamie shook his head in amazement. God above, his brother had a keen eye and skill with a target. He was a better shot than Jamie, deadly accurate with a pistol or a long gun.

      He’d put his skill to use the night Siobhan was killed—the night a lad had been forced to do a man’s job because Jamie wasn’t there to defend her.

      The bitter memory slammed into him like a punch to the gut.

      Rory didn’t know the truth—not all of it, at least. His brother was more than a decade younger than himself—their mum had dubbed him a surprise. Jamie had been gone most of Rory’s childhood, making his fortune as a privateer in a war an ocean away. Upon Jamie’s return to the Highlands, Rory had regarded him as a hero, his youthful eyes perceiving only the glory in what Jamie had done and none of the sins.

      Privateer was a far more civilized word than pirate, but that’s what he’d been.

      Rory didn’t know the ugly truth of Jamie’s life. He’d never witnessed the ruthlessness Jamie had employed like a weapon in plying his trade on the seas. As captain of the Highland Sorceress, Jamie had justified the violence, assuring himself his cause was on the side of what he believed was right. But the raids he’d led during the American war and afterwards had ruined fortunes. Ruined lives.

      In the process, he’d made powerful enemies.

      One of those enemies had taken his revenge.

      Damned shame Siobhan had paid the price for his sins.

      Turning away, he lifted his glass and took a drink. The whisky dulled the edge of the pain.

      But it could not heal the wound.

      Nothing would heal the damage Ellis Lachland had inflicted that night.

      He should’ve been there.

      Instead, he’d carry the regret in his heart to the end of his days.
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      Weariness crept through Leana, permeating to the bone. She’d seen both girls settled in their beds, then slipped into her room. Thankfully, her quarters were near the chambers the girls occupied. She’d sleep better knowing she was close by in the event they suffered any distress.

      Isla had calmed quickly, but she bore a look of sadness no amount of cheerful talk could abate. The girl said little as she trudged off for bed, but Leana sensed a feeling of trust had taken seed. If a bond were to develop between the lass and herself, this was an important step.

      She entered her room and unpacked the few garments from her bag. Drat. In the rush to see her safely away from Lord Gilford’s estate, the housemaid who’d assisted her had not thought to pack a dress for nighttime. If Leana were not in a place with men running about, it might not have troubled her to sleep in her shift. But if she needed to leave her room for any reason, she wouldn’t be able to run about unclothed. Fortunately, Mrs. Davidson offered a flannelette wrap she might use in a pinch.

      With a yawn, she stretched her arms over her head, then proceeded to undress. Stripping down to her shift, she peeled back the quilt and slid between freshly laundered linens. Heavenly. She closed her eyes and drifted into a delicious, drowsy state until she eased into a dreamless sleep.

      The screaming started at midnight.

      Leana bolted upright in her bed, startled to full wakefulness. Had she been dreaming?

      No, she thought, bolting from the bed and pulling on the wrap. Heart pounding, she darted to the door.

      Something was terribly wrong.

      Something was wrong with one of the children.

      She bolted from her room to Bridget’s chamber. As her fingers closed over the latch, MacArron’s large, warm hand stilled hers. A ripple of awareness rushed through her.

      His eyes radiated concern. “This isna the first time,” he said in a low voice.

      “What’s happening?” she whispered.

      “The child has dreams…verra bad dreams.”

      As he opened the door, a chill rippled along Leana’s spine. They rushed inside the darkened chamber.

      Bridget sat upright on her bed, her spine stiff as a ramrod. Her eyes were open as Leana rushed to her side. The child reached out for her with a little cry.

      “The ghost…” Bridget murmured, burying her face against Leana’s chest as she held her close. “I saw it.”

      “Shhhhh,” she said, gently soothing the child.

      “Oh, dear,” a woman’s voice said from the doorway. Mrs. Davidson tiptoed into the room.

      “What in blazes—” MacArron’s harsh words did not mask his concern.

      “Da, I saw it,” the girl murmured. “It looked at me.”

      He crouched by her bedside. “What looked at ye?”

      Bridget clung to Leana like someone struggling against a raging current. Sniffling, she met her father’s eyes. “The ghost,” she said. “Isla told me about it. It spirits children away in the night.”

      “Isla told ye about it, did she?” he said, casting his older daughter a look as she hovered in the doorway.

      “Ah, Bridget, there’s no reason to fret. You must’ve seen a shadow,” Leana said softly. “Or perhaps, you were having a bad dream.”

      The girl gave a stubborn shake of her head. “It wasna a dream. Honest, it wasna.”

      “Then it was a trick of your sight, a shadow on the wall or in the corner.” Leana stroked the girl’s back to comfort her. “I know how frightening that can be.”

      “Ye do?” Bridget sounded surprised.

      “Yes, I do. When I was a girl, I had nightmares, especially after my naughty older cousin told all sorts of scary stories. She loved to see the fright in my eyes.”

      “What did ye do?” the child asked, wide-eyed.

      “I learned to tell myself it wasn’t real. And my mum made me a friend of sorts, a little rag doll to keep me company in the night.”

      “Will ye make me one?” Bridget’s voice was hopeful.

      “Of course. It would be my pleasure. I’ll have to find some fabric and some yarn.” As she ran her fingers through the girl’s long, silky strands, the child relaxed against her and sighed. Leana looked up, meeting the steady gaze of the bairn’s father.

      MacArron regarded her silently, his eyes darkened by an unreadable emotion. Behind him, Isla spoke up.

      “I’ll help ye make the doll. As long as I don’t have to do any fancy stitching and end up with my fingers poked and bleedin’.”

      “Thank you,” Leana said, meeting the girl’s hesitant smile with one of her own. “Shall we work on the doll in the morning?”

      “Yes,” the older girl said, turning to her father. “Da, I’d like to make a pretty dress for it.”

      Reaching out to Bridget, he patted her shoulder. “Would ye like that, my wee lass? A new doll, in all her finery?”

      The girl nibbled her lower lip. “Yes, Da. Very much.”

      He brushed the pad of his thumb over his youngest daughter’s cheek. The sternness he’d displayed earlier faded from his features, replaced by a gentle emotion, softening his expression and warming his eyes. “Sleep now, little one. And remember this—if there were a ghost, yer da would send it on its way…what was left of it, at least, after I was finished with it for frightening ye.” Rising to his full height, he ruffled her hair with his fingers. “Never fear, my girl. Ye know yer da will protect ye. Always.”
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        * * *

      

      The door to his bedchamber closed behind Jamie with a dull thud. By hellfire, what a day this had been. Was there to be no rest for his weary bones?

      He stripped off his clothing down to his drawers, extinguished the lamp, and sprawled over his bed. Allowing the cool night air to wash over him, he stared at the slivers of moonlight on the ceiling. Every cell, every nerve felt as if it were on high alert. Since Miss Fraser’s arrival, a peculiar tension had filled him.

      There was no denying the mere thought of her stirred his body’s hungry demands. He could explain that readily enough. Simple biology was the culprit there. After all, he was a man with a man’s needs and she was a comely lass, curved in all the right places. Her sweetly rounded face and dark eyes could enchant a man into forgetting all his reservations.

      But there was something else—a suspicion that nagged at his gut. Rory had regarded him as if he were daft when he questioned her all-too-glowing references, but Jamie knew damned well something was off. A governess with the credentials listed in the letter Miss Fraser possessed could obtain a position in the finest of homes, in a town where she might meet an upstanding man of some means and start a family of her own. Why the hell did she want to be here, of all places? Why was she willing to prove herself to keep the position?

      She had spirit. He couldn’t deny that. The confounding woman had stood up to him, risking immediate dismissal because she’d been concerned about Isla’s ability to express her grief. And later, when Bridget had had another one of her night time frights, she’d been good with the bairn. Warm and reassuring, yet demonstrating a no-nonsense manner that didn’t coddle the child, Miss Fraser had been precisely what his daughter needed. Bridget, a girl who’d liked nothing more than to wage her own childish war against the matrons who tried to rein her in, was quickly growing attached to her governess.

      In those moments, he’d felt a reluctant fascination for the woman. Her eyes glimmered with a rare blend of spirit and compassion, even when she had to know she was not helping her own cause. And—her mouth. By Neptune’s trident, he’d wager her kiss held as much fire as her eyes—and as much tenderness.

      He gave his head a rough shake, as if to dispel the thoughts that did him no bluidy good. Miss Fraser was off limits. Whether she lasted the full ten days he’d agreed to or packed up and left before then, he couldn’t wager. But when that time was over and done, he’d send her on her way.

      In the meantime, the lass was off limits. To him. To his brother. And to any other male on his crew.

      She didn’t know it, but he’d be doing her a favor by sending her from this place. God knew Siobhan had regretted coming here. Just as she’d come to regret loving him.

      And in the end, he’d failed her beyond all redemption.

      By hellfire, ruminating on the past served no purpose. He laced his fingers behind his head, allowing the chilly air to nip at his skin, as if that could distract him from his brutal thoughts.

      If only he could keep his traitorous mind off the all-too-appealing woman who currently slept beneath his roof.

      She’d arrived without a trunk, with only a small carpetbag that could not have contained more than a dress or two. Where were the rest of her things? The previous governess had arrived with two steamer trunks—heavy as if she’d transported a load of cannon munitions—and a bulging hope chest. Rory had walked like an old man for days after hauling her blasted things to her room. Less than a fortnight later, after Isla had a joke at the old biddy’s expense by placing a very live, very energetic frog in her bed, his brother hobbled himself again carrying the governess’s cases to the carriage transporting her back to Inverness. Why would a young, fetching lass like Miss Fraser do without a proper wardrobe? Surely she’d acquired more than the clothes on her back and what was stowed in her meager bag.

      Something about her didn’t quite fit. Miss Leana Fraser was hiding something. He was certain of that, just as surely as he knew the sun would come up each morning. He could see hints of something amiss in those big, beautiful eyes of hers. Miss Fraser had a secret—an ugly one, if his suspicions panned out. And damned if he wasn’t going to find out what it was.
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      A rooster’s crow stirred Leana from a fitful slumber. She’d awakened several times during the night, her nerves on edge as she listened for any sign of Bridget’s cries. Rubbing her eyes, she squinted toward the window. Faint slivers of light filtered around the drapes, casting the room in a soft haze.

      Turning onto her side, she thumped her pillow to even out the lumps and closed her eyes. As she drifted back into the twilight of sleep, a sound in the room next to hers—Isla’s bedchamber—pulled her back to alertness.

      A sound like a chair being dragged over the floor made it through the barrier of the walls. A heavy thud followed. What in heaven’s name was the child doing at this early hour?

      Springing from the comfort of her bed, she tugged on her wrapper and tiptoed to the girl’s chamber. She called her name softly, and the girl opened the door.

      Clad in her nightdress, her long, blonde hair pulled back in a braid, Isla regarded her with curious eyes.

      “Why are ye here?” she asked bluntly.

      “I heard a noise—I wanted to be sure you were well.”

      The girl smiled. “Ye must’ve heard the chair. It squeaks a bit.”

      “What I heard was not a squeak. It sounded like something fell.”

      Isla pointed to the thick book on the floor. “It was on the high shelf and I dropped it. Ye’ve no need to worry. Not about me, at least.”

      Leana peeked past the girl. Everything looked in order. Still, why was the child up before the dawn?

      “Very well. Do try to get a little more rest.” Leana glanced at the tome, an illustrated guide to astronomy. “We’ll begin your lessons today. I was informed you’ve quite an aptitude for mathematics as well as languages.”

      Isla frowned. “I thought we’d make Bridget’s doll today.”

      “We’ll get to the doll after your lessons. We will focus on your studies after breakfast, and then I’ll work with Bridget on her letters.”

      “Whatever we do, it won’t matter. Ye should know that.”

      “Of course it matters. Your father wants you and your sister to have an excellent education.”

      “Ye will not be here long enough to teach me more than I already know.” Isla said matter-of-factly. “None of my tutors have lasted more than a week. Maybe two.”

      “Why is that, Isla?”

      The girl met her question with an unconvincing look of innocence. “They dinna like it here.”

      “Did you want them to leave?”

      “Yes.” Isla didn’t hesitate.

      “Why?”

      “They didn’t belong here.” The girl dropped her gaze to her toes. “I made sure they didna stay.”

      “So I’ve heard. But I’m made of sterner stuff than that.”

      Isla folded her arms at the waist as she lifted her gaze. “Even if I dinna want ye to leave, ye will. I liked Miss Thompson. She could make me laugh, and she was patient with Bridget. And then, one day, she got a letter. Her ma was sick, she told us. She left Bridgie and me. And she never came back.”

      “I’m not going to leave the two of you, Isla. You have my word.”

      The girl’s chin trembled, but she hardened her gaze. “Ye’ll leave. They all do.”
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        * * *

      

      Leana spotted MacArron through the open door to his study. Standing at his desk with his back to her, his long fingers splayed wide as he pressed his hands down upon a map, he conferred with the men who’d arrived the night before.

      Rory shook his head in warning as she marched up to the desk.

      “Captain MacArron, I require a few moments of your time.”

      He slowly turned. At his full height, he stood more than a head taller than herself. Leana swallowed against a sudden flutter of nerves. Perhaps she’d been too bold. Too abrupt. But she hadn’t laid eyes on him since the night before—if he’d eaten a morning meal, he had not taken it with his children, and she’d seemed to miss him at every turn as she sought him out to discuss her observations of his daughters. This was, after all, a matter of considerable importance.

      He’d donned dark trousers, and his white shirt was opened at the collar again, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Golden brown hair feathered over his muscular forearms. His eyes narrowed as his attention swept over her from head to toe, taking in her plain, dove gray dress and prim white collar. Fighting a wave of nervous tension, she toyed with the black braid at her cuffs, even as she met his gaze.

      “Mrs. Taylor and Mrs. Davidson can see to whatever you need.” Though civil, his dismissive tone irked Leana like a pebble in her shoe.

      “I’m afraid that won’t do. I must speak with you about your daughters. In private.”

      He cocked a brow and shifted his attention to Rory. “See to it Miss Fraser has whatever it is she requires.”

      “Your brother will not be of much help in this matter,” she said, bracing herself. “What I require is your time. Actually, your daughters are the ones who truly need that evidently rare commodity.”

      Something resembling a smile played on his mouth. “Rare commodity, eh?” He shot Rory a glance. “If I were at sea, I’d say I have a mutiny on my hands.”

      She expected him to add something or other about sending her packin’ to the blasted agency to underscore his displeasure, but he spared her the threat.

      “Ye didna want a mealy-mouthed spinster like the last one. What was her name—Whitman? Whitson?” Rory replied. “Damned if I can even remember the whey-faced woman’s name.”

      “Aye, I got more than I bargained for with this governess, didn’t I?”

      She planted her hands on her hips, a gesture which carried far more authority with her young charges than with pirates who towered over her.

      “If I’ve come at an inopportune time, I’m willing to wait,” she said, feeling quite reasonable.

      “Well, lass, I’ve no idea why ye’d think this would be a good time. Can’t ye see I’m in here with my crew, planning where we might go raiding and pillaging and generally raising hell?”

      She cocked her chin. He was teasing her. At least, she hoped he was. “I’d been told you were no longer a pirate…um…privateer.”

      “Ye were right the first time.” Rory made no attempt to hide his amusement.

      MacArron leaned back against his desk and stretched out his long legs. Light glimmered off his polished brown boots.

      “So, that’s what they’re telling lasses at the agency now, is it?”

      She shook her head. “I’d seen it…in the papers some time ago.”

      His eyes flashed, darkened with curiosity. “Am I to take it ye read all about the Devil of the Highlands and felt ye’d test yer luck with a scoundrel?”

      “Not at all. I came here to care for yer girls. The fact you were here did not signify.”

      “A noble calling, if ever I heard one,” Rory said, drawing a glare from his brother.

      “In any case, Captain, might we set a time for a meeting?” she persisted.

      “A private meeting?” His husky voice gave the word undue emphasis. Had he done so deliberately? Was he trying to intimidate her into leaving?

      Well, he would not succeed. She’d dealt with far worse. If need be, she’d leave this one in an unconscious heap as well, take a horse from his stable, and be on her way.

      “Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Away from Mrs. Taylor’s and Mrs. Davidson’s ears. And mouths.”

      MacArron’s expression became unreadable. “I take yer point. I’ll meet with ye after supper. After ye’ve had a full day to teach my daughters.”

      At night. Here. Alone.

      Oh, dear.

      The very thought was rather scandalous. The housekeeper and the cook would lead the staff in tongue-wagging about their meeting. But there was little choice. She had to do whatever it took to gain insight into the girls and what troubled them.

      “Very well, Captain.” She held her voice even and steady. “Will you be dining with us tonight?”

      “I’ll make a point of it. I intend to assess yer daily progress with my bairns. Until the tenth day, when I’ll see ye on yer way out the door.”
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        * * *

      

      The door closed behind Miss Fraser with a crisp thwack, louder than necessary, but not quite a slam. Jamie smiled, then quickly caught himself in the act and resumed an appropriate scowl. He couldn’t afford to allow his men to see any sign of softness in him, let alone for a doe-eyed governess who dared to intrude into his private study.

      If she’d come seeking something for herself—funds for a wardrobe to replace a dismal gray dress too modest for a vicar’s wife came to mind—he’d have reacted far differently to her intrusion. But as it stood, she’d come after him out of concern for his daughters.

      Her regard for the girls stood in stark contrast to the others who’d shown up here intending to be governesses. Those women had been either spineless mice who’d allowed Isla and Bridget to run roughshod over them or harridans who neither needed nor wanted his input where his bairns were concerned—so very unlike Miss Fraser.

      She’d known exactly what to do to comfort Bridget through her nightmare. The woman had enfolded the wee lass with tenderness, calming her and offering her a solution which might ease her fears for days and weeks to come. Unlike the shrewish Mrs. Humphries, Miss Fraser didn’t urge the girl to have a stiff upper lip and dismiss her fears. She’d welcomed his efforts to soothe his child, to be a father to the girl and not merely the master of the house.

      “Someone’s here.” Rory moved to the window. “Finch?”

      Howell joined him in peering down to the cobblestone road beyond the castle. “The coach is fine enough. It could be him.”

      “Go see what the bastard wants,” Jamie said.

      Rory gave a mocking salute. “Aye, Captain.”

      A few minutes passed before the steady thud of Rory’s boots signaled his return. A man followed, a single step behind his brother. With his graying, neatly trimmed hair and his well-pressed suit, the visitor resembled every solicitor Jamie had ever encountered. Jamie met the man at the door, blocking his entrance to the study.

      “Captain MacArron,” the visitor began, a slight hesitation in his voice. “My name is Harold Finch. I represent an investor who would like to remain anonymous.”

      “I’ve no use for cowards who hide behind solicitors,” Jamie said.

      “My client is no coward. But he does not wish to draw attention to his endeavors. I have come to discuss a proposition with you.” His attention darted to the others. “Alone.”

      “Howell. McKown. Give us a few minutes. It willna take longer than that.”

      “Aye, Captain,” they replied in unison, brushing past the man in the suit as they made their exit.

      The visitor slanted Rory a glance. “I said alone.”

      Jamie shook his head. “Ye dinna dictate terms under my roof. Whatever ye’ve got to say, ye can say it in front of my brother.”

      The man pulled his lips tight as he nodded in reluctant agreement. “As you wish. I presume he can be trusted to keep his mouth closed.”

      Jamie rocked back on his heels. This bastard was too damned bold. Keep his mouth closed. Much more talk, and the fellow would be speaking without benefit of his teeth.

      “Come in. Make this fast,” he said coolly.

      “You will find this interesting. I guarantee it.” As the door closed behind them, Finch removed a map from his leather case. “My client offers a proposition—you will add to your wealth and settle your debt.”

      Jamie nodded. “Debt? What in hell are ye talkin’ about?”

      “My client was engaged as a merchant during the American war. One of his shipments—arms Jefferson Davis was willing to pay a premium to obtain for the Army of Richmond—came under attack by a crew of mercenaries. Am I to understand you were a privateer for hire during that unfortunate conflict?”

      “Ye know damned well I was, or ye wouldn’t be here today.”

      Finch nodded slowly. “Privateer—quite a civilized word for piracy.”

      “What I did a decade ago is none of yer bluidy business. Nor yer blasted client’s for that matter.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Mr. MacArron. My client considers it very much his business. In his eyes, you are a thief. You profited from the theft of his property and cost my client a great deal of money in the process.”

      “Whoever the bastard is, he’s a fool.”

      “Bastard?” Finch cocked a brow. “I assure you, that is far from the case. When you commandeered my client’s cargo, you robbed him of a fortune. During another of your raids, you seized a priceless relic—the Bloodhead Sword.”

      The man’s softly spoken words plowed into Jamie, a blow he hadn’t seen coming. In his mind’s eye, he saw the centuries-old sword with its ruby-tipped hilt and long, lethal blade. He’d recognized the piece on sight—the weapon was the stuff of legends, said to have been carried in battle by Robert the Bruce.

      “Get the hell out of here,” Jamie growled through his teeth.

      “Not yet, Captain MacArron. Believe me, you need to hear what I have to say. A great deal depends on your understanding—and your cooperation.”

      “I do not bargain with cowards who hide their faces behind a well-spoken solicitor.”

      “Don’t be a fool.” Finch tapped the map with his forefinger. “My client is most generous in offering you an opportunity to settle your debt.”

      “I owe no claim to any man.”

      “Captain, if you do not heed my words, your arrogance will cost you dearly. My client seeks an arrangement, a bargain which will clear your debt and further enrich you in the process. After you seized the Bloodhead Sword, you claimed it for Scotland and delivered it to the Highland authorities. Locked away under heavy guard, it was beyond reach. Only a fool would have attempted to get to it. For years, my client has waited patiently—the opportunity is now here.”

      “What the bluidy hell are ye talkin’ about?” Rory asked.

      “The Bloodhead Sword and a cache of antiquities are to be transported to the British Museum on a ship sailing out of Aberdeen. You are to intercept the vessel and take possession of the sword on behalf of my client.”

      “Ye’re as daft as yer client if ye think I’m goin’ after a transport ship with such a cargo. It would be a suicide mission.”

      “I will not tell you how to do it. But I must remind you it’s in your best interests to accept this generous offer.”

      “Bugger off,” Jamie gritted between his teeth.

      “The Bloodhead Sword must not make it to London,” Finch said, his voice rising. “If you do not retrieve it, you will live to regret your refusal.”

      Summoning every ounce of discipline he possessed, Jamie resisted the urge to smash his fist into the cur’s smug face. He eyed his collar, deciding upon the precise spot he’d grab to hoist him up if the man uttered one more civilized threat.

      Finch folded the map into a neat rectangle. “I’ll leave this with you,” he went on. “The details of the shipment are noted on this document. Don’t be a fool, Captain. You will not like the consequences.”

      Jamie’s restraint frayed. He lunged forward, seizing the solicitor at the throat and pinning him to the wall behind him. His fingers splayed over his throat, making it clear he was more than capable of silencing him permanently.

      “Ye dare to come under my roof and utter threats. If ye try that again, I’ll wring yer scrawny neck.” His fingers twitched, emphasizing his point. Reining in the impulse, he shot Rory a glance. “Get this bugger out of here. Now, before he says somethin’ to make me forget I’m a patient man.”

      “Aye, it’ll be my pleasure.”

      Jamie released his hold. Finch grabbed at his throat, gasping for air. Crumpling over his knees, the solicitor looked up. His eyes blazed with icy contempt. “You will regret that, Captain.”

      Rory seized the solicitor by the arm. “Come along now. And be quiet about it, while ye still have all yer—”

      “That will not be necessary.” Finch shook himself free. “I’ve said all I needed to say. For now. My employer will expect your answer within forty-eight hours. Think carefully before you make a mistake you will regret until the end of your days.”
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        * * *

      

      Sipping whisky from a tumbler in his hand, Jamie stared into the flames crackling in the fireplace. Behind him, Rory hurled barbs at the dartboard, as if doing so would release his angry tension.

      “The solicitor traveled in a fine conveyance. His employer has no shortage of funds,” Rory remarked between throws.

      “I dinna give a damn if the bluidy prime minister sent him. He’s not to be allowed on the property again. Make sure the crew knows to be on the alert. God only knows what the blackguard has in mind.”

      You will not like the consequences—

      Finch, if that was indeed his name, didn’t know how lucky he was to have departed with all his teeth intact.

      “Ye think he’s connected with the Lachlands?” Rory tossed another barb, hitting the target dead center.

      “It’s possible.”

      “One thing is certain—whoever sent him here knows the part ye played in reclaiming the Bloodhead Sword for Scotland.”

      Jamie shrugged. “That means little. The press covered the return of the sword to the museum. This could all be an elaborate lie.”

      “Ye think Finch is tryin’ to dupe ye into doing his bidding?”

      “At this point, there’s no way to know. But if the cur dares to threaten my family again, Finch and his cowardly employer will regret ever crossing this threshold.”

      Tossing the last dart in his hand far off the mark, Rory muttered an epithet under his breath. He went to the door. “Mrs. Taylor’s made a stew. Come get somethin’ to eat before Howell and McKown eat their fill. God knows they willna leave much in the pot.”

      “I’ll join ye shortly.”

      “Aye,” his brother responded, closing the door behind him.

      Jamie stretched out his legs, some of the tension easing from his body. Taking another drink, he allowed his thoughts to wander. Truth be told, there were times when the sea in all its wildness called to him. He still sailed with a crew, a respectable merchant seaman now—a life worlds removed from his years as a privateer. He’d left the violence behind. Or so he’d thought.

      Had his past come back to haunt the present?

      Trouble was brewing. By hellfire, he felt it in his bones.

      In his life as a raider, he’d fought. And he’d killed.

      But he hadn’t been able to protect Siobhan.

      The memory dug into him like jagged talons. Gazing into the fire, he made a silent vow.

      He would protect his bairns.

      At any cost.
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      Leana joined the girls and their uncle in the dining hall for supper. Captain MacArron was nowhere in sight. Standing by the table with her hands on her hips, Mrs. Taylor tut-tutted over their lateness as Isla helped her serve the meal.

      “Wait for Da,” Bridget said, hugging the cloth doll Leana and Isla had sewn for her. Their creation wasn’t quite complete. Its embroidered face needed a bit more detail, while its muslin head bore not so much as a wisp of yarn hair, and its butter-yellow calico dress remained entirely unadorned. The child had not wanted to wait, preferring to hold the doll now, even in its imperfect state. Very soon, Leana would stitch some eyebrows and a proper mouth onto the doll’s bland little face, Isla would thread yarn hair through its bare head, and together, they would set about making miniature clothes. Leana glanced down at the frayed cuffs on her gray dress—the gown had seen far better days, and she only possessed one more in her traveling case. In all likelihood, the homemade doll would soon have a better wardrobe than she did.

      “If Captain MacArron does not care to join us, he can eat his supper cold,” Mrs. Taylor said without any trace of humor.

      “Is that so?” MacArron strolled into the chamber, his eyes narrowing as they met his cook’s dour gaze.

      “It seems you got here in the nick of time,” she snipped.

      “Ye’ve made venison stew. How thoughtful of ye to cook my favorite dish.” MacArron’s smile appeared to melt the cook’s frosty demeanor.

      “Aye, heaven’s angels couldna conjure such a savory aroma. Are ye trying to tempt me?” Mr. Howell offered a craggy-faced smile as he sauntered in with Mr. McKown at his side.

      Mrs. Taylor gave him a not-quite-sincere scowl. “Might I tempt ye to leave? I’d cook ye whatever ye want in exchange for yer promise to go.”

      Rory laughed, and his gaze settled on Bridget and her new doll. “Why, we’ve got another guest. I hope ye made enough to feed the new addition, Mrs. Taylor?”

      Bridget proudly displayed their creation. “Her name is Daisy. She’s going to have pretty dresses with ribbons and bows. Isla promised she’d make them.”

      Rory cocked a brow. “I’d say the poor wee thing needs some hair…or at least a bonnet…before ye worry about new clothes.”

      In reply, the child pulled a face and stuck out her tongue, drawing a hearty laugh from her father.

      “Bridget, that is not how a young lady behaves,” Leana admonished in a firm, gentle voice. She shot MacArron a glare. “Such conduct is not to be rewarded.”

      He plastered on a look of misunderstanding. Captain James MacArron might have been a masterful pirate, but he was not a convincing actor. Not at all. He held out his hands. “I dinna see a bauble or toy for the lass… no suitable reward.”

      “Captain MacArron, I’m confident you take my meaning. If the girls are to be raised as fine young ladies, they must be held to expectations of acceptable behavior.”

      “Fine young ladies?” He arched his brows. “Dinna tell me ye’ve got a stick up yer…skirts like the others.”

      “A stick. Up my…” She heaved a sigh. “I suppose I should be grateful you censored your language in front of your daughters.”

      “That sounds funny, Da.” Bridget said, meeting his eyes. “That’s not what ye said about Miss Crump. Ye said she had a stick up her—”

      “Bridget…you should not say such things.” With an effort, Leana kept her tone very even and her expression stern, even as Rory and the others made no attempt to hold back their laughter.

      She sighed to herself. She was going to have her work cut out for her as long as these land-bound pirates felt free to speak like men at sea around the girls.

      Bridget jutted out her jaw. “But Da said it.”

      “That doesna matter,” MacArron said, his voice gentle. “Miss Fraser is right. Ye should not speak of such things. And in truth, neither should I when a lady is present.”

      Leana blinked. Then she blinked again. Surely, she had not heard correctly.

      She met his still-arrogant gaze. The earth seemed to tilt just a bit, as if it had slipped ever so slightly askew on its axis.

      Had the Devil of the Highlands actually admitted he’d been wrong?

      And to her, no less?

      He seemed to read her thoughts. “Yes, Miss Fraser, I stand corrected. You may mark this as the first—and the last time—you will hear those words.”

      She smiled. “Well, I must say, this is a momentous occasion. I shall have to make a recollection of it in my diary.”

      Nodding his acknowledgement, he settled into the chair at the head of the table. His brother and the others took their seats, and within a matter of minutes, they were involved in eating their meal. MacArron engaged his daughters in what seemed a pleasant conversation.

      Until the moment when Isla inquired about the visitor who’d arrived in a shiny ebony carriage bearing a most impressive crest.

      MacArron stared down at his fork, seeming at a loss for words. When he lifted his gaze, his expression had gone dark, as if she’d poked an unseen wound.

      “He represents a man who wished to do business with me. I’ve no interest in his offer,” he said finally.

      Isla’s eyes glimmered with what looked like excitement. “I hoped he might want ye to go to London.”

      The captain frowned. “Why would ye think such a thing?”

      She worried her bottom lip with her teeth. “I was walking down the corridor…past yer study.”

      MacArron’s frown turned hard. “Ye know better than to be listenin’ to other people’s conversations.”

      “I wasn’t, Da. Honest, I wasn’t tryin’. I couldn’t help but hear him. He was loud, and then quiet again.”

      Holding her gaze, he gave his head a stern shake. “Dinna trouble yerself with what he wanted. I’ve no wish to speak of it.”

      Isla’s shoulders lifted and fell in a little shrug. She speared a bite of potato and popped it into her mouth.

      “When will ye take me to London, Da?” she said. “I want to go so very badly.”

      His brows drew together as he met her hopeful face. “When ye’re old enough.”

      “And when will I be old enough?” Isla persisted.

      Rory cocked his head. “What does a lass as young as ye know about such a place? ’Tis a place where the sky is so clouded from the factories, ye can scarcely catch yer breath.”

      “Mum told me all about it. She missed the city…she wanted to go back.”

      “Enough, Isla,” MacArron said, his voice gruff. “Yer mother made a fine home here.”

      “I hate it here. It’s damp and dull and there are no other children. Mum hated it too.” Isla’s lower lip trembled. “And now, she’s gone.”

      A muscle ticked in the captain’s jaw, as though he searched for the right words. Leana turned to the girl and reached out to her, covering her small hand with her own. “You’re missing your mum. It’s only natural. I do understand.”

      “No, you don’t.” A cold anger beyond the girl’s years infused Isla’s words. “You don’t know what’s here. This castle is haunted. Didn’t ye know?”

      “Haunted?” Leana replied gently. “Ghosts aren’t real, dear. It’s only a trick of the imagination.”

      “You dinna think so?” the girl challenged.

      “That’s enough, lass,” MacArron said. “Ye know how I feel about such nonsense.”

      “It isn’t nonsense,” Isla protested. “There is a ghost in this place.”

      Bridget gave a frightened little squeal and nestled closer to Leana. “Please, Da, make her stop.”

      “Enough, Isla.” MacArron’s voice held a firm edge. “Dinna fill Bridget’s head with foolish notions.”

      “Ye dinna believe me? It’s real, I tell ye. I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” the girl went on, her attention fixed on Leana. A note of fear marked her high-pitched young voice.

      Leana slowly shook her head. “Phantoms do not exist. When I was a girl about your age, I learned our thoughts can fool us at times. Old houses make peculiar noises. The floorboards creak and groan. There’s nothing to fear.”

      “Ye’re wrong.” A single tear streamed down the child’s face, and she swiped it away. “I have seen a ghost. One night…in my mum’s room. It killed her.”

      A cry of long-held grief wracked her small body. Isla shoved at the table and pushed her chair away. As the child rushed to the door, Leana leapt to her feet to go to her, but MacArron gently caught his daughter in his arms before she could bolt from the room.

      “I’ve got her,” he said calmly as the others looked on, stunned. “Watch over Bridget.”

      Tears streamed down the child’s face as her small fists pounded her father’s shoulders and chest.

      “It’ll be all right, lass.” MacArron’s voice had gone low, smooth tones meant to soothe and comfort. Ignoring the rain of blows, he enfolded her in his arms and held her close as she sobbed against him, wetting the linen fabric of his shirt.

      Leana drew Bridget nearer, holding the wee girl to her chest. Bridget sniffled, the distress in her eyes seeming to be the product of confusion rather than fright.

      “Oh, dear,” Mrs. Taylor said, rushing back into the room. “Not again.”

      Isla continued to weep, even as her hands stilled. Easing his hold, MacArron took a step back and crouched low, a look of tenderness on his features. Transfixed by the sight of the powerful man nurturing the distraught young girl, Leana watched the captain brush away a few of his daughter’s tears with the pads of his fingers. Gently, she stroked Bridget’s hair, soothing the bairn’s distress.

      When he turned to Leana, the warm emotion she’d seen him display was gone. In its place, a hard resolve had set his jaw in a taut line.

      “She needs to take to her bed, Miss Fraser. I trust you’ll see to it.”

      The abrupt change in his demeanor startled her, but Leana made an effort to conceal her surprise. Still holding Bridget close to reassure her, she met his gaze.

      “Of course. I’ll see to it the girls are tucked in.”

      He nodded. “Thank you, Miss Fraser.”

      His measured steps tapping a rhythm against the polished wood planks, he marched to the door. His hand went to the latch, and slowly, he turned back to Leana.

      “This house is haunted. Isla is right about that. But the specters do not live within these walls. They live in our minds.”
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      “The girl’s willfulness is a worry, to be sure.” Mrs. Taylor approached Leana in the corridor beyond the library.

      “Isla is strong-willed, just as her father is. But I cannot say that is a problem.” Leana opened the door to the room, lit a lamp, and drew the drapes to keep out the evening chill. “She’s experienced a great loss. It’s evident the girl still mourns her mother.”

      Mrs. Taylor’s mouth puckered into a pinched bow. “My own mother died when I was a wee girl. I missed her. But I did not go about concocting grim stories of ghouls and specters.”

      Leana took in the cook’s words. Was no one in the house able to see what seemed so obvious—the girl was in pain, grieving a profound loss she’d been far too young to fully accept?

      Still, the child’s belief that a ghost had killed her mother was troubling. What had happened to create such an image in her young mind?

      “You mentioned the girls’ mother died after a fall. Do you know the circumstances?”

      Mrs. Taylor shook her head. “I wasna in the house that awful night. My sister had taken ill. She lives in a village near Loch Ness, and I’d gone to stay with her through her convalescence.”

      “Do you know if Isla was present when her mother died?”

      “She was in the house. But the accident—if that’s what it was—occurred late at night. After midnight, or so I’m told. Captain MacArron arrived home not long after.”

      “Who else was in the house?”

      “Of course, Bridget was sleeping in her nursery. Mrs. Davidson and the chambermaid were asleep in their quarters. They claimed not to have heard a sound until afterward. And Rory was here. He found her. But it was too late.”

      “Pity no one knows exactly what happened. Isla may have seen something…such a terrible memory to carry with her.”

      Mrs. Taylor made a little scoffing sound. “For years, the girl has been coddled by her da. If it weren’t for that, she’d be a far more manageable lass.”

      Leana took a step back as her gaze lit on the cook’s pinched mouth. “Manageable? The girl has a strong spirit, a strength to be nurtured.”

      “She’s a defiant one, nothing like her mother. She’s her father’s daughter, through and through. He sees it. That’s why he won’t lay a hand on her. My da—he would’ve taken a switch to me if I’d have carried on in such a way.”

      A wave of anger rippled through her, but Leana bit back her tart words. “Isla’s spirit should be encouraged. The girl is troubled, and I need to find out why.”

      The cook’s brows hiked. “Ye know what the Good Book says about sparing the rod. If ye ask me, the girl would be all the better for it if her da made good use of a birch switch.”

      “As I recall, I did not ask your opinion. The girl needs understanding, not punishment.”

      Mrs. Taylor heaved a sigh. “Ah, ye’re just like the others. She’ll have ye running out the door within the week.”

      “Not a week. Did you forget—I have eight more days?”

      “If ye last that long.” The cook turned on her heel. “Good night, Miss Fraser.”

      “Sleep well, Mrs. Taylor.”

      The cook stormed off, the tap of her heels against the polished wood floor echoing against the walls of the narrow passage. Leana sighed. She’d hoped to find an ally in the matron, another female in the house who might help with Isla’s guidance. She’d been so encouraging of Isla’s efforts in the kitchen. Hopefully, Mrs. Taylor would not take out her disagreement with Leana on the girl.

      With another sigh, Leana sank into a chair. The quiet of the room washed over her, and she drank in the momentary peace. The pendulum of the grandfather clock in the corner swished in a steady rhythm, calming her thoughts.

      It wouldn’t do to doze off quite this early in the evening. She needed to stay awake at least a while longer. When she was sure the girls were sleeping peacefully, she could take her own rest.

      Forcing herself to leave the comfort of the chair, she wandered to the bookshelves. Hundreds of tomes filled the floor-to-ceiling shelves. A novel boasting a lurid title fit for a penny dreadful caught her eye. Standing on her tiptoes, she strained to reach the thick volume. Her fingers brushed the spine, but she could not quite grasp it.

      Drat the luck. She looked about the room, spying a ladder on the opposite wall.

      The muffled sound of footsteps neared the room. Leana looked up as James MacArron entered.

      His hair was mussed, as if he’d plowed his fingers through it, and dark stubble edged the contours of his face and jaw, emphasizing his precisely carved features. If a sculptor had sought to bring a fallen angel to life with chisel and granite, he might’ve chosen MacArron as his model.

      “I thought ye might be in here,” he said, his voice low and husky.

      Leana did not attempt to conceal her surprise. “You were looking for me?”

      He pulled the door closed behind him. “I wanted a word with ye. Alone.”

      Her pulse sped. Was he attempting to scandalize her—to drive her away with fear for her reputation…or worse?

      He raked long fingers through his hair. Rays of gaslight danced over the silky tones of gold and brown.

      “What is the meaning of this?” The words came out soft and calm, even as her heart raced.

      His eyes gleamed in the dim light. The corners of his mouth lifted, not quite a smile. “Ah, ye think the devil has come to have his wicked way with the beauty?”

      “Wicked way? My, how very dramatic.”

      He hiked a brow. “What good is a name like Devil of the Highlands if ye cannot frighten a lass or two with it, eh?”

      The trace of humor in his tone lightened the weight on her chest, and she let out a little breath in relief.

      “It will take far more than that,” she said. Her words were not a lie. Not really. Despite his height and restrained power, she felt no fear of him. Far from it. Rather, a primitive awareness rushed through her veins, a rush of excitement at his nearness.

      And that truth alarmed her all the more.

      He studied her, his eyes darkened to the deep, rich hues of a forest canopy. “How is it a lass like ye has had cause to be acquainted with fear?”

      The raspy notes of his voice rippled a fresh wave of awareness through her, like an electric current speeding to every nerve ending, to every cell. Drawing in a calming breath, she glanced away, if only to stop herself from looking at his full mouth, to distract herself from the mad, scandalous notion he might kiss her and she would like it all too much.

      “If you must know, I’m concerned we might set tongues to wagging.” She sounded quite reasonable to her own ears, and she’d spoken the truth, though certainly not all of it.

      “That is not what ye fear.” Somehow, his words seemed a challenge.

      “I’ve no taste for scandal,” she replied. “A mar to one’s good name cannot be erased.”

      With a slow shake of his head, he took a step closer. Then another. “I believe ye, but there’s more. I can see it in yer eyes.”

      “Why, Captain MacArron, you certainly do not lack for imagination.”

      This close, he might’ve touched her, but he folded his arms casually and leaned back against the settee.

      “Ye canna deceive me, lass.”

      In her mind’s eye, Leana pictured her purloined reference. Perhaps you overestimate your abilities at ferreting out untruths, Captain MacArron. If only she were bold enough to speak those words to the all-too-confident pirate.

      “We all have our secrets now, don’t we?” Her voice sounded as prim as a schoolmarm.

      Intrigue flashed in his eyes. “Why is it ye make no attempt to draw my favor? I’d think a lass looking to stay on as a governess under my roof, with the care of my bairns in her hands, might make an effort to appeal to my better nature with a bit of compliance to my wishes. Instead, ye challenge me at every turn.”

      “I do not challenge you. I only set out to do what’s right for your daughters.”

      “Do you, now?”

      “Of course. How else am I to prove myself to you?” She hiked her chin and firmed her mouth, determined to hold his gaze. “I prefer to believe a man like you is not interested in idle flattery or fawning obedience.”

      “I take yer meaning. But I have to admit—fawning obedience with some flattery thrown in for good measure would be a pleasant surprise.”

      She smiled to herself. Damn the man, making her like him. Wasn’t it bad enough she couldn’t look at him without wondering about the taste of his mouth and the feel of his touch? Wasn’t a pirate supposed to be a growling beast of a man? Somehow, that would be far easier.

      “I don’t believe I’m capable of mustering obedience…not to any man, Captain.”

      “I suspected as much,” he said, nodding his understanding. “Very well, Miss Fraser. I have seen the way ye care for my daughters. The girls are takin’ to ye quickly, which is in itself a miracle.”

      “The girls need guidance from a teacher who genuinely likes them, not from some tight-laced paragon of virtue determined to extinguish their spirit.”

      His expression grew solemn. “Well, Miss Fraser, that presents a problem—ye see, I’d intended my daughters to receive instruction from a paragon of somethin’ or other.”

      “Well, then, you may consider me a paragon of polite defiance.”

      “I’d be lyin’ if I said it doesna seem that way.” He chuckled under his breath. “What did ye do to get Mrs. Taylor in a stir? She was mutterin’ to herself in the kitchen—high-and-mighty spinster was one of the kinder things she said.”

      Oh, dear. Leana smoothed her palms against her skirts, then stilled. Surely by now he’d noticed she was nervous. She’d no intention of showing more weakness.

      “Perhaps she was not speaking of me.”

      “Nay, lass, she was definitely talkin’ about ye.”

      “I am not a spinster.”

      “Ye are unmarried, are ye not?”

      “Yes. But I am certainly not on the shelf. I’ll take a husband…when I’m ready.”

      One brow lifted. “When ye’re ready, is it?”

      “Of course. Isn’t that the way it should be? Isn’t that what you wish for your daughters?”

      To her surprise, the amusement faded from his expression. “Aye. ’Tis my prayer.”

      “As it should be,” she said. “Is it hard for a man like you…raising daughters?”

      The smile touched his mouth again. “Aye, I’ve commandeered ships with less trouble than it takes to get Bridget to eat her bluidy vegetables.”

      She smiled. “Those girls have your spirit.”

      “Ye believe so?”

      “Indeed.”

      His forehead furrowed. “I thought ye did not trade in idle flattery, Miss Fraser.”

      “I assure you, I do not. I meant every word. Isla is so very much like you. I can see it in her eyes. She has your expressions, your smile. And your scowl.”

      The furrows deepened. “You’ve observed that so quickly?”

      “It doesn’t take long to see the truth.”

      He seemed uneasy, and his gaze darted to the hearth. “Would ye like me to build ye a fire?”

      “No, thank you. I’ll be retiring to my chamber in a few minutes. I wanted to take time to be sure Bridget and Isla were settled in for the night.”

      “Aye.” He closed the distance between them until they stood nearly toe to toe. The crisp notes of his soap drifted to her nostrils, filling her senses with the aroma of bergamot and a male in his prime.

      She lifted her gaze expectantly—though she didn’t know precisely what it was she wanted to see. Their eyes met. Held.

      He lowered his head, his lips tantalizingly, scandalously close.

      I should not allow him to kiss me.

      If he dares to be so bold, I will push him away. Or will I?

      As his mouth nearly brushed hers. Leana’s breath hung in her throat. Her heart stuttered.

      And then he spoke, his voice a deliciously husky rasp. “Well, Miss Fraser, I’d advise ye to steer clear of Mrs. Taylor. I’ve no intention of breakin’ up a brawl between a cook and a governess, of all people.”

      Leana stood very still, unsure whether she was more stunned by his words or her own all-too-hopeful reaction to the prospect of his kiss.

      With another deep breath, she squared her shoulders. She would not betray the twinge of disappointment. After all, it wasn’t as if she’d have allowed him to take such a liberty. She would’ve rebuffed him. Absolutely. Positively.

      Maybe.

      His low laugh revealed the truth—he’d seen through her response to his nearness.

      The scoundrel had been teasing her. He’d known full well what she’d been thinking. s

      What she’d been hoping.

      Dratted pirate.

      Pity he doesn’t look anything like some pirate of old. A black-toothed, black-hearted buccaneer with a peg leg and foul, stale-whisky breath would certainly not present a temptation.

      Meeting his eyes, she settled on her retaliation. If he thought to toy with her and emerge unscathed…well, he’d have another think coming!

      “Good night, Miss Fraser.” His words were edged with gravel. Despite his hint of a grin, he’d been affected by his sly little game. Turning away, he opened the door.

      “Good night, Captain,” she murmured, summoning a throaty voice. “Before you go…there’s just one thing.”

      He pivoted on his heel to face her. “And what might that be?”

      She crooked a finger, motioning him to come closer. Her boldness surprising even herself, she fashioned a teasing smile. “There’s something I would ask of you. You see, I am in need of your…services.”

      Goodness, her attempt at playing the coquette was wretched. To her own ears, she sounded more daft than seductive. His eyes narrowed as intrigue flashed in their depths. Perhaps she hadn’t been as unconvincing as she’d thought.

      He returned to her, near enough to touch. Near enough to drink in the tempting essence of clean, healthy male and shaving soap. The subtle aroma filled her senses, but she steadied herself. Summoning more brashness than she’d ever dreamt she possessed, she allowed her gaze to rake over him. Slowly. Deliberately.

      Something about this man unleashed a side of her she hadn’t known existed.

      “A man like you has certain advantages. Strength. Power.” She took a step back, hoping the small distance would help keep her thinking clear. “You’re quite tall. Rather imposing, really.”

      “I’ve neither the time nor the interest for games, lass.”

      She trailed her gaze over the breadth of his shoulders, dipping down to the vee of golden-hued skin where he’d left the top buttons on his shirt undone. “I’m well aware of that.”

      “What is it ye want of me?” His voice had gone lower, even huskier than before, and he studied her intently, as if she were a puzzle to be solved.

      “It’s quite simple, really,” she said, her voice a near whisper now. She arched her back ever so slightly, thrusting her fully covered bosom a bit higher for emphasis. “I require your assistance.”

      He reached out as if to touch her, but pulled back, seeming to reconsider at the last moment. His nostrils flared, as if he were a predator who’d caught her scent, and he raked a hand through his hair.

      “If ye think to curry my favor—”

      Flashing a little scowl, she took a step in retreat. “Really, Captain, what is it you think I’m after?”

      He regarded her for a long moment. “Truth be told, I have no bluidy idea.”

      “Why, I’d think it would be obvious. A man like you…so tall and strong.” Shifting her gaze from his face to the bookcase, she sauntered to the shelf where the novel sat, slightly out of reach. “As I told you, I would appreciate your assistance.”

      His scowl looked as though he’d fashioned it deliberately. “All ye want is a book?”

      She plastered on a look of innocence. “What else could I possibly need?”

      “Ah, I could give ye an answer, lass.” He marched to the shelf. “Which one is it?”

      She stretched her arm, nearly touching the volume. “The one about the intrepid investigator.”

      As he reached for the book, his hand brushed hers.

      Sensation rippled through her, warm and inviting, and somehow, electrifying.

      He felt it too. Of that, Leana was quite certain. He stilled, holding the contact a heartbeat longer than necessary. Her amusement at teasing him dissolved into a wave of sudden, unanticipated awareness.

      Of him.

      Of the man who’d made her heart race with the slightest touch.

      A strange longing unlike anything she’d ever felt pierced her heart.

      Until the spell broke.

      Leana retreated a step, then another. He retrieved the novel and extended it to her, his expression unreadable.

      She took the book from his hands. Her fingers brushed against his, taking in the slightly rough texture of his skin, so very different from her own.

      “Next time, ye dinna need to be coy. Simply tell me what ye need.”

      “Thank you,” she said, swallowing against a rush of emotion she didn’t understand.

      Simply tell me what ye need.

      How was it possible to express the hunger deep in her heart, a longing she couldn’t begin to put into words?

      He held her gaze a moment longer than necessary. A flash of emotion—hunger? or something more?—darkened his green irises.

      “Sleep well, Miss Fraser.”

      As the door closed behind him, Leana stared down at the volume in her hand. Nothing of consequence had happened between them. A few teasing words. Little more.

      And yet, as the clock behind her chimed in the midnight hour, somehow… everything had changed.

      Giving her head a brisk shake, she brought herself back to reality. It wasn’t like her to be so fanciful. She’d never been prone to girlish dreams of tall, dark, handsome princes and costume balls—let alone fantasies of devilish pirates who were much too handsome for her own good.

      And yet, try as she might, she could not banish the image of his enigmatic eyes, rich with intrigue and emotion, from her thoughts.

      She flopped into the chair and thumbed open the book. She would banish James MacArron from her thoughts. In the future, she’d know better than to let her defenses down.

      The pirate provoked no fear, no sense of intimidation. No matter his ruthless reputation, he would never hurt her. Or any woman, for that matter. Mrs. Taylor had bemoaned the fact he would not lay a hand on his daughter in anger. Rather, he’d shown tenderness to his children when they were in distress. His deep-seated caring for his bairns had taken her by surprise.

      And when he’d peered down at her, she’d seen a keen hunger in his eyes, a longing he kept well in check.

      In her heart, she knew the truth—his gentleness might be the most dangerous weapon of all. She’d do well to protect herself against it.

      Or else she’d face a danger more profound than she’d ever faced with Lord Gilford.

      If she wasn’t careful, she might well lose her heart to the Devil of the Highlands.
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      “I heard what ye said last night.”

      Isla’s matter-of-fact tone belied her youth. She glanced up from sketching in her notebook as Leana joined her in the library.

      “Oh, did you now?” Leana replied. “Do you make a practice of eavesdropping?”

      The girl shrugged. “If ye must know, I’m rather good at it. I like to know what’s going on. Adults tend to talk about me as if I should have no say in what happens to me, as if I were a puppet without feelings.”

      Smoothing out her skirts, Leana perched on the seat of a delicately upholstered chair. “I don’t see you that way, Isla.”

      Isla averted her gaze, putting pencil to paper. “Ye’re different. Ye gave the old crone what’s what.”

      Leana fashioned a stern expression. “You shouldn’t refer to an adult that way.”

      Wrinkling her nose, the girl looked up from her sketchbook. “Even if it’s true?”

      “Yes, dear, even if it’s true.”

      Isla giggled. “I wasn’t expecting ye to agree with me.”

      Leana gave a quick shake of her head. “I wouldn’t say I was agreeing. I do understand, better than you know.”

      “Were ye lonely after yer mum died?”

      “Yes. I wasn’t as young as you, but it was so very hard. I do want to understand what you’re feeling.”

      Isla’s mouth thinned, her young face displaying a maturity well beyond her years. “Ye’re not like the others.”

      “The others?”

      “The governesses… They all wanted me to be something I’m not.”

      “And what was that?”

      Isla lifted her gaze and cocked her chin. “They wanted me to be a fine little lass without a brain in my head. The last one said I was incorrigible. I looked it up in the dictionary. I suppose it does fit.”

      “Well, I don’t believe that. Not at all. You possess a strong will, like your father, but that’s not a bad thing. If anything, it is to be celebrated.”

      A smile tugged at the child’s mouth. “Our last governess would not agree with ye. Why, she wanted me to sit in a corner and stare at the wall, simply for questioning what she’d said. She tried to convince me a woman’s brain is not meant for arithmetic. She insisted a lass like me has no need to calculate sums—when I told her nine times nine doesna equal ninety-nine, like she said, she was hoppin’ mad at me. And she didna like my way of speaking. She wanted me to sound like a blasted Englishwoman.”

      “Did you call her that?”

      “Yes. And more.” Isla folded her arms defiantly. “Now ye’re goin’ to tell me I shouldna use such language.”

      “We’ll work on that later. For now, I’m more interested in what you’re telling me.”

      Isla scrunched up her face, as if puzzled. “She wanted to wash my mouth out with soap. Da sent her packin’.”

      “Good for him,” Leana said. “I would have done the same. She’d no right to threaten such a thing.”

      “Ye’re not on her side?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Most of the others were just like her. They didna want to teach me anythin’ I wanted to know.”

      “Well, we’ll be sure to study subjects of interest to you. There’s so much to learn. You’re a clever girl, but I’ll share a secret. I’m clever as well. A young lady shouldn’t hide her intelligence and the special light that makes her unique.”

      “That willna matter. Ye’ll still leave. I know ye will.”

      She met the girl’s gaze. “Tell me the truth—do you want me leave?”

      When the girl shrugged, Leana leaned closer. “Well, Miss Isla MacArron, you are not going to run me off with a bit of sass and mischief. Even frogs in the bed won’t work with me.”

      A pleased-with-herself smile played on the girl’s mouth. “Ye heard about the frog?”

      When Leana nodded, the child’s grin broadened. “It was a plump one, too. Mrs. Humphries nearly jumped through the ceiling. Uncle Rory had to bring a glass of brandy to calm her down.”

      “Did he now?”

      “Did Uncle Rory tell ye about the mouse in Mrs. Whitson’s shoe?”

      “No, he didn’t mention that.”

      “The horrid old woman found the poor wee thing hiding in her shoe and thought I’d put it there.”

      “And did you?”

      Isla shook her head. “Of course not. I wouldna want to see the tiny creature smooshed by her fat foot.”

      Leana bit back a smile. “A very good point, indeed.”

      A look of worry darkened Isla’s eyes. “They all leave. You will too. Even if I don’t want ye to.”

      “I have no intention of going anywhere. I rather like it here,” Leana said.

      “They all hate this house. The ghosts frighten them.”

      “Ghosts?” Leana pulled in a breath. “If that’s why they left, they should’ve been made of sterner stock. I know better than to be afraid of a shadow or a creak in the night.”

      The girl furrowed her brow. “Ye dinna believe me, do ye?”

      “I believe someone was a bit skittish and let their imagination get the better of them.”

      “Ye’ll find out. Ye’ll see I was right. And then, ye’ll leave…like the others.”

      “I promise I will not leave as long as you and your father want me here.” Leana cupped her fingers over the girl’s small hand. “And I’ll tell you this—if there are ghosts in this house, I’ve learned there are much more frightening things to face. A phantom bumping about in the night isn’t going to send me running.”
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        * * *

      

      Freshening herself before the evening meal, Leana splashed cool water on her face, then tucked a few wayward curls back into her upswept hair. She’d enjoyed a productive day with Isla and Bridget, coming to a better understanding of Isla’s inner struggles while formulating plans of instruction the girls would find engaging.

      She sat at the small painted desk in her room and reviewed her curriculum notes from the day. Her initial observations noted Isla’s ability in mathematics. The girl’s facility with computations and problem solving would challenge many tutors with several years’ educational advantage. She was keenly intelligent. More likely than not, her mischievous behavior had been a product of boredom. Bridget was also exceedingly bright, displaying a ready aptitude for learning her letters and numbers. With consistent schooling, both girls would prove accomplished students.

      If only Isla was not preoccupied with the notion that Leana would leave almost as quickly as she’d come—not at Captain MacArron’s request, but fleeing the murderous phantoms the young lass was convinced roamed the halls of the castle. How had she come upon such a notion?

      The clock on the dresser chimed in the dinner hour. Tucking her notebook in the top drawer, she straightened her shirts, washed a spot of ink off her finger, and made her way to the dining room.

      To her surprise, the captain had already taken his seat and engaged his daughters in what seemed an easy, flowing conversation. When he looked at his children, his expression softened just a bit. The creases around his eyes were ever so slightly less pronounced, the set of his jaw more relaxed. The man who’d inspired stories of ferocious battle at sea had shown a surprising gentleness with his girls.

      After Rory settled in, the meal proceeded without incident. Mr. Howell and Mr. McKown had left earlier in the day, allowing for a small group and easing what had seemed an ever-present frown on Mrs. Taylor’s face.

      “Tomorrow, Miss Fraser is going to teach me the waltz,” Isla announced between bites of mutton stew.

      “So, ye’ve decided to become a fine and proper young lady,” Captain MacArron said, a smile flickering over his features. “What happened to your calculations? Have ye lost interest in those so soon?”

      “Of course not,” Isla replied. “But that does not mean I cannot dance as well, does it?”

      “It is important for a young lass to be well-rounded,” Leana added.

      MacArron nodded his agreement as he took another bite. “Isla fancies herself an astronomer in training. She had me set up a telescope.”

      “How fascinating,” Leana said. “You’ll have to show me the constellations one night. I’ll confess I’m not as familiar with them as I should be.”

      “You would never pass muster as a navigator,” Rory said with a grin.

      “But I will. Someday,” Isla said hopefully. “I’ll be on Da’s ship. Won’t I?”

      “Time will tell, lass,” the captain said, evading the question.

      Rory stared down at his plate, his jovial mood seeming to sag. “I take it dancing is important to a fine lass.”

      Leana gave a little shrug. “It may be. I suppose it depends on the lass in question.”

      He took a drink of ale, seeming to reflect on her words. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      Leana met his eyes. “Afraid of?”

      Rory took another drink. “I didna mean anythin’ by it.”

      Captain MacArron flashed a questioning look at his brother, but did not pursue the matter. Their genial banter resumed, and the meal came to an end with pleasantly full stomachs and a sense that finally, Leana had found a contented existence—in the home of a pirate, of all places—if only for the next seven days.
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        * * *

      

      Jamie poured himself two fingers of Scotch and took a seat in a comfortable chair by the hearth. The fire’s warmth washed over him, just as the whisky did. To his right, a small mahogany table bore a lacquered chess board. Idly, he lifted one of the ivory pieces between his fingers—the queen. Always the most valuable piece in the game. And in life.

      Memories flashed through his mind like waking nightmares. Siobhan’s lifeless body on the ground beneath the tower. The horror he’d seen in Isla’s eyes when he’d returned home that cursed night. The wee lass had seen too much, more than her young mind could fully comprehend. The man sprawled over the tower floor, his eyes wide and sightless, one hand pressed to the gaping wound in his chest.

      You will not like the consequences…

      The unwanted visitor’s words played in his mind. Finch had dared to threaten him. Jamie had already paid the price for what he’d done years before. If any bastard dared to come after him or his kin, they’d end up just as the Lachland brothers had.

      Dead at the hand of a MacArron.

      A soft knock upon the door tore him from his thoughts. A small mercy, he thought, toying with the chess piece.

      “Captain MacArron, I would like a few moments of your time,” Miss Fraser called through the panel.

      “Come in,” he said. At the very least, she’d provide a diversion from the memories rearing their ugly heads.

      She closed the door behind her and approached him. He motioned to the Chippendale wingchair on the opposite side of the chess table.

      “Well, Miss Fraser, it seems ye’ve made an impression my daughters,” he said as she swept her skirts aside and settled herself on the seat.

      “I do hope whatever impact I have on your children will be positive. I will not take much of your time, Captain,” she said softly. “We do need to talk. I am concerned about your daughter.”

      “Isla?”

      She nodded, her coral-tinged mouth pulling taut for a moment. “As you’ve no doubt noticed, the girl possesses a keen intellect.”

      “She’s a clever one—that’s one reason she’s sent her governesses scurrying for cover. Most dinna take to bein’ outsmarted by a bairn.”

      “She possesses a particular aptitude for mathematics. For the most part, she’s quite logical, and does not strike me as being prone to flights of fancy. This makes her preoccupation with hauntings all the more concerning to me.”

      “The bluidy ghosts again,” he said, setting the chess piece on the board.

      “Your daughter is convinced spirits haunt this place, and she’s not referring to those who paid old Scrooge a visit. In Isla’s mind, the phantoms in this house are threatening. As you know, she’s convinced one of them killed her mother. Do you have any notion why she’d think such a thing?”

      By hellfire, he’d no desire to discuss such matters, much less with a woman who’d likely be on her way back to Inverness within the week. If she knew the truth, she’d pack her things and be on her way at first light.

      “Isla was verra young when her mother died.” He kneaded the back of his neck, as if he could ease the sudden tension. “She saw the aftermath. I will always regret that I was not here to shield her from the horrible sight.”

      The ache in his neck crept to the back of his skull. Why was the governess looking at him like that—as if she knew he wasn’t telling her all of it? He hadn’t lied to her. Every damned word had been true. She didn’t need to know why Siobhan had fallen. The very thought of her death plunged a hot blade deep in his chest.

      Miss Fraser folded her hands in her lap. “At some point, you are going to have to address Isla’s unhealthy preoccupation with her mother’s death—you must speak with her.”

      “No,” he said, the word coming out blunt and hard. “There’d be no point to it. Let the dead rest.”

      “But Captain MacArron—”

      He met her questioning eyes. “Ye’re not to speak of it in her presence. Is that clear?”

      “Most definitely,” she said, coming to her feet.

      “My daughter is an impressionable girl. I do not intend to give undue attention to childish fantasies.”

      “What Isla is experiencing is not a childish fantasy,” she protested. “Rather, it seems she has explained what she witnessed from a child’s perspective. Whatever happened that night left an indelible mark on your daughter.”

      God above, the woman was persistent, wasn’t she? Damned shame she wasn’t like some of the others who wouldn’t have dared to look him in the eye and imply he was wrong.

      “What happened that night left a mark on all of us.” Rising, he moved to the fireplace and stoked the flames. “Now, is there somethin’ else?”

      Her mouth had thinned to little more than a slash, her fingers interwoven as if to keep them from trembling.

      “Very well,” she said, her skirts swishing beneath her as she came to her feet. “Perhaps in time you will come to realize I am right.”

      He set the poker back in its place. “Ye’ve no need to worry over the girl. Isla is strong. And brave. She’s a MacArron. In time, she’ll grow out of these fears.”

      “She is a child. She needs to know she’s safe.”

      Miss Fraser’s words dug at him, like a thorn beneath his heel.

      “My daughters know they are safe. They trust I would never let any harm come to them.”

      “I pray you are right,” Leana said as she went to the door. “Good night, Captain MacArron.”

      The door thudded shut behind her slender back.

      Reclining in the chair, he stared at the chessboard.

      He’d meant every word he’d said. The governess’s doubts were meaningless.

      It was too late to protect Siobhan.

      But he’d keep his kin safe.

      God help anyone who crossed him.
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      “It’s been a while since I’ve put my fingers to the keys, but I will give it my best.”

      Seated at the gleaming mahogany grand piano in the drawing room, Mrs. Taylor played a scale, then another in a higher key. Before Leana had removed the heavy white cloth covering it and ushered the cook in to serve as pianist for her dancing lesson with Isla, the instrument looked as if it hadn’t been touched in years.

      As the matron pressed her fingers to the ivory keys, Leana smiled to herself. Who would’ve guessed the stern-faced cook possessed a love for music and was happy to put her talents to work for Isla’s benefit?

      “My father was the vicar in our village, and I’d often play the piano in the chapel before Da gave his sermon. My mum taught me the notes and chords.” Hammering out the notes of her warm up, Mrs. Taylor struck a sharp which didn’t quite belong. A strangely discordant flat followed, and the rhythm was not quite what it should’ve been. As Isla scrunched her face, the cook cringed, then threw up her hands in defeat.

      Leana comforted her with a gentle touch. “Please, don’t stop.”

      “Perhaps you should play the instrument. I’m badly out of practice,” Mrs. Taylor said. “It’s been such a very long time.”

      “You will be fine,” Leana encouraged. “I cannot play and teach Isla the steps at the same time. This means so much to her.”

      The cook glanced down at her uncooperative fingers and sighed. “I shall try. For the girl’s sake.”

      “Thank you,” Leana said.

      Mrs. Taylor began again. As her fingers warmed and memory took over, the music began to flow. They didn’t need perfection. They only needed the melody and, most of all, the rhythm.

      “Shall we begin?” Leana said, turning to Isla.

      Isla grinned, and step by step, Leana guided her in the motions of the dance. She’d never actually led before, but she managed to assume the gentleman’s role without too much difficulty.

      Seated on the edge of a plump, overstuffed chair bearing a brightly flowered upholstery cover, Bridget giggled with delight at the sight.

      “Come here, little one,” Isla said, coaxing her sister to join her. As Mrs. Taylor played the melody, the girl took her young sibling’s hands and twirled her about, as if they were dancing in a grand ballroom.

      “I am a princess,” Bridget said with joy.

      “I’ve no wish to be a princess,” Isla said. “Only me. Someday, I shall dance at a ball celebrating a grand discovery I’ve made.”

      “Oh, will ye now?” Rory chimed in, crossing into the room, a cheerful smile on his face.

      “Of course,” Isla said. “I may discover a star at the edge of the galaxy. Or perhaps a new comet.”

      Rory gave a nod. “I dinna doubt it, lass. Ye’re quite the clever one. Just like yer mum.”

      Isla beamed. Placing her hands on her hips, she proudly tilted her chin. “Did ye see me…did ye see me dancing?”

      “Aye. Ye’ll be the belle of the ball when ye’re grown into a lovely lass.” Rory raked his long fingers through his dark hair. “Miss Fraser, I was wonderin’ if ye might be of assistance to me.”

      Leana turned to him as Mrs. Taylor hit another sour note. “How may I be of service?”

      “He wants to go courtin’,” Mrs. Taylor said with a laugh. “I can see it on his face.”

      “Courtin’?” Isla’s brow furrowed. “Miss Fraser doesna want the likes of ye, Rory.”

      Rory threw Mrs. Taylor a glance, then met Leana’s questioning gaze. “She’s right. And the lass in question wishes to be treated like a lady.”

      I take it dancing is important to a fine lass.

      His words at supper the night before came to mind. She bit back a knowing smile. “Ah, this lass wishes to dance at a ball.”

      “That would seem to be the case,” he said. “Sadly, the man ye see before ye knows little more than how to put one foot in front of the other.”

      With his granite-cut jaw, silky sable hair, and those dark, appealing eyes, Rory MacArron would likely charm the young woman in question even without benefit of the waltz. But if he saw the dance as the key to the lass’s heart, who was Leana to question his assessment?

      “It would be my pleasure to teach you. I’m not so very talented at the art of the dance, but I manage not to tread on too many toes.”

      A grin pulled at his mouth. “I was hopin’ ye’d say that, Miss Fraser.”

      In a show of surprising enthusiasm, Mrs. Taylor pounded out the notes of every waltz in her limited repertoire as Leana guided Rory in the steps of the dance. Moving in time to the music, he proved an adept pupil. Though mechanical in his motions at first—one-two-three, one-two-three—before long, he’d eased into the rhythm with an innate grace.

      His large, warm hand rested at her waist, and he smiled down at her, evidently pleased with his progress.

      “I don’t know who you’ve got your eye on, but I suspect she will be utterly charmed,” Leana said.

      “Ah, she’s got her pick of suitors. I’ve little to offer a lass like her.”

      “I’m afraid I have to disagree. She’d be fortunate to have a man like you come calling,” Leana said. “But the heart is a fickle thing, indeed. If you do not win her over, she’s not the one for you.”

      “Sage advice,” Captain MacArron said from the doorway. As he strolled into the room, Leana’s heart picked up a beat, then another. How long had he been standing there, observing in his keen-eyed way?

      Rory didn’t miss a step, even as he threw his brother a scowl. “Bah, ye dinna think much of my chances.”

      “All young men are fools,” the captain said. “That’s all I’ll say on the matter.”

      “Ye’ve grown sour in yer old age,” Rory shot back.

      A dark brow shot up, and MacArron laughed. “I’m old enough to know better than to go chasing skirts—” His glance slanted to his daughters seated on the chaise, and his other brow lifted, as though he’d realized their presence a heartbeat too late.

      Isla appeared to bite back a giggle. No doubt she’d heard far worse with her father’s rough-hewn brother and crew in the place.

      Rory’s mouth turned down. Had his brother’s dour attitude dampened his spirits?

      Leana met the younger man’s eyes. “Well, for what it’s worth, I believe any gentleman or gentlewoman benefits from an essential knowledge of music and the dance, regardless of one’s motives for acquiring the skills.”

      Captain MacArron folded his arms and rocked back on his heels. “Aye, I hadna thought of it that way. If we’re ever trying to fend off an attack at sea, my first mate can now deftly maneuver away from a saber. One-two-three. One-two-three. Eh, Rory?”

      “Bug—” Rory glanced at the girls who hung on his every word and cut off his retort.

      “Really, Captain,” Leana paused to flash a restrained smile. “If I did not know better, I’d think you were a bit intimidated to see that your brother and daughter have acquired a skill you do not possess.”

      In response, he rubbed his jaw, as if in contemplation. Mrs. Taylor stopped playing in mid-note, sending Leana a concerned frown.

      Something dangerous and yet far-too-intriguing flashed in his eyes. “Intimidated, eh?”

      Oh, dear. I’ve made a muddle of things, haven’t I? Again.

      If only I could keep my lips sealed.

      Her first instinct was to tiptoe away and begin to pack her things before he could toss her out on her bum. She resisted the impulse, but her second instinct wasn’t much braver. Perhaps she could wriggle her way out of the verbal muck hole she’d both dug and stepped in up to her knees.

      And then, she caught the look of challenge in those compelling eyes and on his seductive mouth. No, she thought. I will not retreat. That isn’t what he wants. Far from it.

      She squared her shoulders. “Intimidated might not be the precise word. Perhaps disconcerted would be a better fit. After all, it’s not every day a powerful man learns that in at least one area, he is not the most accomplished member of his household…or his crew.”

      His other brow lifted. “Ye assume I dinna know the waltz. Why is that, Miss Fraser?”

      Oh, my. She hadn’t expected this reply. Had she made the mistake of underestimating him?

      Hiking her chin ever so slightly, she met the challenge glittering in his gaze. “One could infer from your remarks—”

      Slowly, he shook his head. “Ye’ve reached an incorrect conclusion.” The captain approached her, motioning to his brother to step away. “Mrs. Taylor, if ye will be so kind.”

      “T’would be my pleasure, Captain,” the cook said pleasantly, then tapped the keys in the opening strains of one of Chopin’s most beautiful compositions.

      “May I have this dance, Miss Fraser?” MacArron reached for her hand. His other hand settled gently at her waist. Through the fabric of her dress, his heat seared her with an unexpected awareness. Rory’s touch had left her entirely unmoved. But the captain’s brought her senses to life. How maddening!

      “Of course,” Leana said, even though he’d made the decision for her the moment he took her hand in his.

      Guiding her across the polished wood planks of the improvised ballroom, he held her gently—and quite properly—as the tinny strains of the music played in her ears. In a show of instinctive rhythm and masculine grace, he led Leana in the dance. The touch of his lean, hard body stirred a pounding of her pulse in her ears, threatening to drown out the notes Mrs. Taylor struck on the piano.

      His mouth had curved into a slight smile, its warmth genuine, as the gleam continued to dance in his eyes. Did he have any idea how his nearness affected her? Could he possibly know how the restrained strength in his gentle hold stirred a wanting in her, a longing she should not—absolutely, definitely, positively could not—afford to feel?

      He dipped his head, his voice little more than a whisper. “Dinna make assumptions about me, Miss Fraser. Ye dinna know me—nor what I am capable of.”

      He’d spoken matter-of-factly, without the slightest hint of malice. Yet something in his tone struck a clear warning in Leana’s heart.

      He released her then, taking a step back as Mrs. Taylor clanged another misplaced sharp.

      Well, she would not let him get the better of her. She managed a pleasantly bland tone. “Most impressive, Captain MacArron.”

      “I’ve no desire to impress ye, Miss Fraser. Merely to set the record straight.” He strode to the doorway, glancing over his shoulder as he crossed the portal. “A man should not have to change himself to impress a woman—any woman. I learned that lesson long ago, Rory. I’d suggest ye keep it in mind.”
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        * * *

      

      So the slip of a woman thought she’d get the better of him, did she? Mulling the thought, Jamie left the house and went seeking the peace to be found at the water’s edge. For reasons he couldn’t begin to explain, even to himself, the governess’s refusal to meekly hold her tongue and avoid confronting him at all costs was a refreshing change from the whey-faced lasses who took one glance at him, decided the Devil of the Highlands was an apt moniker, and refused to even look him in the eye.

      God knew one could never say as much about Miss Leana Fraser. Why, the lass would walk the blasted plank before she’d censor herself. Given she had fewer than ten days to prove herself a suitable governess, he’d expected her to treat his word as law without daring to question what came out of his mouth. If deferential behavior was indeed one of his criteria for keeping Leana on as a member of the household staff, she would’ve been in a carriage headed back to the agency the first night after her arrival.

      The lass challenged him at every turn. Why the hell did he tolerate her insolence?

      Was it because her eyes sparkled with intelligence and wit and a genuine kindness? Or was it the true delight she took in his daughters’ blossoming after only a few days in her care?

      Gazing at the waves crashing against the shore, he drank in the sights and smells of the coastline. Since he’d been a lad, the sea had been like a second home, the place where he felt the most invigorated, the most alive. How he’d loved sailing in those early days.

      Until the sea had become a place of battle, a place to pillage and plunder and wield the advantages of clever strategy, to win at all costs, with ships designed to outpace the enemy at every turn.

      Against his will, Miss Fraser’s smiling face flitted into his thoughts. Banishing the image from his mind’s eye proved as challenging as sending away the living, breathing woman from his home. When the time came—and it would come, and not soon enough—his daughters would not welcome the turn of events.

      He scowled to himself. Damnation, he’d set himself up as a villain in this piece, hadn’t he? Isla and Bridget would not be happy when he ultimately sent Miss Fraser on her way. Christ, what a bluidy understatement. If he had any sense, he’d get the task over and done with. Every passing day made it harder to dismiss her. But fool that he was, he would honor his agreement.

      Then, she’d have to go.

      He had to find a governess who would pose no temptation to the crew. Or to him. He could not go out to sea with his daughters in tow unless he had a capable woman on board to watch over them—a competent teacher who would not present a distraction, not a beauty who’d have his crew falling over themselves trying to win her favor.

      He’d fully expected Miss Fraser to fail miserably. It had been a reasonable assumption, hadn’t it? Only one of the other governesses had managed to break through Isla’s defiance. Miss Thompson—if that was her blasted name—had been summoned to Edinburgh to care for an ailing relative. After he sent Miss Fraser back to wherever the hell it was she’d come from, he’d dispatch his solicitor to inquire about Miss Thompson’s interest in a return to Castle MacArron.

      He pictured the waif-thin woman in his mind. Miss Thompson had been competent, and she’d never gone against his word. And by thunder, she did not tempt him beyond his limits.

      He was drawn to Miss Fraser, more than he had any right to be. For her good as well as his own, he needed to see her on her way.

      There was no future here for her.

      No future with his children.

      No future with him.

      By hellfire, he shouldn’t have danced with her. The moment he took Leana’s hand and led her in a blasted waltz, he’d cast his good sense to the wind.

      What the bluidy hell had he been trying to prove?

      If he hadn’t known better, he’d think he was jealous of his own brother. In truth, he couldn’t be sure his impulsive actions were not spurred by jealousy. Had he needed to demonstrate to the governess that he was more than a pirate? More than the Devil of the Highlands?

      His fingers went to his cheek, tracing the length of the scar. He’d never been a vain man. But the razor-sharp blade had left its mark. Not only on his face. But on his soul.

      After he’d returned from that mission, his wife had never looked upon him the same. She’d shown no sign of revulsion. No hint of contempt. But rather in her gaze, he’d seen her uncertainty, as though he’d gone into battle and returned a different man from the one she’d known, the man she’d loved. Siobhan had grown cold. Distant. In her eyes, he was no longer a man to be looked upon with tenderness.

      He’d been marked by rage, a man who would always bear a symbol of violence. Of hatred.

      He was a man most feared on sight.

      Even Siobhan had seemed to harbor a deep-seated fear. Though he’d never raised a hand to her, had never spoken to her in anger, she seemed to sense the danger shadowing him.

      In the end, she’d been right.

      She’d died because of what he’d done.

      Lovely Siobhan had paid the price for the violence he’d wrought to make his fortune. Even though he’d walked away from the pirate’s life—left the Highland Raiders behind and took up a life as a respectable merchant—there’d been no escaping it.

      As the sea battered the rocks below him, a merciless gust struck a chill through his body. If he had a brain left in his thick skull, he’d return to the comfort of his home rather than stand here while the wind’s icy fingers reached to the bone.

      His brother’s voice carried to his ears. Leaving the cliff’s edge, he pulled his coat tighter around him.

      “I’ve been lookin’ everywhere for ye,” Rory called. “The wind is bitter enough to freeze yer bits.”

      “Can a man find any peace on his own land?’ Jamie asked.

      “A messenger arrived. He’s come and gone, but he left this for ye. He said it’s a matter of consequence.”

      Jamie took the envelope from his brother’s hand. A single initial embossed the wax seal. L. Tearing open the envelope, he took in the neatly penned message.

      “What is it, Jamie? Ye seem as if ye’ve looked into the eyes of the devil himself.”

      He reread the missive, convincing himself his eyes had not played a fiendish trick.

      “Take it,” he said, extending the letter.

      Rory stared down at it, his eyes narrowing in anger and shock. “The bloke wants to spur ye into doin’ his biddin’. This canna mean—”

      Anger surged in Jamie’s veins. Bluidy good thing Finch was not around at that moment. He might well have killed the no-good cur.

      Who will be the next to pay for your crime? The time for penance is now—before all is lost.
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      If ghosts did truly haunt the halls of Castle MacArron, they likely roamed aimlessly, lost amongst the sprawling labyrinth of chambers and corridors of the centuries-old stronghold. Days after she’d arrived, Leana was still learning the layout of the place. Fortunately, most of the family’s activities were confined to several rooms which were meticulously maintained to Mrs. Davidson’s exacting standards.

      Leana peered up at the portrait of James MacArron’s pirate ancestor, the dashing privateer who’d used the strategies and daring he’d honed as a pirate to earn a knighthood for his service to the crown. Tall and lean, possessing a chiseled jaw and a firm, sensuous mouth, Captain Seamus MacDougall had posed for his portrait with a sgian dubh tucked into his hose and a cutlass in his hand. A look of arrogance played on his lips, a boldness in his posture, both traits captured to perfection by the artist. MacDougall’s hair had been a shade or two lighter than his great-grandson’s, a fine golden hue, and his intriguing eyes were more blue than green. Still, the resemblance between the men was undeniable.

      Her mind wandered to thoughts of James MacArron. She’d been foolish to challenge the man. What in heaven had she been thinking, insinuating he’d been bested by his younger brother—and with her help, no less?

      He’d certainly shown her what’s what when he asked her to dance. Moving across the floor with one warm, strong hand at her waist and the other gently clasping hers, she’d lost herself in his arms. At least for a moment. Perhaps two. What would it be like to dance with the man while an orchestra played, to feel at home in his arms as he held her, night after night? Morning after passionate morning?

      Ye dinna know me—nor what I am capable of.

      He’d murmured the words against her ear, his warm breath a wisp against her lobe. Had he issued a warning? Or a challenge?

      Ah, what a delicious challenge that would be.

      A little sigh escaped her. Pity she could not soothe her heart’s longing. She’d know better next time. She’d protect herself and steel her heart. There was no place in her life for a dalliance with a man—any man, much less the handsome pirate who expected proper dignity and decorum from the woman he’d entrusted with his bairns.

      Pulling in a breath to shore up her courage, she continued along the shadowed corridor. Portraits of Scots who’d lived centuries before she’d taken her first breath gazed down at her. Coming to a room she’d yet to explore, she tested the door. The hinges squealed as the stout panel swung open. What would she find in the dimly lit space? Would cobwebs drape the corners of the ceiling and a phantom or two peek out from their hiding places? She smiled to herself. My, she was becoming fanciful. It wasn’t like her to let a child’s imaginative fears get to her.

      She stepped inside. A light creak beneath her feet seemed to announce her entry. Like many rooms in the castle, this chamber—she believed it was a sitting room—languished unused and unattended, likely for decades. As her eyes adjusted to the faint illumination, she took in the white-draped furnishings, tapestries on the walls, and heavy curtains covering the windows, allowing in only slivers of light.

      A massive portrait hung over the fireplace. She opened the drapes, and sunlight flooded the room, bathing the image in a golden glow—a woman whose pale blue Empire-style gown displayed her beauty to perfection. A pendant set with sapphires as deep blue as her large, expressive eyes adorned her throat.

      My heavens, she’d seen those eyes before. Studying the portrait, it seemed she’d been given a glimpse of Isla some twenty years in the future.

      “Ye’re looking at my great-grandmother.” MacArron’s husky voice caught her by surprise. “Elizabeth Adams MacDougall.”

      He was standing inches behind her, close enough to touch. Close enough to draw in the woodsy notes of his shaving soap. How had he entered without her even detecting his footfalls? My, the man moved with the stealth of a panther.

      She turned to meet his gaze. To her relief, she saw no sign of anger that she’d entered this room. Rather, questions played in his eyes.

      “I suspected the relationship,” Leana said. “She was lovely. Isla is her very image.”

      “I never knew her. She left this world long before I took my first breath.” An emotion she couldn’t read colored his voice.

      A fresh wave of awareness washed over her. His nearness set her senses on full alert. She had to focus on something other than the way he’d caught her snooping about his house—and the fact they were alone.

      “Why is this room unused?” she asked, hating the slight, nervous quiver in her voice.

      “This was my great-grandmother’s private study. She was a brilliant woman, well-read in the classics, fluent in four languages. She was also a poet. I’m told she would retire here for the solitude she needed to compose her sonnets. After her death, my great-grandfather could not bear to think of it empty, without her bright spirit to warm it. So he had it closed off. Mrs. Davidson still insists on dusting the place from time to time, but no one has used this room in years.”

      “How very sad,” she said. “She must have been very young…when she died.”

      “She was not quite thirty.” Turning to her, he quirked a brow. “Surely Mrs. Davidson told you about her—about the family curse. She never misses an opportunity to regale any newcomer with the tale.”

      Leana swallowed. She didn’t wish to cause trouble for the housekeeper. “Mrs. Davidson was merely making conversation.”

      “All the women who marry into my bloodline meet a tragic fate.” MacArron met her eyes, seeming to challenge her. “I’d bet my last shilling she dinna fail to mention that.”

      “I cannot say I paid much heed to her words. After all, I am a governess, not a MacArron bride.”

      “Ye’ve got nothin’ to worry about then, do ye, Miss Fraser?” His mouth curved at the corners, not quite a smile. “Unless of course, ye dinna mind temptin’ fate.”

      A breath hovered in her throat as her stomach did a little somersault. Slowly, she released the low breath, even as she held his teasing gaze.

      “I’ve no intention of tempting anything, much less fate.” She tilted up her chin. “And certainly not a man like you.”

      “Ye think not?”

      “I’ve no intention of endangering my place here by tempting anyone, much less a pirate.”

      “Intentions.” He repeated the word, placing emphasis on each syllable, seeming to question her. “What makes ye think yer intentions play a part in whether or not a man is tempted?”

      She gulped a breath. “As a modern woman, I am well aware a man’s baser instincts may be aroused without any deliberate action on my part, but I’ve no intention—”

      “There’s that word again. Here’s what I think of yer intentions.”

      He smiled a scoundrel’s smile as his hand caught hers in a soft hold. Interlacing his fingers with hers, he curved one strong arm around her waist, drawing her closer. His gaze locked with hers. Fierce. Demanding. Questioning.

      “If I kissed ye now, would ye think me a scoundrel takin’ only what he wants? Or would ye see it as a surrender—to a hell of a temptation?”

      Her heart thrummed as her breath caught deep in her throat. His broad, hard chest pressed to her breasts, so near she could feel his heart beating in a rhythm with hers.

      “Both,” she whispered against his lips.

      “Would ye hate me for takin’ what I want, lass?” Pulling her closer, his hand splayed over the small of her back, holding her to his body.

      This is wrong. Her mind raced desperately. This can only lead to disaster.

      “Answer me, Leana. Would ye hate me if I kissed ye?”

      “No.” The word escaped her lips, the tiniest of whispers. “It would only be a kiss. Not a seduction.”

      “Not a seduction, eh?” His low, masculine rasp washed over her.

      Protect yourself, Leana. Protect your heart.

      She eased herself free of his hold. “If you kissed me—and the key word is if—you would not entice me into your bed.”

      “Ye’re sure of that, are ye?”

      “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.” Leana nibbled her lip. My, she wasn’t very convincing, was she? An arrogant half-smile pulled at the corners of his full, sensuous mouth, betraying the truth—he’d seen right through her.

      “That sounds like a challenge, Miss Leana Fraser.”

      “You may take it any way you wish,” she said, mustering resolve. “A kiss is merely a kiss. Nothing more.”

      “And if it is my intention to prove ye wrong, lass?”

      “You will not succeed, Captain.”

      “You’re verra sure of yerself.”

      “I am.” Even as she spoke the words, she prayed she was right. Heaven only knew the sin in his eyes was a powerful lure. She shouldn’t want him. Didn’t she know better than to play with this particular fire? But she couldn’t quite help herself. “After all, it isn’t as if I’ve never been kissed before. And I certainly did not tumble into bed with the others.”

      “Ah, Leana—they never kissed ye like I will.”
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        * * *

      

      The woman has been put on this earth to drive me bluidy mad.

      Jamie held himself very still, studying the woman who seemed destined to drive him to Bedlam. What was it about Leana that sent his good intentions crashing through the window?

      She was a governess, not a woman seeking a man’s protection and his coin by warming his bed. Leana looked at him with uncertainty in her gaze. And a trust he hadn’t glimpsed in a woman’s eyes for a very long time. Damnation, she had no right to trust him, of all people. If she knew what was best for her, she’d turn on her heel and march right out of the room, slam the door behind her for good measure, and find another bairn or two to watch over—children with a mother who still lived and breathed and a father who didn’t hunger to taste her lips more with each passing moment.

      In a sense, it would be easier for him if she were a schemer, out to use his desire for her own benefit. He could resist temptation if she were a conniver. He’d no desire for a mistress, or for any woman who might turn his body’s whims against him. Damned shame his cock had less to do with his hunger for her than the region in his heart he’d have sworn was scarred beyond repair.

      No, she was not out to seduce him. To the contrary, she’d pulled her bottom lip between her teeth as she kept her gaze locked with his. Worrying the soft, rosy flesh with her teeth, she seemed to puzzle through what had just happened and whether she might allow herself to sample his kiss. And more.

      At the thought, his cock went even harder. Damnation, the prospect of a mere kiss should not set his rod to bucking against his drawers. It wasn’t as if he were a green lad, out to bed his first woman. Truth be told, he could have his pick of many a willing lass—a woman who knew what the hell she was doing between the sheets, a woman he could bring to ecstasy without risk of entangling himself in a snare of longing. But at the moment, he hungered for something infinitely more dangerous.

      Something he’d be a fool to think he deserved.

      A lass like Leana wouldn’t give herself to a man without throwing her heart into the mix. In the end, he’d shatter the fragile trust she didn’t try to hide.

      And he’d hate himself for it.

      Still, he wanted to touch her.

      Not wanted—needed.

      Reaching out to her, he swept his fingertips over the velvet smooth skin of her cheek. Her breath quickened, and her delectable, tempt-the-devil lips parted. Ah, the things he would do to her if she were his—he’d bring her pleasure in ways a well-bred lass might never even think to dream of.

      But she was not his.

      And she never would be.

      Walk away. The shreds of his conscience raged at him. Hadn’t he brought enough pain in his life? But by hellfire, how could he think to resist her when he could scarcely tear his gaze away from her mouth?

      Her gaze held his, expectant. Still so damned trusting. He wanted to grab her by the shoulders and give her a little shake. Didn’t she know better than to trust a man like him, a blasted pirate?

      He dropped his hand to his side. Damn it, he had to leave her be.

      A woman like Leana deserved more than a tumble between the sheets. The lass deserved a man who’d cherish her smile and the challenge in her eyes.

      She deserved tenderness.

      She deserved seduction.

      She sure as hell deserves a better man than me.

      Letting out a low, slow breath, he summoned his resolve and went to the door.

      “Good night, Leana.”

      “Don’t go.”

      Her whispered reply reached his ears. Her voice was soft as velvet, its touch of huskiness much too appealing. If she’d fired a weapon, he might’ve been less surprised.

      He turned to her. A tempting little smile curved her mouth.

      Blasted confounding woman. He’d walked away. He’d taken the high road. What more did she want of him?

      She planted her hands on her hips and tipped up her chin. Did she have any idea how bluidy tempting she was?

      “This is most unfair,” she said in that delicious voice of hers.

      “Unfair? Lass, ye know not of what ye speak. One of us has to walk away.”

      She eyed him up and down, challenge in her eyes. “And there I thought you were the scourge of the seas—a man out to demonstrate his seductive charm. Am I to be deprived of the opportunity to prove my own fortitude? I’d rather looked forward to teaching you a lesson about the will of a strong-minded lass.”

      God above, she was playing a risky game. Was she truly intent on tearing down his last thread of restraint?

      “The will of a strong-minded lass?” He plowed his fingers through his hair. “Precisely what have ye been reading to put such thoughts in yer head?”

      “My thoughts are my own, I assure you.” Her dark eyes flashed, teasing him nearly to his limits. “I am confident in my own will. I will not be easily seduced by words. Or a fleeting kiss from a man who isn’t even inclined to bestow it.”

      “Ye’re verra sure of yerself, lass.”

      “The evidence speaks for itself.”

      Striding toward her, he quickly closed the separation between them. “Ye believe I dinna want to kiss ye?”

      Her throat appeared to tighten, as if she’d gulped a little breath. So, she wasn’t quite as brave as she pretended to be.

      “It’s quite simple, really. You’ve implied your kiss is remarkably seductive—nearly irresistible to a woman, even a lass as iron-willed as me.”

      “If this is a game, Leana, ye’re not going to win.”

      “You’re verra sure of yourself,” she said, tossing his earlier taunt back at him.

      “With good reason. I may be a scoundrel, but I’m not a fool.”

      “A scoundrel?” She quirked a delicate brow. “I think not. I’m starting to believe you’re a gentleman in pirate’s clothing. Why, you haven’t even pressed your lips chastely to my cheek, let alone graced me with one of your surely-I’ll-swoon-into-your-bed kisses.”

      He raked his hand through his hair again, silently beseeching God for strength. Swoon-into-your-bed kisses. Bluidy hell, how did such notions occur to her? This slender lass with the renegade waves of coppery brown hair was going to lead him to the edge of madness.

      He fixed her with his steeliest gaze. Maybe he did need to kiss some sense into her and teach her a lesson about toying with a Scot who was already at the end of his rope.

      “So, am I to understand I have not kept my end of the challenge?” he questioned, his voice a low rasp.

      Her shoulders lifted and fell. What seemed a fresh wave of daring lit her eyes. Was it his imagination, or had she squared her shoulders a bit more, as if to steady herself?

      “That would seem to be the case,” she murmured, her tone a cross between anticipation and uncertainty.

      One kiss. Where would the harm be in one bluidy kiss?

      Curving his fingers around her wrist, he gently drew her near. If the lass desired a kiss, he’d damn well kiss her so thoroughly she’d forget she’d ever been kissed before. With his free hand, he threaded silky strands of her hair around his fingers, brushing the long, dark waves over her shoulder. Releasing her arm, he raised his hands to her face, framing her beautiful features. For a long moment, he waited. He’d give her this chance to stop him, this chance to maintain their sanity before it was too late.

      She drew in a calm breath, and lifted her hand to his face. Tracing the curve of his jaw, she smiled as her fingertips danced over the bristles of new beard.

      “It’s only a kiss,” she whispered, and damned if the words weren’t as seductive an enticement as any he’d ever heard.

      He couldn’t help but smile. Ah, the lass was in for a lesson she’d not soon forget.

      Dipping his head, he brushed his lips over hers, tasting their sweetness as if she were a rare delicacy. He let out a low groan, willing himself to rein in his most carnal impulses.

      “Verra well, lass,” he murmured against her lips. “If I am to kiss ye, I’d damned well better get it right.”

      And then, he kissed her.
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      Leana had expected a kiss, a fleeting touch of Jamie’s lips against hers. Nothing more. But she had not anticipated the tempting taste of his mouth, a caress so delectably intimate, it seemed a seduction.

      His arms curved around her. He might easily have overpowered her, but he was gentle, his hands skimming over her back, holding her with a knee-weakening tenderness.

      His lips claimed hers. Softly, at first. His tongue traced the seam of her lips, coaxing her to open for him, taking and giving, stirring her senses to a blazing awareness of his maleness. Of his passion. Of him.

      As he pulled her to his tall, lean body, her fingers curled around his biceps, delighting in his strength, in the sleek muscles tensing beneath the soft linen of his shirt, the restrained masculine power in his every movement.

      Deepening the caress, his hands glided over her hips, cupping her bottom to draw her closer. The subtle spice of his shaving soap and his natural, clean essence filled her senses. Canting her hips, she cradled his arousal to her body.

      “Sweet Leana. Mo cridhe,” he murmured against her mouth. “I’ve no right to want ye.”

      His hands fell away, and he put an arm’s length of distance between them. Heat burned in his eyes, and he looked as if he’d take her in his arms again.

      But he took another step back, putting more distance between them.

      She swallowed hard against a sudden rush of emotion. He’d kindled a deep-seated hunger, and now she didn’t quite know what to say. The truth came to her, and it tumbled from her lips.

      “You didn’t have to…let me go,” she whispered.

      “Aye, my sweet lass. I did.” He reached out, his touch a soft caress against her cheek. “Ye’re not quite an innocent, but ye dinna know all the ways desire can lead ye down a path from which there is no return.”

      “And if I say I do not want this moment to end…will you still leave?”

      He gave a solemn nod. “I will treat ye like a lady, as ye deserve.”

      His words warmed her heart. A little smile tugged at her mouth. “And here I thought you were a pirate—a scoundrel.”

      “A pirate has his code. If ye were mine, I’d carry ye off to my bed and teach ye how a man like me loves his woman. But ye’re not mine to take, lass. And ye will never be.”

      He claimed her mouth in a velvet caress, soft and quick and delicious. Releasing her, he opened the door, throwing a look over his shoulder as he left her.

      “Ah, Leana, ye are a temptation. Sleep well, my beautiful lass.”
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        * * *

      

      Leana awoke with the dawn. Alone in her room, she stared up at the ceiling. Truly, she should be thankful for Jamie’s restraint. She’d been mad for him the night before. She’d wanted to be in his arms. And in his bed.

      The taste of his kiss lingered in her memory, and she savored it. What had come over her? The very touch of his lips to hers had stirred yearning unlike any she’d ever felt. She’d experienced desire before. Though she’d never lain with a man, she was not completely unschooled in the ways of love, in the pleasure of a man’s touch and his kiss. But she’d never known such a depth of need until Jamie took her in his arms and branded her with his kiss, stirring a hunger far more powerful than mere physical longing. In those moments, she’d wanted to know what was in his heart. She wanted to learn what pleased him, and what had led him to this remote place, far from the life he’d once led.

      She’d longed to know what was in his heart.

      She’d wanted to know him.

      Her heart stuttered at the thought. Oh, this was beyond foolish. She couldn’t possibly be falling for him. Surely she’d been overcome with physical desire—that, she could understand. Who wouldn’t long for a pirate, lean and long and so very dashing, whose forest green eyes seemed to see through to her very soul?

      A sigh escaped her. Much as she wanted to deny the truth, she couldn’t.

      She willed herself to be strong. Kissing Jamie had been a mistake. She’d grown far too bold, challenging him when he would have walked away and left her untouched. Unmoved. Didn’t she know better than to risk her heart?

      Tossing aside the covers, she left the bed and went to the window. The morning sun over the cliffs was a glorious sight. This was a new day, and with it, a new chance to set her course back on track. From this moment forward, she’d act the part of a proper governess in all respects, keeping a proper distance from the man, speaking to him with the expected deference, and proving her worth as a guiding hand to his daughters.

      The knot in the pit of her belly eased a bit, and she drank in the beauty of the Highland dawn. After all, she and the captain had done no lasting harm the night before. Their flirtation had blazed hotter than either had intended. But nothing more had come of it. To a man like him, the interlude was likely a mere amusement, a diversion to be put aside without a thought the next morning.

      If only she could do the same. Somehow, she doubted she’d ever forget that night.

      Hours later, after Mrs. Taylor had served both the morning and noonday meals, Rory marched up to Leana as she sat in the library with the girls during their literature study. After waiting patiently for Isla to finish reading aloud a passage from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, he flashed a smile, brushed a wayward lock of sable hair off his forehead, and greeted the three of them with a question.

      “What do ye think?” he asked expectantly.

      Isla responded before Leana had a chance. “I think ye came in here interrupting me at the best part of the story. I’m ready to hear what happens to Alice with the Red Queen, and here ye come.”

      “Bah, no one gives a rat’s—” Rory caught Leana’s shake of the head and cut himself off in mid-sentence. “What I meant was, ye can get back to yer story in a few minutes. But I need Miss Fraser’s advice.”

      Leana’s forehead furrowed. “How may I be of assistance?”

      “I’m goin’ courtin’ tonight. The young lady who’s caught my eye.” Rory shot his niece a preemptive glare. “And dinna go sayin’ I’m a fool, Isla. In a few years, ye’ll want a handsome man comin’ to woo ye.”

      Isla’s glare rivaled anything Leana had seen her father muster. “The young lady ye’re goin’ to court also wants a handsome man to woo her. Pity all she’s got is you.”

      “Isla, that is most impolite,” Leana said while holding back a chuckle. With her quick wit, the girl would certainly give some fellow a challenge in the future.

      Her shoulders lifting in a little shrug, Isla fashioned a bland-as-porridge look. “I thought I was supposed to tell the truth.”

      Well aware she was losing this skirmish, Leana shifted the subject back to Rory’s request. “How may I help?”

      “What do you think—am I presentable for a lass who’s lookin’ to be treated like a lady?”

      Leana’s gaze skimmed over him. Dressed in dark trousers, a pressed white shirt woven with tiny gray stripes, and a deep blue waistcoat cut to emphasize his broad shoulders, Rory might well set a young woman’s heart to pounding a bit faster.

      “Any lass would be fortunate to have a fine young man such as yourself come to court,” Leana said. “I presume you will wear a jacket over your waistcoat.”

      He nodded. “It’s too blasted hot now in this house.”

      “Ye willna make the lass’s stomach curdle,” Isla observed dryly. “I guess that is something to be happy about.”

      “Ye are yer father’s daughter,” Rory said as the girl shot him another scowl, proving his point.

      “Da says I look like my mother. We have the same eyes and the same smile.”

      “Aye, I can see that,” Rory said, leaning back against the desk. “Yer mum’s eyes were blue as the sea, like yers. But the frown on yer face all the time came straight from yer da. He canna even attempt to deny it.”

      Isla folded her hand in mock primness. “If I were not a lady, I would say something rather inappropriate right now.”

      “Is that so?” Rory slanted Leana a glance. “Well, Miss Fraser, it would appear ye’re a miracle worker. It wasn’t long ago this brat would’ve told me straight where to go. She had a mouth like one of her da’s crew.”

      “Aye, she did,” Jamie said as he strolled into the room, his attention on his eldest daughter. “Just my luck, siring a child so much like me.”

      Isla laughed and ran to him. “Mrs. Taylor played the piano again while I practiced my dancing. Soon, Miss Fraser is going to start my music lessons.”

      As if on cue, Bridget pounded a few notes on the piano, utterly random, and yet her joy at the sound was infectious. Rory scooped the girl into his arms, chuckling to himself.

      “Good God, what do we have here—a house filled with fine ladies and virtuosos?” he said.

      Jamie turned to Leana. As their eyes locked, her heart sped. Oh, dear. This wasn’t going as she’d intended. She’d steeled herself against him. Hadn’t she? She’d set her mind to being a proper governess, dedicated to providing an upstanding example to the girls. Her heart should not stutter at the mere sight of him. Her mouth should not go dry with longing.

      You’re made of stronger stuff than this. After a blasted earl dared to touch you, you left him lying on his fine Aubusson carpet like a puppet unmoored from his strings. Resisting this one man—of all the men on the planet—should not prove a challenge.

      If only she could convince her traitorous body and heart to listen to reason.

      “Well done, Miss Fraser.” Jamie’s gaze lingered on her face a heartbeat longer than necessary. Her cheeks heated as he regarded her without the faintest hint of a smile.

      Turning on his heel, he left her.

      Just as he had the night before.
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      Over the next few days, Leana saw very little of the captain. Was his near absence since their heady interlude in the library a coincidence? Or was he taking pains to avoid any repeat of the incident so that when the time came to dismiss her, he might possess a clear conscience?

      Sitting at the girls’ side as Isla read aloud from a collection of bedtime stories, Leana watched the young lasses with affection she didn’t have to feign. In the last week, Isla had cast aside some—but not all—of the defiance she’d worn like invisible armor. She’d let down her guard, welcoming Leana’s warmth and forging a deeper bond with her impressionable young sister. For the first time in a very long while, it felt as if Leana was a part of a family, and not merely an employee expected to remember her proper place.

      “And they lived happily ever after.” Isla imbued the last line of the tale with a verbal flourish.

      “Nicely done. You infused emotion into your reading. I am impressed.” Leana closed the book. “Now, the both of you must be tired. Let’s prepare for bed.”

      “One more,” Bridget implored, and Leana relented. As Isla began reciting the tale of Rapunzel, Leana smiled to herself. Far from the ill-behaved banshees the cook had described, the girls were tender-hearted and bright, with high spirits not easily reined in. A bit of love and understanding had helped the children to blossom.

      If only she could stay with them until they no longer required a loving hand to guide them.

      Deep in her heart, Leana feared her time at Castle MacArron would soon be coming to an end. The timing of Captain MacArron’s near absence was more than a coincidence, she feared. The man was in residence, but he kept to the grounds or his study, dining each night with his children and offering perfunctory inquiries as to their daily progress, but taking pains to avoid encountering Leana when she was unaccompanied by his daughters or one of the staff.

      Was he protecting her?

      Or himself?

      “…happily ever after.” Once again, Isla recited the predictable last line of the fairy tale, much to her sister’s delight.

      Bridget pressed her small hand to Leana’s and gave a squeeze. With her fingertip, the child traced over the gold band Leana had worn each day for nearly nine years. How Leana treasured the ring. The sight and feel of the heirloom against her skin were an ever-present comfort.

      “So pretty,” the girl murmured, seeming to be fascinated by the interplay of light between the rose-gold metal and the center ruby.

      “Thank you. I think so too.”

      “Did a prince give it to you?”

      “No, dear, but he was as noble as a prince. My father gave this to me on the day I turned sixteen. It had belonged to my mother.”

      Bridget’s eyes were wide and curious. “Where is your da?”

      An old, familiar pain dug into her heart. “He became very ill not long after he gave me this ring. Now he’s gone to heaven to be with my mother.”

      Bridget’s little face took on a solemn expression. “I dinna remember my mum. I know she was pretty. Like Isla.”

      At that, Isla bestowed a rare smile on her sister. “Would ye like to hear another story?”

      Bridget nodded, nestling against Leana as Isla brought another tale to life with her animated reading. When she’d finished, Bridget gazed up at her.

      “One more,” Bridget implored again as her sister stifled a yawn.

      “I think not,” Leana said. “It’s already past your bedtimes.”

      “Verra well,” Isla said, feigning reluctance even as she covered another yawn with her hand.

      An hour later, the girls were tucked into bed, and Leana had retired to her chamber. After a day of academics, music, and dancing, as well as a lengthy nature walk on the grounds, she was weary to the bone. Slipping into her nightdress, she crawled under the covers and eased into a pleasant, dreamless sleep.

      This time, the screaming started two hours after midnight.

      Leana sprang from the bed, pulled on her wrapper, and darted to Isla’s room. From the first terror-filled notes to reach her brain, she’d known which of the girls it would be. She’d suspected it was nothing more than a bad dream, but her heart thundered in her ears at the thought of the child’s distress.

      Jamie had already thrown open the door and enfolded his daughter in an embrace.

      “’Tis a bad dream. Nothing more,” he murmured as he stroked her back.

      Awake, yet still dazed, Isla clung to her father like a drowning child who feared being swept away by a strong current.

      “I know, Da,” she said between sniffles. “I wish I could make them stop. I wish the shadows would go away and stop tormenting me.”

      “They’re not real, Isla,” he said, low and comforting.

      “They are, Da. Ye’ve got to believe me. I’ll never forget the night—the night when the ghost killed Mama.”
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        * * *

      

      Leana fell back into a troubled sleep, but by the first streaks of dawn in the sky, she was awake. Isla had calmed quickly, the nightmare seeming to fade from her thoughts as she drifted off to sleep, but Leana could not banish the sound of the girl’s cries from her mind.

      Rising, she donned her wrapper and padded noiselessly down the hall. Outside the girl’s room, she listened at the portal before easing the door open. To her relief, the child slept peacefully in her bed, curled up beneath her blankets. Suddenly, the hair on the back of her neck stood up in silent warning.

      Someone was watching her.

      She turned, meeting the eyes of James MacArron.

      With a nod, he motioned to her to come to him. As she joined him in the hall, he quietly closed the door.

      “You came to check on her,” she whispered.

      “Aye,” he said, leading her along the corridor. “I’ve slept very little this night.”

      She followed him into his study. He lit a sconce on the wall and walked to his desk. Documents had been stacked in a neat pile beside a large map spread open over the surface.

      “When did the girls begin to suffer these horrid nightmares?”

      “Bridget’s bad dreams have only recently begun. Her sister is filling her head with the notion of phantoms and spirits. But Isla’s nightmares started soon after her mother’s death.” His words were matter-of-fact, but she detected the current of emotion edging each syllable.

      “She is convinced there is a ghost in this house. You also made reference to a haunting. What haven’t you told me?”

      He met her gaze, scrubbing his palm over the dark stubble on his chin. Charcoal circles of exhaustion beneath his eyes lent a stark grimness to his features.

      “What does it matter? Ye’ll soon be gone from here.”

      His words were a slap she hadn’t seen coming. Stripping the hurt from her voice, she pinned him with her gaze. “Is that so?”

      “We had an agreement, did we not? It is nearly at an end.”

      God above, she could scarcely believe the man who’d comforted his crying daughter so gently would be capable of such coldness. By thunder, she would not allow him to see how he’d affected her. Pulling her shoulders back, she braced herself against a fresh torrent of emotion. For Isla’s sake, she had to discover what had left such a scar on the child’s psyche.

      “I am here now, and I am deeply concerned about your daughter. Did something happen to her the night her mother died?”

      “Please,” he said, motioning her to sit in a wingchair as he settled into a leather chair. He steepled his fingers, peering at them as he appeared to gather his thoughts. “Are ye aware that Isla’s mother was murdered?”

      The truth slammed into her, another blow she had not prepared to face. “No. I did not know.”

      He pressed his fingers to his temples and looked away, appearing to focus on the intricate pattern on the carpet beneath their feet. “The girls’ mother died at the hand of an old enemy. He came seeking vengeance against the Highland Raiders—against me. Their mother hid the children in a chest. It was after midnight, and she’d extinguished the lamps to conceal their presence, but Isla was able to make out some of what happened through the slats in the door. To a child’s eyes, the intruder must’ve looked like a shadow in the darkness. Siobhan tumbled from the window. We believe she fell while trying to lead him away from the girls.”

      “Dear God.” Leana stifled a gasp with her hand.

      “Rory came to their defense. At the time, he was scarcely older than a lad, but he killed the vermin who came after her. If it wasn’t for him, the bastard would likely have found the girls. But I was too late…too late to save Siobhan.”

      “I am so very sorry.” Leana’s heart ached for their loss. “What a horror for a child to witness.”

      “It’s best ye know what we’ve been dealin’ with. In her young mind, Isla convinced herself a phantom was responsible for what happened.”

      “Have you told her the truth?”

      “In a manner of speaking. We’ve spared her the ugly details.”

      “Perhaps the full truth would help.”

      “The girl isna even ten years of age. She’s too young.” Jamie gave his head a miserable shake. “Someday, when she’s older…but not yet.” He came to his feet and went to the window, shoving the curtain aside as he pressed his fingers to the pane and looked to the rising dawn. “She would never forgive me.”

      She followed him, placing her hand over his. “What happened was not your fault.”

      “A comforting thought,” he said, a raw edge sharpening his low tones. “Bluidy shame it’s not true.” Taking her hand between his, he studied her face. “Now ye know the nature of the phantom that haunts this place. I’ve nothin’ else to say on the subject.”

      “You cannot blame yerself.”

      “By hellfire, who else should I blame? Fate?” His gaze locked with hers, allowing her to see the pain in their depths. “I failed them both. And now, ye’re in too deep.”

      “Jamie…please…I want to understand.”

      He cocked a brow, his expression suddenly cold. His eyes narrowed as his mouth thinned to a slash. “Ye’ve no need to understand any of this.” A blend of ice and emotion infused his words. “I was a pirate. I made enemies. My wife and my child paid the price.” He shoved his hair from his face as he turned back to the window, staring into the haze of light. “I’ll never be able to leave that life in the past. There’s nothin’ else ye need to understand. I’ll ask ye to leave me, Miss Fraser. Now.”
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      Throughout the day, Leana went through the motions of living. She bathed and donned a clean, ivory cotton blouse and serviceable wool skirt, brushed her hair and piled it on her head in some semblance of a coiffure, and dined with the girls at the morning meal. She attended to the girls’ instruction, and smiled pleasantly when Rory asked her opinion of the placement of his necktie. When he requested another lesson on the art of leading a lass over the ballroom floor, she offered another smile and complied. No one would have guessed how desperately her heart was aching. No one could’ve seen how she cursed herself for a fool.

      I’ll ask ye to leave me, Miss Fraser.

      The scoundrel had placed special emphasis on her name. Days after he’d whispered her name like a caress, he’d put her firmly back in her place.

      My sweet Leana. Mo Cridhe. The memory of Jamie’s passion-tinged words washed over her, heating her cheeks and kindling a dull ache in her heart.

      The man who’d held her as if he’d never let her go had disappeared. An ice-blooded master of the house who viewed her with a deliberately cold-eyed gaze had taken his place.

      Like a fool, she’d opened her heart to him. She’d ached to hear the pain in his voice as he stood at the window, revealing the scars his wife’s death had etched upon him and his child.

      She’d harden herself against him. Not that it really mattered. She’d likely be gone by the next afternoon. Her ten days were nearly done. Now, he was merely biding his time, upholding his end of the bargain, as if to prove even a man who’d made his fortune plundering cargo could truly possess such a thing as integrity.

      In the evening, he’d dined with his daughters, his demeanor entirely unremarkable. James MacArron conversed with his children and with her. He’d inquired about the girls’ progress in their daily studies, his manner as staid as any gentleman seeing to his children’s education. He even went out of his way to complement Mrs. Taylor on the meal she’d prepared. In short, the man was maddeningly, infuriatingly normal. Evidently, what had gone on between them played far more havoc on Leana’s nervous constitution than on his. How utterly unfair!

      Later, after she’d seen the girls through three bedtime stories, each proudly recited by Isla, and tucked them securely into their beds, Leana prepared to retire to her room. In the morning, she’d face her future—perhaps away from the girls she’d come to adore and a man she’d come perilously close to falling for.

      It had been a close thing, hadn’t it? But she’d emerged unscathed.

      She’d indulged in an ill-advised flirtation with James MacArron, nothing more. Her brief time in the pirate’s arms had been meaningless, a diversion from the monotony of this remote place.

      Yes, that was it. A diversion. That’s all it was. Nothing to regret.

      After all, it’s not as if I fell in love with the moody cad.

      Still, her nerves were raw. She pictured the book she’d chosen from the library the night she’d tasted Jamie’s kiss—a novel she’d never even opened. Perhaps tonight the story would provide the distraction she needed to relax and drift off to sleep.

      As she’d suspected, the book was where she’d left it, atop a stack on a side table in the cozy room. Relaxing on a settee, she was quickly drawn into the adventures of an intrepid governess and the moody, tortured not-quite-a-gentleman hero who’d captured her heart nearly upon his first sullen glance. As the heroine fell deeper under the spell of the enigmatic hero, Leana turned page after page, eager to discover the identity of the mad woman hiding in the catacombs of the castle.

      The door squawked a quiet protest, and she glanced up—into the eyes of James MacArron.

      He came toward her. “I thought I’d find ye here.”

      “Did you now?” She regretted the question as soon as it popped from her lips. It sounded like a flirtation, a light challenge. Heaven knew that was the last thing she needed now.

      His gaze dropped to the novel in her hands. “My sister left it behind the last time she visited. I canna believe she reads such drivel.”

      “I wasn’t aware you had another sibling.” My, could she sound any more dull?

      He nodded. “Carolyn is long married with a family of her own. Her husband’s a good man, a barrister in Edinburgh. He’s lookin’ to get a seat in Parliament, in due time.”

      “Quite respectable,” she said.

      “Unlike me.” He held her gaze. “Of course, there are some benefits to being the black sheep of the family.”

      “Black sheep? I’d hardly say that’s the case. Why, the press has hailed you a hero.”

      He slowly shook his head. “Not a hero, I can ye assure ye. My father hated the fact I took after my ancestor, the buccaneer. He insisted my mum strip away anything connected with Seamus MacDougall or our earlier ancestor, Shaw MacDougall.”

      Leana’s eyes went wide. She’d read many an account of Shaw MacDougall’s swashbuckling adventures. He’d become a legend in the Highlands. “The Savage of the Sea—you are his descendant?”

      “Aye. Many generations have passed since he sailed the seas, but his blood runs in my veins. My father could not erase that truth. When I came into my inheritance—when I took charge of this place—I set that to rights. Portraits of my pirate kin occupy a proud place in this home.”

      “I’ve seen your great-grandfather’s portrait—you bear him a striking resemblance.”

      “My mum seemed to think so,” he said, the faintest trace of a smile brightening his expression. “I came lookin’ for ye because I need to speak with ye—about my daughters.”

      Leana swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat. He was going to dismiss her. She knew what was coming. Well, she’d simply have to be strong. Placing the book to the side, she rose and came to stand within arm’s length of him. It wouldn’t do to look as if he’d intimidated her in any way.

      Now that she was nearer, she could see the tiny wisps of hair curling at his nape. He’d recently bathed, leaving his hair damp and his skin bearing the crisp notes of bergamot soap. Against her better judgment, she drank in his essence with an instinctive thirst.

      “I do hope you’ve seen the progress they’ve made in such a short time. The girls have a thirst for learning.”

      “Aye, I’ve seen a remarkable change, especially in Isla. The young lass has a smile on her face, and she’s eager to use her clever brain for somethin’ other than comin’ up with new ways to drive Mrs. Taylor and Mrs. Davidson to distraction.”

      “I’ve noticed this as well,” she agreed. “Bridget is also making strides. The wee girl is precocious. She’s shown an affinity for learning new words, and she delights in Isla’s storytimes each night.”

      “So I’ve seen.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Miss Fraser, this isna easy for me.”

      She cocked her chin in a look she hoped appeared strong and not as if she were struggling to rein in her feelings. “I’ve been expecting this moment. I will prepare to depart in the morning.”

      His brows drew together. “Ye think I came here to tell ye to leave?”

      “Why else would you seek me out at this late hour? I know the time has come. Ten days. You’ve kept to your end of the bargain.”

      What looked like amusement flashed in his eyes. “Ye do like to try to figure me out. Bluidy shame ye’re not verra good at it.”

      “Not very good at it?” Oh dear, she sounded like a parrot—a daft one, at that.

      “My girls wouldna forgive me if I sent ye away. I came here to talk to ye about remainin’ as their governess…for as long as ye care to stay.”

      To stay. Uncertain her ears weren’t playing a cruel deception, she studied his expression. Seeing the truth in his eyes, she smiled.

      As he held her gaze, his mouth curved into a grin. “Well now, Miss Fraser. It’s not like ye to be speechless. What do ye say? Will ye stay on…with the girls?”

      “Of course,” she said, breaking free of the spell that had fallen over her. She’d be safe here, for as long as she wished. And she’d have time to be with the children whose smiles she’d already come to cherish.

      “There is one thing,” he said, casting his gaze to the carpet. “I plan to take my daughters with me on my next voyage. It’s set to be a long one, transporting whisky to America, and I dinna wish to leave them behind. Would ye be willin’ to make the trip?”

      “Yes,” she said without a moment’s hesitation. “I anticipate a memorable adventure.”

      “I will see to it the crew treats ye with respect. They’ll know better than to give ye any trouble.”

      An image of Lord Gilford sprawled on the floor, shards of his priceless vase littering the carpet beneath his head, flashed through her thoughts. “I’m not worried. I do know how to handle myself when a man oversteps his bounds.”

      “Somehow, I have no difficulty believing that’s true.” Was that a smile in his eyes?

      She managed a placid expression. “I do have some…shall we say, experience, in such matters.”

      An unfamiliar look—could it be uncertainty?—swept over his features. “I want ye to know… I dinna want ye to think I’ll be expectin’ ye to do anythin’ other than act as a teacher to my bairns.”

      Something she couldn’t quite define flickered in his eyes. Was it vulnerability? An innate sense of decency? Or, perhaps, both?

      How very unfair of you, James MacArron. Just when I’d convinced myself you were a selfish cad, you prove me wrong.

      Ordinarily, she was a prudent woman. At least, she liked to think so. As such, she should’ve thanked her lucky stars and left him to his thoughts.

      For days, he’d been cold to her. Now, she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to warm to him again.

      His declaration had knocked her slightly off kilter. Perhaps she would respond in kind, if only just a bit.

      She smiled sweetly. “Well, that is a relief. I would not want to find myself acting as your navigator. Or swabbing the decks, for that matter.”

      His eyes narrowed, seeming to take in every nuance of her expression. “I believe ye know that is not what I meant, Miss Fraser.”

      “Just to be sure I am fully taking your meaning—you wish to assure me you’ve no intention of ravishing me like some pirate of old?”

      For once, she left him speechless, if only for a moment. His lips pulled into a bit of a grin. “Are ye always so confounding, Miss Leana Fraser, or have ye reserved that talent for me?”

      “Confounding? I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean. I only seek to clarify your meaning.”

      He pinned her with his enticing gaze. “Ye’re enough to drive a man to the madhouse. But ye’re right. That is what I was saying, in a manner of speaking.”

      “Very well. You may consider my mind put at ease.” She laced her fingers together primly. “I hadn’t really given it any thought, but now that you mention it, the prospect of being on a ship at sea for days and weeks on end—well, one can imagine how such an arrangement might test one’s…discipline, for lack of a better word.”

      He scrubbed his palm against his jaw. Leana’s attention fixed on the tiny dark bristles of new beard, bracing herself against an entirely unladylike urge to run her fingertips over the delicious texture of his skin and masculine stubble.

      A little voice in her head urged her to count her blessings and leave before she said or did something to change his mind. Pity she could not resist the opportunity to tease him. “After all, a lady must protect her good name. I shudder to think what my dear Aunt Gertie would say. She’d insist I sleep with a dagger beneath my pillow every night.”

      He cocked a brow. “Ye think men of the sea go about seducin’ every beauty they can get their hands on?”

      “I’ve read about pirates—you are a ruthless lot, are you not?”

      His brow furrowed, even as a touch of amusement played on his lips. The memory of his kiss swept over her, spurring decidedly improper thoughts of all the places on her body where she’d like to feel his sensuous touch.

      Oh, my. Thank heavens the man did not possess the ability to read the scandalous notions flitting about her mind.

      The furrows on his forehead deepened as he picked up on the small movement. “I dinna know what ye’ve been readin’, lass, but they dinna know what they’re sayin’. When would we have time for pillagin’ and plunderin’ if we’re ravishin’ every woman we come across? The very thought of it is enough to exhaust a man.”

      For reasons she didn’t quite want to understand, his words pinched like a too-tight shoe. She’d never considered that a man would be too exhausted to have his way with her.

      She mustered a prim tone and settled her hands on her hips. “My, it’s quite a relief to know I won’t be carried off over some randy pirate’s shoulder. Though I must say, I’d believed pirates were a more vigorous lot.”

      “Ah, we’re vigorous enough. But we’ve got better things to do than haul feisty women off to our beds.” Challenge danced in his eyes. “Though where a certain lass is concerned, I canna truthfully say the prospect doesna appeal to me.”

      Her cheeks heated. Good heavens, the man did know how to get the better of her.

      “But a lass like ye, she deserves more,” he went on. “She damn well deserves better than a man who has no right to want her.”

      Her heart stuttered. His tone had shifted, no longer teasing. No longer challenging. He’d spoken from the heart.

      She pulled in a bracing breath. “And if the woman…if she also wants him?”

      “Nothing good could ever come of it.” He caught her hands in his. “Leana, I shouldna have kissed ye. I shouldna have wanted ye as I did. I’d never hurt ye. But if ye’re to stay in this house…if ye’re to stay with my bairns…I’ve got to keep my distance. What happened before was a mistake I dinna intend to make again.”

      His words seemed a confession. He was keeping her on for the sake of his daughters. That was what mattered, wasn’t it? Jamie was right. Loving him could only end with her heart in tatters.

      If only she could simply turn and walk away.

      “Of course,” she said, summoning her most emotionless tone. “I will consider what happened between us to have been a momentary diversion. Nothing more.”

      “Diversion?” Slowly, he shook his head. “A lass like ye could never be considered a diversion.”

      “What else am I to believe? I know what I felt. I thought you experienced it too. But there’s nothing to be done about it, is there?”

      He brought her close, so near she could feel the heat of his body through his white linen shirt. His lips brushed hers, and then he released her. “One of us has to have the good sense God gave him. One of us has to walk away. Tonight…and every night.”

      Leana gulped against a swell of emotion. She wanted desperately to call out to him as he went to the door, to tell him to stay, but the words would not come.

      He turned to her. A hunger he could not deny blazed in his eyes.

      “Don’t go. Stay with me.” The fevered words came out in a rush. “I know what I want, Jamie. I need you.”

      Slowly, he closed the short distance between them. “I willna treat ye like a wanton. If there is to be passion between us, know this—I intend to claim ye for my own. Not for one night. Nay, for as long as ye’ll have me.” Framing her face in his hands, he kissed her, a tender, softly demanding caress. He whispered against her lips, “If ye come to me tonight, I’ll know ye will be mine.”
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      The dim light of an oil lamp cast a golden hue over Leana’s skin as she poured water in the basin and wet a soft cloth. As she swept it over her skin, thoughts of Jamie made her heart race. She’d never wanted a man as she wanted Captain James MacArron.

      Was she a fool to think of loving him? He’d made no promises, no vows. Would he cast her aside in the light of day?

      Her heart resisted her misgivings. He is an honorable man.

      With a sigh, she slipped her cotton nightdress over her head. Pity she did not have a more appealing garment. The flannelette gown with little pink flowers on a creamy background had seen far better days. But there was nothing to be done about it. She buttoned the nightdress to her neck, as if to protect her from herself from the cravings overcoming every doubt.

      Flopping onto her bed, she stared at the ceiling. Didn’t she know better than to give her heart to a man?

      Lying with Jamie would not be a meaningless night of passion. She knew that truth all too well. He’d touched something deep within her. Her heart longed for him, for the tenderness she would find in his arms.

      In his kiss.

      In his bed.

      And in the end, her heart had the final say.

      Slipping away from the bed, she tied her wrapper around her and quietly padded from the room.

      She rapped lightly upon his door.

      He opened it and her mouth went dry.

      Broad-shouldered and lean-muscled, he wore only his plaid slung loosely around his hips. He’d kindled a fire in the hearth. The flames cast a warm glow over the sleek contours of his chest, gleaming gold against the feathering of light brown hair over powerful muscle. His large, gentle hands reached out, pulling her to him as he closed the door behind them.

      Oh, my, he is magnificent.

      Her heart stuttered. Drawing in a breath, she drank in his essence, an aroma of spice and soap and vigorous male in his prime.

      At first, he didn’t speak. Instead, he framed her face in his hands and kissed her. His tongue parted the seam of her lips, mingling with hers. The taste of him stirred her desire to a blaze. She wanted more. Of his kiss. Of his touch. Of him.

      “God, I want ye, my sweet Leana.”

      His fingers threaded through her hair, his touch tender and intoxicating. And all the while, he kissed her. Soft, delicious caresses over her mouth and her throat and the curve of her face.

      This near, she could feel the pulse of his erection against her softer flesh, the hunger within him he’d kept tightly leashed. His arousal teased her body, and she canted her hips, craving the intimate contact, her hunger for him soul-deep.

      “Ye’re beautiful,” he murmured against her lips. “Ye’re sure of this? Of us?”

      Her pulse raced, and she pulled in a breath. She wanted this. So very much. But the words in her heart would not come, and she nodded.

      “Are ye getting shy on me, lass?” His voice was a husky rasp, his eyes gleaming with passion as he traced the outline of her lips with his forefinger.

      “I do want this,” she murmured, holding his gaze. “I want you, Jamie. So very much.”

      Standing on her tiptoes, she pressed a kiss to his mouth, then another to the sensitive spot just beneath his earlobe. He gave a soft moan of pleasure, and his mouth claimed hers again.

      His hands skimmed the length of her body, delighting her senses, stirring her need for him. Backing her against the wall by the fireplace, he deepened the kiss, kindling her passion until her toes curled.

      His fingers found the hem of her nightdress. Suddenly, the cloth was bunched around her thighs as he explored her body with his hungry caress.

      A delicious little shiver washed over her. Sensing her reaction, he stilled and brushed a kiss over her lips.

      “I want to see ye,” he whispered, low and raw against her mouth. “Every beautiful inch.”

      “Yes.” She sighed as he stripped the cotton gown from her body. “Oh yes.”

      He stepped back, taking her in. Her lower lip trembled, but she felt no shame. No fear. Only a delectable anticipation.

      Tonight she would give herself to this man. She would take pleasure in his touch. And she would give him pleasure. Soon he’d call out, his voice roughened with passion as he spoke her name. Mad with his hunger. For her and only her.

      With a little growl of sensual desire, he scooped her into his arms and carried her to his bed.

      Lying on the clean, soft linen sheets of his bed, she drank in every delicious moment.

      Jamie unfurled the plaid from his body. Her breath caught.

      Oh dear. Perhaps magnificent was not adequate. She smiled to herself. No. Not at all.

      He prowled over the bed, a powerful, hard-muscled warrior. His eyes darkened to a lush, mossy green. Firelight cast the chiseled contours of his face in striking relief. Longing unlike any she’d ever known coursed through her, and she reached for him.

      Like a bolt of lighting, the contact rippled through her. Any doubts lingering in the recesses of her mind evaporated.

      She wanted this night.

      She wanted this man.

      She needed him.

      Jamie kissed her breasts, anointing her with caresses so tender, his touch seemed reverent. He moved lower, pressing hot, sweet kisses over her middle, along the length of her thighs.

      And then he claimed her passion with a kiss so scandalous, so delicious, she’d never dreamed of such delight. Parting her legs, he explored the most intimate part of her. Driving her wild with his tongue and his lips and the tiniest nips of his teeth against her sensitive flesh, he unleashed a decadent, all-consuming heat within her.

      Murmuring soft words of passion, she drank in every kiss, every touch.

      A sweet, sensual tension built within her. Spiraled to a crescendo.

      A burst of exquisite sensation pulled her deep into a whirlpool. Desperate for his wicked kiss, she bucked against him. Mindless with need. Wild for the pleasure.

      Gathering her in his arms, he held her as she drifted back to reality. Lying sated in his tender embrace, she rested her head against his chest. Flickering flames cast shadows over the walls, bathing them in a rich amber light. She drew her fingertips over the angle of his jaw, savoring the crisp feel of bristle beneath her fingertips as he watched her silently, his eyes warmed by desire.

      Nibbling her lip, she lightly traced the scar on his cheek. The bite of the blade against his flesh had no doubt been an agony. Her heart ached to think of it.

      Appearing to read her thoughts, he met her questioning gaze. His jaw tensed, and she stroked her fingers soothingly through his hair.

      “Do ye want to know what happened?”

      She nodded. “Only if it’s not too painful to recall.”

      “That pain is in the past.” He glanced away for a moment, seeming to contradict his words. “During the American war, I led a fleet of raiders in the Atlantic. We intercepted ships attempting to run the Union blockade. Many running the blockades were bringing supplies, but others had a more lucrative cargo—weapons. The Lachland brothers were smuggling arms to the South. We were tasked with stopping them.”

      “That sounds quite dangerous.”

      “There were times when the risks were not so great, but the Lachlands were a ruthless bunch. Many of their shipments got past the Union navy. But one night, we stopped their vessel off the coast of Charleston. When we boarded, one of the jackals caught me by surprise. He lashed out with a knife—not intending to kill, but to wound.”

      Hot tears welled in her eyes. “What happened…after he attacked you?”

      His gaze darkened with long-buried emotion. “I killed him.”

      Wanting nothing more than to ease his pain, she cupped her hand against his face and brushed her lips over his. “He’d left you no choice.”

      Lacing his fingers through her hair, he pressed a kiss to her temple. “That was a lifetime ago. I’d much rather talk about you. How did I stumble upon the good fortune to find a beauty like you? And in my arms, no less?”

      The feeling in his gravel-edged rasp touched her heart. Much more of this, and she’d be beyond saving. She’d be hopelessly in love with him.

      The fanciful notion tugged a smile to her lips. Her touch feather-light, she caressed his face. “And I might ask how I’ve come to be in bed with a pirate, a rugged, tender Scot unlike any man I’ve ever known. Perhaps we should not tempt fate by questioning this night.”

      “Aye, we should not want to do that.”

      His hand splayed over her lower back, pressing her tight to his body, holding her to his heart. His shaft pulsed against her in silent demand, and she arched against him, delighting in the tangible feel of his need.

      With a little sigh, she glided her fingers along the breadth of his shoulders, dancing lower over the muscles of his upper chest. Savoring the feel of the crisp, brown hairs against her fingertips, the slightly rough texture of his skin against hers, she explored his sleekly muscled chest.

      He gave a pleasure-filled moan. Growing bolder, she traced the line of hair tapering from his chest to his navel, then lower. Another low groan escaped him, and she smiled to herself. She nibbled her lip, willing herself to be daring. She wanted to know his body, to learn how to please him.

      Drawing in a breath, she began her tender exploration. His rod was hard yet smooth as velvet. Each tiny touch of her fingers against his flesh stirred a response. He throbbed against her, seeming to yearn for the softest touch.

      “Enough, lass,” he whispered against her ear, stilling her hand. “Much more of this and I willna be able to control myself.”

      “And if I do not wish you to control yourself?”

      His smile would’ve done Lucifer proud. “Well, then, lass, I’ve nothing else to say.”

      With that, he rolled her on her back, caressing her face as he murmured words of love against her ear.

      “I need ye, lass.” His words were a low, seductive rasp. “I want to claim ye for my own. But ye must tell me ye want me.”

      “Ah, Jamie, can you have any doubt?”

      He caught her hands in his, lacing their fingers together. “I need ye to understand… after this night, there will be no going back.”

      “I do,” she whispered against his mouth. “Please, Jamie… I need you. So very much.”

      He kissed her again, a possessive, intoxicating caress. Slowly, he entered her. Gently, he coaxed her body to open for him. And when he began to move, he saw to her pleasure, driving her wild, until a cascade of sensation swept her away.

      Later, when the rush of delight had ebbed to a soft, easy bliss, she curled her body against his and closed her eyes.

      Her heart might well pay the price for these moments come the dawn. But for now, she’d treasure the utter serenity of lying sated in Jamie’s arms.
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      Alone in the library, Jamie studied the portrait of his ancestor, Shaw MacDougall, captain of the legendary Savage of the Sea. Family lore told of MacDougall’s bride and the happiness they’d found together. Just as Jamie’s great-grandfather, Seamus, had fallen under the spell of a winsome lass, Shaw had taken a lovely beauty into his heart.

      When he’d been a young buck like Rory, Jamie had wondered why a man like Shaw MacDougall would take a wife. After all, the pirate had all the whisky and willing women he could want to sate his appetites. Later, after he’d met Siobhan, he understood the longing for a good woman at his side.

      For a time, Siobhan had faithfully endured her marriage to a privateer, but she’d yearned for the life of a respectable sea captain’s wife. Eventually, Jamie had walked away from the mayhem of the Highland Raiders. Truth be told, he sometimes chafed at the lack of adventure and craved the thrill of the chase that arose while pursuing a cargo filled with contraband or stolen antiquities. But he’d never regretted the choice he’d made to leave behind his life as a pirate. He’d loved Siobhan. Theirs had been a marriage borne of hunger—for connection, for healing, for love. She’d been a gentle soul, and she’d wanted desperately to love him, if only to escape an empty existence as her brother’s unwanted ward. But as time passed, she could no longer pretend, not even to herself.

      I would leave ye, Jamie, if not for our bairns. Ye’re a good father. I’ve made my bed. And have chosen to lie in it.

      But not with you, my dear husband.

      Siobhan had spoken those words scarcely a fortnight before she’d died protecting their children. She’d loved their daughters enough to stay with a man she regarded with a practiced indifference. At times, it would’ve been better if she’d hated him.

      After her death, he’d vowed never again to give a woman his heart. Doing so made a man weak. His ancestors had been lucky to find lasses who’d challenge them and stir their desire. Jamie’d never thought to find such a woman.

      Until Leana had marched into his life and upended everything he’d held true.

      The lass was infuriating. She’d boldly stood up to him, daring to speak her mind when she believed the girls’ best interest was at stake. She’d set Mrs. Taylor in her place, and she’d defied him even when he was of a mind to send her marching right back out the door with her traveling bag in hand.

      God above, she intrigued him. When she was around, he wanted to know what captured her interest. He wanted to hear her opinions, even when he did not agree. He wanted to know what pleased her, in his bed and out of it. And when she wasn’t near, his thoughts wandered to her at all hours of the day and night.

      Above all, he wanted to know her. Leana was vibrant and endearing. He couldn’t get enough of her.

      By thunder, he’d been a fool to take her to bed. Hadn’t he? God knew he’d intended to resist the temptation.

      But she’d been so damned enticing, he could not turn away. Not even when a voice deep within warned he was heading to the point of no return.

      He’d loved her with his body and, he was loath to admit, with his heart. She’d returned his passion in kind. He’d desired her, more than he’d ever craved a woman, but there was more. He wanted her with every fiber of his being. Whether she was quietly reading some lurid novel by the hearth, dancing with Rory while happiness lit her beautiful face, or reclining like a goddess in his bed, Leana was everything he’d ever wanted.

      Now the question was—what the hell should he do about it?

      He would not take a mistress. The prospect left him cold. Not that Leana would even consider such an arrangement. No, the lass would likely slap him soundly and be on her way out of his life. Forever.

      But he could take a wife.

      God in heaven, had madness truly overtaken him?

      Walking slowly along the corridor, he mulled his options. Would Leana give her heart to a man who craved a return to the sea? Could she be happy as a sea captain’s wife? Would a respectable woman settle for the likes of him? The questions tore at him. He was a fool to think she’d accept his proposal.

      Rory strode toward him, mercifully stirring him from thoughts. “We have a visitor. Ye need to come to the front parlor.”

      “Bluidy hell, show Finch the damned door. I’ve no patience—”

      Rory’s mouth pulled tight with strain. “It’s not him. It’s…it’s a woman.”

      “A woman?”

      “Her name is Miss Abernathy. She arrived by carriage from Inverness. She claims Mrs. Kirk from the agency sent her.”

      “Mrs. Kirk…” Jamie pictured the all-too-glowing reference Leana had presented, a letter signed by none other than the director of the governess agency.

      Rory rubbed his neck. “There must be a mistake.”

      “Ye’re right, but I’d wager I’m the blasted fool who made it."
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        * * *

      

      The waning sun streamed rays of light around the curtains in the drawing room. Seated at the piano with Isla on one side and Bridget at the other, Leana pointed to a note on the sheet music. Correctly reading the symbol, Isla plunked her finger down on middle C, then proceeded to move along the scale as Leana indicated each note in turn.

      “C,” Bridget said in her cheery, high-pitched voice, repeating after Leana. “D. E. F. G.”

      As Isla placed her finger on the A, Rory strode into the room, distracting the girl into losing her place.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but this canna wait.” Concern etched lines on his features.

      The worry in his expression triggered an inner alarm. “Has something happened?” Leana asked.

      “I canna say.” He shuffled uncomfortably on his feet. “My brother needs to speak with ye in his study. It’s a matter of some importance.”

      Isla glared at her uncle. “Ye’re interrupting my studies, I’ll have ye know.”

      “It canna be helped,” he said, seeming to avoid Leana’s gaze.

      “Very well.” Rising, Leana smoothed out her skirts with the palms of her hands. Her pulse raced while apprehension roiled her stomach. What in heavens was going on?

      After instructing Isla to read a fairy tale of her choice to her sister, Leana walked with Rory down the hall. His long, swift strides made short work of the corridor, but she kept up with him despite her cumbersome skirts.

      “Do you care to tell me why I’ve been summoned to this command performance?”

      Again, Rory looked away. “It’s not my place.”

      “My, how very ominous.”

      He met her comment with silence as he opened the door to Jamie’s study.

      As she walked into the room, Jamie met her eyes. The dire look in his gaze twisted an invisible knot in her belly.

      Something was wrong.

      Very much so.

      A woman in her middle years sat in the chair by his desk. Dressed in dull brown from the prim hat on her head to the hem of her skirt, the visitor worried her lower lip as she stared down at the knot of her fingers.

      “My apologies,” the woman said, glancing up. “I did not mean to cause a stir.”

      “Ye’ve done nothing that warrants an apology,” Jamie said, his manner deceptively relaxed as he strode toward Leana. He motioned to her. “Please, come in. Rory, close the door.”

      Leana’s mouth filled with cotton. Whatever was happening, she was not going to like the outcome.

      She met his eyes, seeing clearly the anger simmering beneath his outward calm. “Do you care to tell me what is going on?”

      “It seems I have a problem. I have not one…but two…governesses for my daughters.”

      “Two governesses?” Her stomach plummeted. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Rory rub his neck as if he’d developed a sudden ache.

      “Aye. Miss Abernathy arrived after the morning meal. She’s presented a sterling reference from the Kirk agency.”

      “Evidently, there has been some mistake,” Leana said, holding her voice steady with some effort, even as her knees wobbled.

      “Aye, ye’ll get no argument from me—the mistake was that I trusted ye. Now, do ye care to tell me who the hell ye really are?”

      Miss Abernathy fanned herself with her lace-gloved hand. “Really, Captain, there’s no call for such language.”

      His scowl silenced the woman. “I’ll ask ye to leave this room. I need a few moments with Miss Fraser. Rory, will ye see Miss Abernathy to the parlor?”

      With a nod, Rory escorted the woman from the room. As the door closed behind him, Jamie pinned Leana with a dagger-filled glare.

      “Who are ye? And why did ye come here?”

      Pain lanced her heart. After what they’d shared the night before, after the way he’d touched her, the way he’d loved her, how could he look at her like that—as if she were a guttersnipe who’d invaded his home?

      “You know my name. And you know why I am here.”

      She spied the letter of reference she’d presented on his desk. Oh, dear. He snatched it up. “I had my doubts about this letter when ye first arrived. Now I see I was a fool to cast them aside. The director of the agency didn’t write this, did she?”

      Leana moistened her lips, stalling for time. “Actually, Mrs. Kirk did write the letter.”

      “But not about you.” He pointed to her name, emphasizing the slight difference in penmanship compared to the remainder of the missive.

      “Yes. That’s true.” The words tasted like bile on her tongue.

      Jamie leaned closer, his voice low and raw. “Why did ye forge this letter?”

      “I wanted the position,” she said, omitting perhaps the most crucial part of the truth.

      “Do ye think me a fool?” He tossed the letter back on his desk. “Who sent ye here?”

      “No one,” she said. “I needed a position. I wanted to settle as far away from the city as I could manage.”

      Jamie scowled. Rory returned, his movements so quiet she doubted his brother had noticed.

      “Ye expect me to believe that?” Jamie’s husky rasp was bitter with distrust. “How did ye come to possess this letter? Am I to believe ye convinced Mrs. Kirk to hand it over to ye?”

      “Bluidy hell, Jamie—ye canna possibly think one of the Lachlands sent her here,” Rory protested. “For God’s sake, she’s not a spy.”

      “At this point, I dinna know who she is. Only two things are certain—she lied to me, and I was fool enough to trust her.”

      Stiffening her spine, she met his heated words head on. “I did steal the letter. I assure you, there was nothing malicious about my motives. I needed a place to go. I needed to get away, and I thought I’d be safe here, in this castle on the edge of nowhere.” Leana held his gaze, reading the distrust and the pain. How could he believe she’d come there for some nefarious purpose? “But I was wrong, wasn’t I?”

      “Ye made a fool out of me. I trusted ye with my children. I trusted ye.”

      “There’s no need to go on, Captain MacArron. I know what I must do.” Leana choked back the rush of emotion threatening her composure. “I trust you will provide transportation to Inverness.”

      “Consider it done.” He shot Rory a glance. “My brother will see ye back to the city. I expect ye to depart at first light. In the meantime, I’ll ask ye to keep to yer room. I’ll have Mrs. Taylor send up yer evening meal.”

      “I would like a few moments to say goodbye to the girls.”

      A cold, cutting ruthlessness gleamed in Jamie’s eyes. She saw then why he’d been dubbed the Devil of the Highlands.

      “Absolutely not. I will inform them of yer departure in the morning. There’s no sense upsetting them now.”

      Misery seared her throat. “But Isla—she’ll think I left of my own accord. I did not want to hurt them.”

      He shook his head. “Ye should’ve considered that before ye lied to them. And to me.”
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      “That was bluidy harsh. Ye dinna need to be cruel to the lass.” Rory shot Jamie a scowl. “She meant no harm. Shouldn’t ye at least find out why she lied?”

      “It’s not yer damned concern.” Jamie poured a shot of whisky and downed it in one gulp.

      “The brave lass was tryin’ not to weep.”

      “Bah, she’s got ye wrapped around her little finger,” Jamie said. The irony of his words was not lost on him. He stared down at the bottle, debating another shot. No, he needed to keep his wits about him. Soon, he’d have two young daughters wondering why the governess they adored had retreated to her room, leaving them in the care of a dour-faced stranger who looked as if a laugh—or a smile, for that matter—would be as rare an occurrence as a blasted blue moon.

      “Speak for yerself, brother.” Rory went to the door. “I’m goin’ into town. I’d rather be in the company of the tavern drunks than here.”

      “Would ye have me keep her on…a lass who lies through her teeth?”

      “Ye’re a damned fool to send her away without knowin’ the whole truth, but I suspect ye already know that.”

      With that, Rory left, the sound of his boot heels heavy against the floor.

      Damnation. I should’ve followed my gut from the first.

      I should’ve known better than to trust her.

      Jamie settled into a chair by the hearth, focusing his thoughts on the upcoming voyage.

      Mrs. Taylor rapped at the door, her mouth drawn into an apprehensive line. “Ye’ve got another visitor, Captain. Mr. Howell is here to see ye.”

      “Bugger it,” Jamie muttered under his breath. “Send him in.”

      Howell rushed into the room. “Captain, there’s been an incident.”

      His patience frayed, he shot the man a glare. “An incident? Do ye care to tell me what the hell ye’re talking about?”

      “All hell is breaking loose at the dock. Thieves attempted to board the Highland Sorceress. We’d just loaded a shipment of whisky. It looks like the bastards were after it. But McKown…he’s been hurt.”

      An invisible fist plunged into Jamie’s gut. “What’s happened to him?”

      “One of the intruders got him with a dirk. The physician thinks he’ll make it, but it’s an ugly wound. We hauled the vermin who did it to the jail, but we need at the docks.”

      “Aye. I’ll ask ye to stay here with the women and my girls.”

      Howell motioned to the gun at his hip. “I’ll watch over them, Captain.”

      Jamie’s thoughts went to his daughters. He wasn’t about to leave the girls in the care of a woman they didn’t even know. He turned to Mrs. Taylor, who’d made no attempt to hide the fact she’d been listening at the door.

      “I’ll watch over the wee ones,” she volunteered. “Of course, ye do have a governess who cares about your children still in residence. What would be the harm in it?”

      Blast it, the fates were conspiring against him. Before long, his daughters would wield their most powerful weapon—tears.

      “I trust ye will use yer best judgment, Mrs. Taylor. I expect I’ll be back after midnight.”

      “Do take care, Captain,” she urged.

      “Dinna worry over me. It’s McKown who needs yer prayers.”
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        * * *

      

      Goodness, you’re made of sterner stuff than this. Leana brushed a tear from her cheek, then tucked one of her skirts inside her traveling bag. Swiping at another rebellious teardrop, she looked into the nearly empty wardrobe. In only ten days, this place had become her home. But now that time had nearly come to an end. Soon after first light, she’d be on her way to an unknown future. Would Lord Gilford discover she’d returned to the city?

      She sighed. Somehow, the ache in her heart overruled the worry. If the earl came after her, she’d take of herself. She would find a way to survive.

      Reaching into the armoire, she removed a shirtwaist, folded the garment, and placed it in the carpetbag.

      A hesitant knock pulled her attention to her door. Isla peeked in, hesitation in her eyes.

      “Mrs. Taylor said ye’re not feelin’ well. I wanted to come and make sure ye’re all right.”

      “I’m fine, dear,” Leana said, despite the pain of knowing she’d soon be gone. “I’ve developed a megrim, that’s all.”

      “Then ye willna mind Bridget comin’ in to see ye too,” the girl said with a faint smile. “She wanted to dance, but Miss Abernathy wouldna let her. Why is that cross old woman here?”

      “To assist with your instruction,” Leana said, not quite the full truth.

      “Well, I dinna like her. Not one bit.” Isla folded her arms, looking very much like her father when he was cross.

      “Do give her a fair chance. She’s come a long way to be with you.”

      “I dinna understand why—” Isla broke off the thought, moving toward the wardrobe as if she were suddenly transfixed.

      “Is something wrong?”

      The girl shook her head. “I…I remember.” She ran her fingertips over the door, over the louvers that allowed fragments of light into the cabinet.

      Oh, dear. Is this the cabinet where the girls’ mother hid her children?

      Isla’s gaze wandered to Leana’s traveling case. Her brow furrowed in confusion. “Ye’re leaving us?”

      “Most likely,” she replied, steadying herself against another ache in her heart.

      Isla’s eyes darkened like a sea during a storm. “I knew ye would. They all do.”

      Taking Bridget by the hand, she dashed from the room. Leana hurried after her.

      “Isla, it isn’t because I want to go. It’s…well, I did something I should not have done. I was not honest with your father. But believe me when I tell you, I do not want to leave you.”

      “But you will. You’ll leave us with that miserable—”

      Like a cry snatched from a nightmare, a high-pitched scream rang out, followed by a gunshot. Then another. The girls huddled close, holding onto Leana’s skirts, their eyes wide with terror—terror she shared.

      Leana’s heart raced. God in heaven, who was there?

      Had they come after Jamie?

      Or had they lured him away with the attack on his ship?

      A terrible foreboding swept over her. Dear Lord, they’ve come for the children.

      “What’s happening?” Isla whispered.

      “I don’t know, dear. But I will keep you safe.”

      Leana rushed them back through the door to her room and turned the key in the lock. Her gaze darted about the room as she searched for a weapon. Something. Anything.

      I must protect the girls.

      She bit her lip. Fighting off the intruders would not work. She might delay their evil intent. But she wouldn’t defeat them.

      I must outwit them.

      If she could convince the blackguards there was something in this place of greater value to the captain than his children, she could save them.

      Leana pulled the girls close. “We’re going to hide. Come with me. Tiptoe.”

      She ushered them to the wardrobe. “Promise me that whatever happens, you will not cry out. You must not leave this cabinet.”

      Isla shook her head as Bridget whimpered against Leana. “But…what about you?”

      “I’ll hide under the bed,” Leana reassured her, even as she knew she wouldn’t conceal her presence. She had to distract the intruders from searching the wardrobe. “Now, get in there. Your sister needs you.”

      With a resolute little nod, Isla laced her fingers with Bridget’s smaller ones and led her into the chest.

      “Be brave, girls. No matter what happens, do not make a sound.”

      She closed the wardrobe, then dragged a chair to the entry door and shoved it beneath the latch. Beyond the chamber, the thud of footsteps pounded down the hall. Doors were opened and slammed shut. Whoever was there was searching. For something. Or someone.

      Feverish with desperation, she combed the room again for a weapon, anything she might use to deter the intruders. She tested the weight of the silver candlestick in her hand. With enough force, it could serve as an effective bludgeon.

      The door to Isla’s room creaked open, then crashed shut a few moments later. The footsteps stopped, just beyond her chamber.

      The latch jiggled.

      A thundering kick splintered the door. An arm reached through, shoving aside the chair she’d used to brace the door. Silently praying for courage, she slammed the candlestick against the intruder’s hand.

      The foulest of curses bellowed from the bastard’s mouth. Again, she raised the makeshift weapon, bringing it down hard on his forearm.

      “Ye’ll pay for that, ye bitch,” the intruder bellowed. The fury in his threat chilled her to the bone.

      The door crashed open. A towering brute of a man with a shock of pale blond hair burst through the portal. He snatched the bludgeon from her hand, blocking her path while another man, smaller in stature and slighter in size, strolled in. With his neatly combed brown hair, trousers, and waistcoat, he might’ve been any other well-dressed gentleman.

      His silver-gray eyes narrowed as he took her in. “You’ve got spirit. I’d be lying if I said I liked that in a woman.” His tone was cool, his pronunciation unlike any Scot she’d ever heard—English, most likely. Adjusting his necktie as if he’d arrived for a casual meeting, he glanced around the room. “Where are they?”

      “Captain MacArron is not here,” she replied.

      The gray-eyed man came toward her, the menace in his gaze triggering a fresh wave of fear. “His brats…where are they?”

      She steadied her voice. “He sent the children away.”

      The intruder hiked a skeptical brow. “Their shrieking fool of a governess claimed they were here.”

      “Governess?” Leana feigned surprise. “I am the children’s governess.”

      “One of you is lying.” He shot his foul-smelling partner a look. “Eddie, search this place.”

      “You’re wasting your time,” she stalled as her mind raced. If the men searched the room, they’d find the girls.

      She couldn’t allow that to happen, no matter the cost.

      He ran his fingertips along the curve of her face. “Who are you? You don’t look like a governess to me.”

      Desperate, she offered up a lure to keep their attention firmly on her. Pointing to her packed carpetbag, she gulped against her revulsion and offered a smile. “I’ve recently accepted Captain MacArron’s proposal to become…something more.”

      His other brow lifted. “Something more, eh?”

      “I’m sure you take my meaning.” She had to make the intruders think she had worth to Jamie, had to convince them he’d pay a ransom to save her. “I’ve no desire to cater to another woman’s brats for the rest of my days. The captain and I are to be married, but I certainly do not intend to take his hellions on my honeymoon. He loaded them on a train to Edinburgh this morning. Their grandparents can deal with the brats while I settle into my new role.”

      The injured man rustled her things about, his paw-like fingers tugging out one of her unmentionables and dangling it like a curiosity. “She might be tellin’ the truth. She’s packed her bag, all right.”

      The gray-eyed man clamped a hand over her arm, digging in his fingers until she winced in pain. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

      A lump settled in her throat, dry as if she’d choked down raw cotton, but she swallowed hard against it and found her voice.

      “Do I look like a fool?” She pulled in a breath. “I heard the commotion downstairs. I thought you were thieves. Take whatever you came to steal and go.”

      His gaze went to the candlestick that bore his partner’s blood, and he flashed an ugly parody of a smile. “We’re not after the captain’s silver.”

      Leana’s heart thundered against her ribs. She knew what they’d come for. And damned if she’d let the brutes get to the defenseless children.

      “If you’re looking for jewels, I have only this,” she said, drawing nearer to the intruder. “The captain gave me this ring when I promised to marry him.”

      He caught her hand in his, staring down at the ruby ring on her finger. His eyes shone with malice. “You’re his woman? Do not lie to me.”

      She met his cold gaze. “What reason would I have to deceive you?”

      His bony fingers snaked through her hair. Leana bit back a cry of revulsion. She had to stay strong. She had to keep the intruders from getting their foul hands on the children.

      The man shot his partner a look. “Well, well, this might be a stroke of luck after all. What’d you say? MacArron will come after her. After we’re done with her, she’ll fetch a fortune on the market.”
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      “Bluidy hell, what happened?”

      Rory’s anguished question sounded an alarm. Jamie rushed to the drawing room. He came upon a hellish scene. Near the door, a man he’d never before laid eyes on lay face down on the carpet, his blood staining the rug, Miss Abernathy huddled in a corner chair, hunched over her knees, quietly weeping.

      By the fireplace, Mrs. Taylor kneeled by Howell, who lay unconscious and deathly pale. She’d fashioned a bandage around his chest. He stirred with a low moan, but did not open his eyes. Rory hunkered down by his side.

      “He’s hurt badly, by the looks of it.”

      “Summon a physician. Now.” Jamie forced himself to rein in his emotions. “Mrs. Taylor, tell me what happened.”

      “Intruders came,” she said, choking back a sob. “We tried to stop them. Mr. Howell shot one of them…he killed the bastard.”

      Fear unlike any he’d felt since the night Siobhan was murdered washed over him, a chill as if a phantom had walked through him. “My girls…where are they?”

      “I can’t find them,” Mrs. Davidson said as she entered through an adjoining door. “They must be hiding.”

      Jamie’s pulse thundered in his ears. He’d faced down enemies who’d wanted to gut him, but never had such pure fear filled his veins. “Ye’re sure they’re here?”

      The housekeeper nodded. “Those blackguards didn’t get to them. Miss Fraser made sure of that.”

      Leana. His heart plowed against his ribs. “Where is she?”

      Mrs. Taylor sobbed against her hand. “They…they took her. Only her.”

      He turned to the cook. “Ye’re certain?”

      Her hand trembling, she nodded and handed him a letter bearing a red wax seal marked by a single L. “They left this…for you.”

      Bastards. He tore open the message. As he suspected, the intruders had left behind a ransom demand—the Bloodhead Sword—and their terms.

      He’d bluidy well alter their damnable terms. The bastards would regret ever making demands of The Devil of the Highlands.

      Shoving the letter into his vest pocket, he made a silent vow. He would find Leana. Her captors had better pray she did not bear so much as a scratch from the abduction.

      Mrs. Davidson’s face sagged with worry. “She must’ve led the children to a hiding spot before those evil men could find them.”

      “Ye’ve searched their rooms?”

      “I checked under the beds, anywhere I thought they might be.”

      The oak wardrobe in the room Leana had occupied flashed in his thoughts. “Blast it, I think I know where they are.”

      Bolting from the room, he bounded up the stairs, calling his daughters’ names. He dashed into Leana’s chamber and went directly to the cabinet.

      “Isla! Bridget! It’s safe now. Come out.”

      “Da!” Isla cried, throwing her arms around his neck as he reached down and scooped up Bridget. Their tears soaked through his shirt. His heart thundered with relief, and he uttered a silent prayer of thanks. His girls were safe.

      “Miss Fraser…did they take her away?” Isla murmured through her tears.

      “I think so, lass,” he said, holding his daughters close.

      “I heard what she said.” Isla clung to him. “She told them things so they’d take her instead of us.”

      God above, she’d sacrificed herself to save his bairns. He’d misjudged her. How had he been such a fool?

      “Tell me,” he urged in an even voice. “What did ye hear?”

      “She fibbed. She told them we were gone, with Grandmum. She told them she was going to marry you, said you’d given her that pretty ring she wears.”

      “Did ye hear what the men said?”

      “They said ye’d come after her.” Nibbling her lower lip, Isla brushed away a tear. “Ye’re goin’ to get her back. Promise me, Da. Ye’ll save her.”

      Quiet rage surged within him. If the bastards touched Leana—if they mistreated her in any way, they would rue the day they’d dared invade his home.

      For the sake of his daughters, he forced down the anger. He couldn’t let them see the rage and worry digging into his gut like a brawler’s fist. “I’m going after her. Those men will regret what they’ve done.”

      “Please, don’t let them hurt her,” Bridget implored.

      “I won’t,” he said, hugging his daughters to his chest. “I will find her. And I will protect her. Ye have my word on that, my darling girls.”
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      Pitched about in a storm-tossed sea, the ship rocked beneath Leana’s feet. The sky had turned to shades of gray and ash, and lightning crackled at the horizon. Rain had not yet begun to pelt, but it wouldn’t be long now.

      Staring out of the cabin window, Leana braced herself as the ship listed slightly to one side. Beneath the porthole, waves slapped against the side of the vessel, splashing up on the deck.

      The storm suited her mood. Blast it, she hadn’t expected the cowards who’d abducted her to take her out to sea. Surrounded by churning water and white-capped waves, she had no chance of escaping her captors.

      Looking out into the darkness, she pictured Jamie and the children. By now, he’d returned home. What horror had he encountered? Were Isla and Bridget still safe? The girls had been so very brave in their hiding place. She’d breathed a soft sigh of relief when the coach had sped from the castle, carrying the intruders away from the children.

      In her mind’s eye, she saw Mr. Howell, lying wounded by the curs who’d invaded the castle. Silently, she prayed for the courageous man’s healing. His bravery had saved the others. She’d overheard her abductors lamenting the demise of the third hooligan in their plan. Mr. Howell had sent the lowlife to Hades with a well-placed pistol shot.

      The door to the cabin swung open, and a lean, long-legged man entered. With his chiseled visage and chestnut brown hair tinged with gray at the temples, he was a man most would’ve considered handsome. But the ice in his blue eyes set the fine hairs at Leana’s nape on edge. There was a coldness in his expression, a calculating evil that pierced her fragile courage.

      Was he the scoundrel behind this brutal scheme?

      “Do you know who I am?” His voice betrayed English roots.

      “Why would I?” she replied. “We’ve never met—”

      “If you know what’s best for you, you will not speak to me in such an insolent tone.” He caught her face in the vise of his forefinger and thumb, digging his fingers into her flesh. “What has MacArron told you about his thieving past?”

      “Thieving?” She gave her head a desperate shake, blinking back tears of pain she refused to shed. “How dare you.”

      “The man is a pirate.” He studied her for a long moment. “You’re either a very good liar, or he failed to tell you the ugly truth—he’s a no-good thief.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She firmed her chin against the fear. “Why have you brought me here? You’ve nothing to gain from holding me prisoner.”

      “That remains to be seen.” His hand fell away, and he plowed a hand through his hair. “You were not part of my plan.”

      “Surely you do not think to collect a ransom.”

      “In a manner of speaking.” A cruel smile played on his mouth. “MacArron’s life in exchange for your freedom.”

      His words crashed into her. “My God, you intend to kill him.”

      He walked slowly to the porthole, then looked through the small window into the darkness. “I have good reason to want to see the blackguard dead. MacArron tried to destroy my family. He damned near succeeded.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. “You…you’re one of the Lachlands.”

      “Yes.” He continued to stare out into the night. “My name is Silas Lachland. And I will have my revenge.”

      “Your brother—he scarred the captain?”

      He turned to her. “That honor belonged to my cousin. MacArron attacked a vessel bound for Charleston. When the ship’s captain defended what was his, the pirate killed him and commandeered the cargo.”

      “He had no choice,” Leana protested. “He still bears the mark of your cousin’s dagger.”

      “Your loyalty is admirable. But misguided. MacArron’s raid cost everything my family had. Six weeks after the attack, my father died by his own hand. We’d lost everything, but my cousin, Ellis, and I were determined to reclaim our place in the world. After the war, we went to America and used what little we still had to build back our fortune. Whatever it took, nothing stopped us. But Ellis was consumed by his thirst for vengeance. He vowed the pirate would pay for what he’d done.”

      Terrible understanding dawned on her. “He killed the girls’ mother.”

      He nodded. “When Ellis returned to England, he discovered MacArron had everything a man could want—a beautiful wife to warm his bed, children, his ancestral home. His rage drove him mad. He hatched a plan to destroy everyone and everything MacArron loved, just as the pirate had destroyed our kin.”

      “And your men…Dear God, tonight, they intended to harm those bairns.”

      Slowly, he shook his head. “I’ve no desire to spill innocent blood. I need MacArron to perform a task for me. After it’s done, I’ll see him dead. What better leverage than holding his daughters to ensure his compliance? But the fools I sent after the children weren’t capable of bringing them here.”

      She steadied her voice. “The girls were not there.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Contempt flared in his gaze. “You made fools of the men I sent after those brats, but don’t make the mistake of thinking I will be so easily drawn in. It remains to be seen if MacArron will be as motivated to save you as he would have been to protect his kin.”

      “He will come after me,” she said coolly, doubting every word as it left her mouth.

      Lachland’s mouth curved in an evil semblance of a smile, spurring a fresh chill along the length of her spine. “For your sake, I do hope that is the case. If not, I know of a place where men will pay a handsome sum to have a woman like you at their mercy.”
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        * * *

      

      Mired in unrelenting solitude, Leana stared out the porthole, watching the full moon’s rays dance over the inky blackness of the water. They’d anchored the ship after the first sunset at sea. Even in the light of day, there was no land in sight, and she’d no idea where she was. She was quite thoroughly trapped.

      Turning away from the window, she sat on the edge of the hard cot that served as her bed. The minutes crawled. With nothing to read, she craved some activity to pass the time. Despite the relentless boredom, she gave thanks that her captors had not accosted her, leaving her alone with the exception of brief exchanges of pleasantries with the cabin boy who brought her meals and a generous daily ration of drinking water.

      A light knock upon the door interrupted her thoughts. The gray-eyed abductor strode into the cabin. He closed the door and came to where she sat by the porthole. With his small, close-set eyes and long face, he resembled a weasel. “I trust you’ve found the quarters to your liking.”

      “I’ve no complaints. I’d expected far worse.”

      “We are expecting communication from MacArron. Are you still confident he will come after you?”

      “Yes.” Leana came to her feet, putting more distance between them.

      “Mr. Lachland is not a patient man. If MacArron does not heed the terms of your ransom, you will be the one to suffer the consequences.”

      The predatory gleam in his eyes set her nerves on edge. “Why are you here?”

      “If I were you, I would fear what the future holds. In the end, you may wish Lachland had tossed you overboard. I’m told he has a special client in mind, a purveyor of beauties for men with rather unusual tastes.”

      She steeled her spine. “I will be no man’s whore.”

      “You will do as you’re told.” Coiling strands of her hair between his fingers, he dragged her near. A low, raw laugh escaped him. “They all do, in the end.”

      She wanted so desperately to claw at his face, but she restrained the impulse. She hiked her chin. “I asked you before—why did you come here?”

      “If you were cooperative, I would be willing to offer you assistance…to ensure you were not mistreated.”

      “How very kind,” she said, making no effort to conceal the bile in her voice. “There’s only one problem—I want no part of you. I’ll take my chances with Lachland.”

      “You’re a fool.” He tightened his hold on her hair, just enough to bring pain. With his free hand, he slid a folding knife from his pocket and freed the blade. “If Lachland didn’t think you’d fetch a good price, I’d mark that pretty face of yours. You’d show some respect.”

      “I respect those who deserve it.”

      His eyes narrowed to silvery slits. “You try my patience, you little—”

      The sudden squawk of hinges silenced him. Closing the knife, he concealed it in his hand.

      Lachland filled the doorway. His gaze lit on the gray-eyed man “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Checking on the woman.”

      “You’ve no cause to be here.” Lachland slowly entered the chamber. “Did you touch her?”

      “I know you’ve got plans for her. I wouldn’t damage her.” Shuffling on his feet, the gray-eyed man shot her an imploring look. “Tell him…tell him I’m speaking the truth.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Lachland took a step toward him, then another. “I gave an order, and you defied it.”

      Brandishing his knife, the gray-eyed man retreated a step. “I didn’t do anything to her. I only wanted to ensure her cooperation.”

      Lachland’s brows arched. “Is that puny blade supposed to frighten me? Put it away before you make me angry.”

      The gray-eyed man hesitated for a heartbeat, then stowed the knife in his pocket. “I did not mean any offense.”

      “Leave us. Now.”

      “Aye. I’ll just be on my way.”

      Without warning, Lachland lunged. Gaslight glinted off the dirk he’d stashed up his sleeve. The blade plunged into the gray-eyed man’s upper chest.

      Leana’s scream echoed in her ears. The stunned man clutched at the knife. Blood spread between his splayed fingers. Sounds of misery gurgled from his throat as he crumpled to his knees.

      Lachland pulled the blade from the man’s body and wiped it on his victim’s shirt. “Next time, you’ll know better, won’t you?”

      Leana fought to control her fear. “He needs help.”

      Lachland shrugged. “The bloke will live. It isn’t as if I carved out his heart.” A thin smile spread over his features. “I’ll save that amusement for another time.”

      A shot exploded from the upper deck. A cry of fear and agony followed.

      “Get back!” Lachland pulled her away from the porthole, dragging her against his body. “I can’t have my treasure being damaged now, can I?”

      “What’s happening?” she gasped.

      His eyes blazed with hatred. “It would appear Captain MacArron has finally decided to put in an appearance.”
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      As the gunshot shattered the quiet of the night, James cursed the foul stroke of fate. He’d intended to commandeer Lachland’s vessel under cover of darkness, employing stealth as a weapon. He’d counted on most of the crew being asleep below deck, unprepared for an attack. Lachland’s demands had been blunt—the sword and treasure bound for London in exchange for Leana’s life. Did the arrogant cur believe Jamie would be so desperate and foolish that he’d raid the transport ship and meekly comply with his instructions? Or was the ransom demand nothing more than an elaborate scheme intended to lead Jamie to his death?

      Bugger the luck! His men had holstered their firearms, putting their swords and daggers to use in taking down the crew. The mate standing the watch had succumbed to his blade’s bite without much of a struggle, but another sharp-eyed watchman had spotted his men, putting a bullet in one of Jamie’s most trusted lieutenants and sounding the alarm. Rory had brought the bastard down before he could cause them more trouble. But the alarm had been sounded. Their advantage had been lost.

      God above, he had to get to Leana before her captor took out his vengeance on her—retribution intended to cut James to the marrow.

      “I’m goin’ below,” he shouted to Rory and his crewmen. “Keep these blighters occupied, if ye will.”

      “Aye, we’ve got this. Go to her.” Rory dodged a sword thrust and retaliated with a vicious slice of his saber. “Get the lass!”

      James seized the ship’s quartermaster by his shirt. He pressed his sgian dubh to the bastard’s throat. “Where is she? The lass?”

      “I dinna—”

      James shook him until his teeth rattled. “Tell me!”

      “Please…dinna kill me.” The man’s chest heaved with each ragged breath. “The woman…she is below deck. In the small cabin on the starboard side.”

      Anger simmered in Jamie’s veins. “Ye stood by while Lachland imprisoned a woman. What kind of man are ye, ye bluidy coward?”

      The man quaked against his hold. “I’ll tell ye whatever ye want.”

      “No worries, mate. I’ve no intention of spilling yer blood.” With that, he shoved the man. Hard. Bellowing with fear, the quartermaster toppled over the side into the murky water. “If ye can swim, mate, ye can make it to shore.”

      Jamie bit off an epithet between his teeth. All hell was breaking loose around him. Rory held off a burly blighter with his sword before tiring of the exercise and putting his pistol to good use, while the other half-dozen men who’d volunteered for this raid cut down Lachland’s crew, one by one. Jamie turned to the ladder leading below deck.

      “Where in hellfire do ye think ye’re goin’?” A towering man blocked his path. More than a head taller than Jamie and outweighing him by at least five stone, the behemoth was massive.

      Jamie scowled. Just his bluidy luck.

      Calculating his options, Jamie sized up his adversary. This was definitely not the time for a fair, honorable fight.

      An ugly grin marked the oaf’s blunt features. “Ye think I’m afraid of that knife? I’ll break yer back with my bare hands, mate. And then I’ll toss ye to the sharks.”

      He plunged his thick fist at Jamie’s head. Weaving to the side, Jamie dodged the blow. Another brutal punch followed, then another, each intended to send Jamie to oblivion.

      With each swift, evasive movement, Jamie led the big man away from the others. The behemoth didn’t appear to know Jamie had a gun, and he intended to keep it that way. He’d end this soon enough.

      But first, he needed a clear shot. He couldn’t risk the bullet plowing through the big bastard and into one of his crew.

      Pivoting on his heel, Jamie stepped to the side. Step by step, he led the cur to the side of the ship. With his back to the water, the cur would find no retreat.

      Shifting his dagger to his left hand, Jamie went for his pistol with his right.

      The oaf’s eyes widened. Fear flickered in his pale, bleary eyes.

      Jamie leveled the revolver at his chest.

      “Bluidy unsportin’ of ye, mate.” The oaf pitched himself over the rail, taking his chances in the churning sea.

      Jamie tucked the dagger into a sheath concealed beneath his shirt and stared into the sea. The big man fought the current, but appeared to be losing the battle.

      “You should’ve killed him when you had the chance,” Lachland announced as he emerged from the lower decks. His expression unreadable, he held Leana against his body, his arm locked around her slender throat. With his strength, he could snap her neck without breaking a sweat.

      Her lower lip trembled with fear she tried to hide. She met his eyes, and he saw the tears she was trying desperately not to shed.

      Rage simmered in Jamie’s veins. He fought against it. Emotion would make him impulsive. Foolish. He had to stay in full control and avoid acting from the heart.

      “Let her go, Lachland.”

      “In time.” Lachland edged toward the side, imprisoning Leana in his arms. Keeping his distance, he used her slender body as a shield. “I was starting to wonder if you were going to come after her. We both know she’s naught to you but a trollop.”

      “I should kill ye for that,” Jamie said. “Let her go and I’ll give ye what ye wanted. I’ll take the woman and go on my way.”

      “You have the Bloodhead Sword?”

      “Aye. It’s yers for the takin’. But first, ye must release her.”

      “Prove it to me.” Lachland dug the tip of his dirk against the underside of her jaw. “Show me the sword.”

      He slid a jeweled saber from the scabbard at his hip. In the dim light, the ruby-encrusted hilt on the weapon passed down to him through generations of MacDougalls would pass for the Bloodhead Sword—long enough for him to put a bullet between the jackal’s hate-filled eyes.

      “Throw it here.” Lachland’s voice was low. Dangerous. He wouldn’t put it past the evil son of a bitch to use the blade on Leana.

      “Let the lass go and it’s yours.”

      Lachland pressed his knife against her throat. She bit her lower lip, seeming to stifle a cry as her eyes met Jamie’s. “Throw down the sword.”

      Jamie released the saber. Metal clattered against the wooden planks.

      Holding Leana to his body, Lachland shielded himself, coward that he was. Sheathing the dirk, he dragged her with him as he snatched up the sword.

      Jamie leveled his pistol. “Let her go. Now. Before I splatter yer brains all over this place.”

      Lachland’s gaze flashed to something—or someone—behind Jamie. “I suggest you come up with a better plan. Or else, another MacArron is going to die.”

      Jamie’s pulse thundered in his ears. Rory stood across the deck, blood streaming from a gash over his left eye. A bastard in Lachland’s crew held a pistol to the base of his skull.

      Regret etched his brother’s features. “Dinna concern yerself with me,” he said in a voice marked with pain. “Save the girl.”

      Lachland’s mouth curved in a serpent’s smile. “Throw down your weapon, and I’ll let one of them live. I’m a generous man—I’ll even allow you to choose.”

      Rage and fear filled Jamie’s veins. His gaze locked with Rory’s, and his brother gave a small nod.

      “Save the girl,” Rory repeated.

      Quick as a snake, his brother whipped around. His fist plowed into his unsuspecting captor’s gut. Seizing the gun, he turned the tables on the cur and pulled the trigger.

      “Send Lachland to hell,” Rory cried out.

      It was high time.

      Damnation, he couldn’t get a clear shot. He couldn’t risk Leana’s life.

      Lachland tightened his arm around her throat. With Leana as his prisoner, he couldn’t wield the heavy sword with one hand. But he could still break her neck.

      “Have you forgotten, Captain? I still control if she lives. Or if she dies.”

      “Take your hands off her.”

      Lachland stilled, regarding him without emotion. Suddenly, he twisted sharply to the left, hauling Leana against the top of the railing.

      “As you wish, MacArron.”

      One vicious shove, and she tumbled backwards over the edge.

      Jamie bolted forward, arms outstretched. Desperately, he reached for her.

      He was too late.

      “Jamie!” Crying out in terror, she plummeted into the darkness below.

      Fury unleashed in Jamie’s heart. “You bastard.”

      “As I see it, you have a choice. With those heavy skirts, she won’t last five minutes in the sea. You can save her. Or you can kill me.”

      “Ye’re wrong.” Rory ran to the edge. “Kill the son of a bitch.” He dove over the side, plunging into the waves.

      “I would’ve let you live.” Jamie ground the words between his teeth. “I would have allowed the hangman to do his job.”

      Lachland tossed his weapons onto the deck. “I am now unarmed. You don’t have it in you to kill a defenseless man.”

      One of Jamie’s lieutenants rushed to his side. “Captain, we’ve secured the ship.”

      “Aye. Good work,” Jamie said. “Bind this bastard hand and foot. We will transport him to—”

      As the young sailor went to carry out his instructions, Lachland pulled a gun he’d concealed beneath his trouser leg.

      With lightning speed, Jamie took aim.

      He fired.

      Lachland froze. The revolver tumbled from his hand. Shock spread over his features as his hand splayed over the wound.

      “I thought it would hurt…to die. But it doesn’t. I don’t feel a bloody thing.”

      His head slumped forward. He collapsed. Unseeing eyes stared at the planks beneath his head. His body was wracked with shudders.

      And then, he stilled.

      Jamie bolted to the rail. From the water below, he could hear Rory calling for Leana as he searched in the darkness.

      But there was no answer.

      “Summon the others,” he ordered the lieutenant. “Bring every lantern they can get their hands on. I’ll find her. Then I’ll need yer help.”

      Casting aside his weapons, Jamie dove into the frigid water.

      The cold slammed into him, robbing him of breath. He gasped for air and pushed forward. He had to find her. He had to get to her.

      He had to save her.

      One by one, his men rushed to the edge. Their lanterns lit the murky sea.

      “There!” Rory called. “She’s alive!”

      Jamie saw her then. Leana had managed to tread water, barely keeping her head above the surface. Could she see him? Did she know he’d come for her?

      Relief pumped through his veins, giving him strength he hadn’t known he possessed. Even as the frigid water set his teeth to chattering, he summoned the will to get to her. Damnation, he would not lose her.

      Not now. Not when hope lay within reach.

      With swift, sure strokes, he cut through the water. Closing the distance, he pulled her to him. Holding her, he pressed a hand to her sweet face, as if to reassure himself she was real and not a figment conjured by his desperation.

      “We’re going to get ye back on the ship.”

      “You came for me,” she said, her voice sounding like a whisper against the waves and the wind.

      “How could I not? Ye’re in my heart, Leana. Mo cridhe.”
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        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      Leana swept her skirts aside and settled onto the piano bench. Her fingers moved easily over the keys. When a bout of sadness overcame her, the lyrical notes of Songs Without Words seldom failed to lift her spirits. But on this bright and shining spring morning, her mood remained as dismal as a dreary rain.

      Ye’re in my heart, Leana.

      Jamie’s declaration played in her thoughts. Had he truly meant the words he’d spoken? Had his relief at saving her life stirred powerful—but fleeting—emotions? In the days since he’d rescued her from the sea, it seemed an invisible shield had fallen between them. After bringing her aboard his ship, he’d been gentle with her. But he’d kept his distance, treating her with respect and quiet decency without a shred of tenderness or intimacy.

      It seemed they’d become strangers. She’d lain with him, and she’d loved him before his anger at her deception drove a wedge between them. Now all of that seemed forgotten. He regarded her with a casual detachment, as if diving into the fierce waves that night had been an act of duty and not of the heart.

      Would she ever understand him? If she lived to be ninety and nine, she’d never puzzle out James MacArron. He cared for her. She could see it in his eyes on those rare moments when he let down his guard. But he would never allow himself to break through the barrier her lie had created.

      It would be easier to endure his anger, rather than the cool regard that betrayed his lingering distrust.

      Soon, she’d shore up her strength and leave this place behind. She couldn’t pretend this civil, oh-so-polite existence wasn’t a quiet hell much longer.

      Her finger pounded an off-key note. She sighed, struggling to clear her thoughts. It did no good to ruminate over her feelings. She’d face the inevitable soon enough.

      And then she’d leave Castle MacArron behind, her heart’s protests be damned.

      Repositioning her fingers on the keyboard, she began again. Isla came in quietly, plopping down next to her on the bench as she hummed along with the tune.

      “The melody is beautiful.” Isla said. “Will ye teach me to play this one?”

      “Of course,” Leana said, forcing a smile even as she wondered if she would have the opportunity to honor her word. An invisible thorn pricked at her heart. How would she ever find the strength to say goodbye?

      An hour later, she sat at the dining table with the captain, Rory, and the girls. Leana gazed at the bowl of lamb stew Mrs. Taylor had prepared for supper, willing herself to eat lest she wound the cook’s feelings. Ordinarily, the dish’s savory scent would have perked her appetite. But tension had stretched her nerves tight, and her stomach had picked this moment to be most uncooperative.

      Across from her, Jamie ate heartily, evidently suffering no ill effects from their close proximity. His nearness filled her chest with butterflies. How she wanted him to touch her, a simple caress. But he kept his distance and spoke to her in the infernally bland tone he’d adopted—courteous, gentlemanly, and utterly unlike the man she’d fallen in love with.

      Love.

      The word hammered in her brain. She’d considered the possibility she loved him before this night. But now, looking at the face she longed to touch and the mouth she yearned to kiss, the truth slammed into her—she’d fallen in love with the captain.

      How could she have been so foolish? Why had she opened her heart?

      A flash of utter clarity came upon her. It was all so very simple, really. She knew what she had to do.

      Loving Jamie was a fool’s game. She had to protect her heart.

      She had to leave.

      The sooner, the better.
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      Leana poured herself a small glass of brandy and downed it. At this moment, she needed courage, even if it was of the liquid variety. She’d tell him tonight. She’d inform him she’d decided to leave. There was no choice. The pain of loving him while he treated her with cold, quiet civility was simply too much to bear.

      She had to do this. Now. While she could still bear the thought of leaving this place. Before she was hopelessly ensnared by her heart’s longing.

      Earlier that night, Jamie had been in his study. She’d passed by the half-closed door. His hands had been pressed against the desk as he studied a map of something or other.

      With any luck, he’d still be there.

      She walked quietly to the room. A soft knock upon his door announced her presence.

      He glanced up. “Ah, Leana, come in.” He rose from behind his desk. “I’ve been meaning to speak with ye.”

      “Have you now?” she replied. “It seems we have that in common.”

      Clad in dark trousers and a linen shirt, he’d rolled his sleeves to his elbows. Oil light glimmered off the dusting of hair on his forearms. He rubbed the back of his neck, looking as if he was at an uncharacteristic loss for words.

      “Leana, I’ve been pondering a decision…one that hasna come easy to me. Not after what’s gone before.” He took her hands in his own. “I am not a romantic man. I couldna quote a poet if my life depended on it. But ye need to know—I want ye to stay here. With me and my girls. As my wife.”

      Stunned, she swallowed hard, trying to breathe. This should’ve been a joyous moment. But instead, confusion swarmed her thoughts.

      Something isn’t right.

      “Your wife? I don’t… I don’t understand. This is so very unexpected.” She met his gaze, searching his eyes for the answers she desperately needed. “Why do you wish to marry me?”

      Surprise flickered in his eyes. “Ye have to ask? My daughters would be heartbroken if ye left. Ye risked yer life to shield those girls. They need ye. And so do I.”

      She gave her head a brisk shake, as if doing so might clear it. “I hid Isla and Bridget because I wanted to protect them. That had nothing to do with you…and me.”

      “Ye’re wrong, lass. After what’s gone between us, I canna stop thinkin’ about ye. I want ye in my bed, Leana. And at my side. Ye deserve to be treated as the lady ye are.”

      Do you love me? The question echoed in her thoughts.

      He wanted her. He needed her. For himself. And to be a mother to his girls.

      Jamie desired her. Neither could deny their passion for one another.

      Pity that wasn’t enough.

      She loved him. And she needed to be loved in return.

      His green eyes darkened as he studied her. “I would be honored if ye’d agree to be my wife, Leana.”

      Her pulse roared in her ears. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what she’d dreamed of. Every fiber of her being ached at the thought of leaving, at the thought of lonely nights yearning for his touch and his kiss, longing for him.

      But she had to protect her heart. Much more of this pain, and it would shatter beyond repair.

      “I’m so very sorry, Jamie,” she whispered, breaking away. “I cannot do this. I cannot marry you.”
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      Jamie’s foul mood carried over to the morning. Arrogant arse that he was, he’d never anticipated Leana might actually refuse his offer of marriage.

      After his proposal, she’d expressed a desire to leave Castle MacArron. He’d summoned Rory to his study. His brother could see to her departure. Jamie didn’t have the patience to deal with the trivial details. The gut-punch she’d delivered the night before had nothing to do with it. Or did it?

      Rory flashed a scowl to match his own. “I’ve got better things to do than help ye make the worst mistake of yer bluidy life.”

      “What in the name of Robert the Bruce are ye talking about?”

      “Ye canna let the lass go. Ye’re a damned fool if ye do.”

      Jamie stalked around the desk. “Ye’re an insolent arse. Ye know that, don’t ye?”

      “Aye. It’s a family trait.” Rory settled into a chair and stared up at Jamie. “So, what are ye goin’ to do about this?”

      “Damned if I know.” Jamie prowled over to the window and stared out at the coastal sea. “Why do women have to be so blasted difficult?”

      His brother smiled. “I think a better question is, why do ye have to be an arse? Did ye think the lass would dance a jig when ye asked her?”

      “I might’ve expected some show of happiness.”

      “Did ye tell her ye love her?”

      Jamie shot him another scowl. “Have ye been spendin’ yer time reading poetry to impress the shopkeeper’s daughter?”

      Rory pinned him with a gaze, wise beyond his years. “Well, did ye? Did ye tell her the truth?”

      “I did not say it. She should know—”

      “Bah.” Rory dismissed his excuse. “Ye’ve got to tell her.”

      A commotion in the corridor leading from the main entry drew their attention. Mrs. Davidson and Mrs. Taylor were shrieking, “Stop!” in near unison.

      What the hell is going on?

      Rory rushed to the door as Mrs. Davidson appeared at the entry. Standing very still, the housekeeper wrung her hands in a knot.

      “Captain, there are men here to see ye.” She twisted her hands again. “We tried to stop them, but they would not—”

      A tall, wiry man with features best described as ordinary pushed past her. His mouth thinned as he brushed a speck of dirt from his well-tailored suit. A mountain of a man in a shabby jacket followed close on his heels—hired muscle, most likely, given the disparity in the quality of their clothing and the flinty look in the big man’s eyes.

      The wiry man fixed Jamie with a narrow-eyed gaze. “Captain MacArron, I understand you are harboring a thief.”

      “What is the meaning of this—barging into my home uninvited, making mad accusations?”

      “I assure you, there is nothing mad about my complaint. You have a woman under your roof…she goes by Leana Fraser.”

      Leana slipped past the women who gaped at the scene from the hallway. Facing her accuser, she hiked her chin and squared her shoulders. “That is my name. There’s nothing suspicious there.”

      Jamie stood toe to toe with the intruder. “Identify yerself before I toss ye out on yer arse.”

      Contempt blazed in the man’s pale eyes. “I will have you know you are addressing the Earl of Gilford.”

      “I dinna give a damn if I’m talkin’ to the ghost of Robert the Bruce.”

      “I speak the truth. This woman is a thief. My hired investigator tracked her here. She was in my employ.” Gilford pointed to a recently healed cut on his temple. “Until she accosted me and made off with a prized heirloom.”

      “I presume you mean this.” Leana pulled a jeweled dagger from her skirt pocket. “I’d intended to return it. I only took it to defend myself…from you.”

      “Liar,” the man spat out.

      Leana’s cool gaze was seasoned with contempt. “I assure you, I am not lying. Consider yourself lucky I did not put it to good use. If I had, you might never again be able to assault a woman.”

      Jamie’s hands clenched into fists. “Assault a lass?”

      “Yes,” she said, stepping away from the earl. “I served as a companion to Lord Gilford’s daughter. She grew to be a fine young lady, despite having this cur as her sire. When she no longer had need of a chaperone, Lord Gilford offered to keep me on as his assistant. He failed to explain his view of my duties. One night, after he shoved my skirts up and made his intentions quite clear, I shattered a vase—hopefully, a very expensive one—over his thick skull. And then I fled. I took this dagger in case he or one of his hired men came after me.”

      Rage filled Jamie’s veins. Suddenly, everything made sense. Leana had been desperate to get away—so desperate she’d forged a reference to secure a position in a place far from the city, far from this cowardly scoundrel who’d tried to hurt her.

      “Is this true?” Jamie pinned Gilford with his gaze.

      “You’re going to consider the word of a liar and a thief? Bloody fool.” Gilford shifted on his feet, his mouth working nervously.

      Jamie turned to Leana. “Give it to me…give me the dagger.”

      “I did not intend to keep it,” she said softly, her eyes wide with sadness.

      “I believe ye, lass.” He took the knife from her hand and examined it, then shifted his attention to Gilford. “Do ye care to tell me why a calculating thief would steal a worthless piece of metal?”

      “Worthless? I’ll have you know—”

      “I’ve seen lads with more well-crafted knives.” He slammed the emerald-tipped hilt against a stone in the hearth. The gem crumbled to bits. “It’s paste. As for the rest of it, it’s flimsy as they come.” To illustrate his point, he placed the dagger on the hearth, set his boot heel on the hilt, and bent it in half. “I’d be willing to reimburse ye the pence or two this cost.”

      “Uncouth vermin.” Hatred simmered in Gilford’s low tones. “The woman will face justice.” He turned to the big man. “Paulson, get her to the carriage.”

      Rory stepped in front of Leana. “You’ll have to get through me first.”

      “And me.” Jamie brushed past Gilford as he went to Leana.

      Paulson slanted Jamie a glance as he slunk to the door. “I dinna want any trouble. I dinna know…he was comin’ after a woman.”

      “Woman? She’s a thieving shrew.” Gilford lunged for Leana. His hand clamped over her arm. “You’re coming with me.”

      Jamie had seen and heard enough.

      He drew back his fist. With one punch to the gut, he dropped the earl to his knees. “Ye were saying, Lord Gilford?”

      The coward struggled for breath. “You…you will pay for this.”

      “Ye think so?” Jamie’s fingers curled around Gilford’s pressed collar and hauled him nearly off his feet. “If ye dare to come near her, or any of my kin, you will regret it. The Devil of the Highlands does not take kindly to threats. Mark my words—I protect those I love.”

      He dragged the whey-faced blackguard to the door. “Rory, see that he makes it to his carriage. If he gives ye any trouble, let know him know how a Highlander deals with his kind.”
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        * * *

      

      Leana rubbed her arm, as if doing so would wipe away the feel of Gilford’s touch. Jamie turned to her, his eyes dark with emotion she could not read. His attention shifted to the women who’d watched the scene unfold with wide, curious eyes.

      “Mrs. Taylor, Mrs. Davidson, if the two of ye would see to my daughters. I have matters to discuss with Miss Fraser—matters which require privacy.”

      Leana’s heart stuttered as the women quickly agreed and scurried away. Jamie quietly closed the door behind them.

      He turned to her.

      Her stomach did a little somersault, and she pulled in a long, calming breath. She couldn’t look away from his gaze. Something in the depths of his expression and the sensuous tilt of his mouth intrigued her beyond all reason.

      She swallowed hard against a sudden wave of nerves. This wasn’t the way she’d expected this day to go. Not at all.

      He came to her, his boots tapping softly against the floor. “Why didn’t ye tell me the bastard hurt ye?”

      “Would you have believed me?”

      He nodded, his expression grave and so very handsome, he threatened to take her breath away. “I should never have doubted ye.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “There is one thing ye must know.” He cupped her cheek against his palm, tracing over her lower lip with the pad of his thumb.

      Anticipation rippled through her. “Am I going to like this?”

      “I pray ye do, my sweet Leana.” His grin stripped away what little defenses she still possessed. “The man ye’re goin’ to marry…well, the man is a bluidy dolt.”

      “Is that so, Captain?”

      “Aye.” He brushed his lips over her, outwardly chaste, yet a caress imbued with such tender passion, her knees wobbled. “I love ye, Leana.”

      Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Please, if this is a dream, I do not wish to awaken.

      She met his eyes, reading the truth in their depths. Her heart soared.

      “Do you now?” she said softly.

      “More than ye could ever know. I want ye with me until I take my last breath.” He held her close, his hands gliding over her middle in a gentle caress.

      He claimed her lips, tasting her, savoring her, giving and taking and delighting her with the promise in his kiss.

      “Ah, Leana, I never want to let ye go. Say ye’ll be mine.” His plea was a husky murmur against her mouth.

      “Oh, Jamie.” She breathed his name on a sigh as her arms curved around his broad back. “Can you have any doubt of my answer?”

      A tempting smile pulled at his mouth. “I want to hear it on yer lips, Leana. Say ye’ll be my wife, darling lass.”

      “Oh, Jamie, I love you so very much.” Joy filled her heart. “I will marry you.”

      And with that, he kissed again. And again, until she was breathless.

      “I’ll love ye with the last beat of my heart, Leana. I’ll never let ye go.”
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        Christmas Eve 1876

      

      

      The delightful aroma of gingerbread and Christmas cookies filled the kitchen and dining hall. Isla and Mrs. Taylor were happily at work creating delicious treats, while Leana and Bridget decorated a bushy Scots pine with red velvet ribbons and delicate glass globes.

      Jamie and Rory marched in, shaking the snow from their coats with each step.

      “Ye’re making a fearsome mess,” Mrs. Davidson scolded.

      “Come here, Da,” Isla said, offering him a cup of piping hot apple cider.

      “So, that’s how it is…ye ignore yer poor famished uncle,” Rory said with a chuckle.

      “I’ve cider for ye as well.” She handed him a cup and a piece of gingerbread. “I know it’s yer favorite.”

      “Thank ye,” he said, taking a hearty bite.

      “I’ve written a story about our voyage to America.” Isla flashed a beaming smile. “I used my journal entries as inspiration. Will ye read it, Uncle Rory?”

      “Do ye doubt I would?” Rory’s brows hiked.

      Her grin broadened. “Ye’re one of the characters.”

      “Hand it here, Isla,” he said. “I’m eager to see if ye did yer uncle justice.”

      Jamie made his way to where Leana stood with Bridget. The wee girl blew her da a kiss, then planted a real one on his cheek.

      “Merry Christmas, Papa.”

      “Ye’ve still got a day to go,” he said, ruffling her curls. “Clever girl, tryin’ to get to yer gift early.”

      “I made a present for ye.” Bridget’s grin filled her small face. “But ye must wait ’til the mornin’.”

      “I canna wait to see it,” he said, scooping the girl into his arms and planting a kiss on her forehead.

      Pure contentment warmed Leana’s heart and she gave silent thanks for the love she’d found with Jamie and his family. She’d found her heart’s desire—and so much more—with the Devil of the Highlands.

      Later, after the family dined on a sumptuous Christmas Eve supper and sang carols at the piano in their slightly off-key voices, Leana and Jamie tucked the girls into bed. Stretched out upon the settee by the hearth, Leana nestled in her husband’s arms. Drinking in the warmth of the fire and Jamie’s muscular body, she leaned her head against his shoulder and met his deep green gaze.

      His hand splayed over her middle, the faintest of smiles teasing his mouth.

      “I can feel the changes in ye,” he murmured. “Our babe is growin’ within ye. I love ye more than words can say, Leana.”

      She cupped her palm to his cheek, delighting in the crisp texture of new beard etching the contours of his face.

      “My heart bursts when I think of it, Jamie. Next Christmas, we’ll have another little one to love.”

      Dipping his head, he kissed her, a velvet caress that spoke of love and hope, of dreams fulfilled and hearts mended.

      He threaded his fingers lightly through her hair. An emotion far more powerful than desire blazed in his eyes. She’d been truly blessed to find love with this bold man of the sea who treated her with such passion and tenderness. He was hers to love. Forever more.

      “Ah, Leana, how I love ye, lass. Now. And ’til the end of time.”
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      
        
        Edinburgh, Scotland

        1445

      

      

      Though he wasn’t drunk, he was perfectly willing to let every other buffoon in the tavern believe it were so.

      Thor, Captain of The Sea Devil, and longtime second-in-command to the Prince of the Devils of the Deep brethren, often played this game.

      The thing was, when a dunce believed Thor to be deep in his cups, he often joined him, and when a man was liquored up, his tongue became loose as a tavern wench in need of coin. And that was how Thor often found out about treasure that needed saving, or heads that needed bashing. Verily, the usual squealers were the swain with enough ale or whisky in their bellies to widen their jaws and wag their tongues.

      As it happened, right now, a very intriguing conversation was taking place a few tables away. Talk of pirates and gold—two things that were liable to interest anyone in the tavern, not just Thor.

      Letting out a belch loud enough to shake the rafters, Thor tapped his mug on the table rather obnoxiously and shouted, “Another! And shome for my”—he waved his hands in the air and pretended to tip back on his chair, balancing mid-air before righting himself with a snort of fake laughter—“all my friendsh.”

      The men in the tavern let out a loud round of whoops and hollers, clicking their mugs as the wenches scurried to fill them with ale up to the rims and collect the coin from Thor before he changed his mind. On the far side of the tavern, men broke out in song, boot heels tapping against the sagging wood of the floor. The torches danced precariously in place where they hung on the walls. One of the drunkards picked up a set of bagpipes and began to play a rather dismal and shameful rendition of a Highland ballad.

      Well, that wouldn’t do. Thor charged across the tavern, making certain to bounce against a few backs, spilling his ale and appearing unstable as he made his way there.

      “That ish not how ’tish done,” he slurred. “Let me show ye.”

      “Ye?” the buffoon laughed. “Another round says ye fall on your arse when ye blow.”

      Thor grinned. “And if I do, I’ll shtill keep on playing.” Lord, help him, but he hoped the men discussing gold and pirates fell for his act.

      Thor grabbed the pipes, settled them against his shoulder, left hand holding the chanter, right hand on the bag. He blew into them, and the squealing sound that issued was enough to have the men falling over laughing. But once he had a handle on the pipes, he played a haunting melody he’d penned on the high seas. The men of the tavern couldn’t hear the words he’d created to go with the song. No one would ever hear them twice, for he changed them in his mind each time.

      When he finished the song, he dutifully fell to his arse with a laugh, tossing the pipes back to their owner.

      “Impressive, ye drunk bastard,” said the man as he caught the pipes.

      “No matter how drunk, a man always knows how to play his pipes,” Thor said, bringing out a round of laughter from the men. “Drinks on my friend here!”

      As the wenches moved to refill the cups, Thor climbed to his feet, glancing out the side of his eye toward the men he’d been spying on earlier. They were still there, still talking in hushed tones. They’d stopped while he played, mesmerized as everyone else was by Thor’s sea song.

      He wagered the time to be nearing midnight, and most of the rapscallions in the place had been splashing ale and whisky down their throats for the better part of several hours.

      Thor staggered around the tavern, pretending to drink his empty cup of ale and slapping random men on their backs. To keep his ruse going, he shared a juicy tidbit about a wench he’d bedded the day before—a total lie—but it drew him closer to the table huddled in the corner, which was what he wanted. Thor didn’t bed women simply to brag about it, but for some reason, bawdy jests and innuendo always seemed to open men up, and so he’d use that to his full advantage.

      “Aye, he’ll be paying a hefty sum in gold,” said the man farthest at the table from Thor.

      Thor listened to their conversation as he continued being rowdy with the men at the table beside them.

      “How much?” one whispered.

      “I heard tell it was an entire chest of gold. A king’s ransom.”

      “For a wee bairn?”

      A wee bairn… What in the bloody hell kind of treasure was that? What pirate wanted to deal with a child? Thor could barely stand the adolescent lad he’d helped his pirate prince Shaw “Savage” MacLeod rescue just a few months ago. The lad followed Thor around like a puppy. Well, until Thor snarled.

      “Well, ’tis not a bairn no more,” they continued, and Thor let out a loud belch to his newfound friends, which inspired a round of who could belch the loudest.

      “How old?” The men looked about, none of them seeing Thor’s side-eyed glance.

      “He said twenty or so.”

      What in Hades were they talking about? Thor resisted the urge to knock their heads together and insist they spit the information out faster.

      “Lad or lass?”

      “He’s not sure.”

      “Ye mean to tell me, Santiago Fernandez put out the word that he’d pay a king’s ransom for a bastard he got on a Scots lass two decades ago, but he’s not certain if it be a lad or lass?”

      Whoa now… Thor almost choked on his empty mug. Santiago… Had he heard that correctly?

      “Aye. A Scots whore. Santiago’s got a bastard running around if ’tis still alive.”

      An icy chill rushed through his veins at the mention of Santiago Fernandez.

      Thor growled, letting out a low curse, which startled his new friends.

      “I need more ale!” he shouted, pretending that was the reason for his outburst.

      A wench was by his side in less than a second, filling his mug as she rubbed her ample bosom against the front of his shirt. He winked at her, made to reach for one of her breasts, but she playfully batted his hand away. The men at his table laughed, but Thor felt no humor. Rather, he was seething inside at what he was hearing.

      Captain Santiago Fernandez was his mortal enemy. Hate didn’t even begin to explain how Thor felt about him. He loathed the man. And for good reason. The first time Thor ever laid eyes on him was when the Spanish pirate stood over the body of Thor’s mother, laughing. The bastard had killed her. Murdered her in cold blood and left her bloodied and battered body on display for everyone to see, including Thor when he was just a lad. Santiago was the reason Thor had become a pirate two decades before. Five years ago, he’d thought the day of reckoning was at hand, but the bastard leader of Los Demonios de Mar had outmaneuvered him, then captured and tortured him. But that didn’t mean Thor was going to give up. Their parting words all those years ago had been Thor’s vow to see Santiago dead.

      “Where’d ye hear it?” one of the scheming swain asked.

      “From one of his crew. They were bragging about how they’d be the first to find Santiago’s offspring.” He leaned closer. “So I shanked him.”

      A plan started to formulate in Thor’s mind. A crazy idea.

      If these men were willing to kill for the information, the promise of a king’s ransom had to be accurate. Why else would they gut each other for it? Aye, they were all a bunch of scoundrels, but they didn’t kill just to kill, not without cause.

      How many years had Thor waited to exact his revenge on the bastard? Was it just coincidence that the perfect opportunity had just presented itself? Or was it fate?

      Thor didn’t believe in fate. Nor did he believe in coincidences. But he did believe in luck, and today was turning out to be his lucky day.

      A slow grin covered his face, and he pretended to throw back another swig from his empty cup—the contents of which he’d surreptitiously poured into each man’s cup as he clinked mugs with them. He tossed the barkeep a sack full of coins, which he always did to maintain the secrecy of his identity, then waited outside the tavern until the three men who’d been whispering about Santiago’s bairn stepped through the door.

      Thor wasn’t a small man. Even as child of ten, he’d been taller than most men in his mother’s clan. She was a MacLeod, and after his bastard Viking father left his mother to the care of her family, Thor had repudiated any connection to the whoreson—but he couldn’t deny it when he glanced at his reflection. For a long time, he’d shaved the wheat-colored hair from his head, only recently growing it out because he realized how much more savage it made him appear. Being a pirate was all about appearances. The only physical trait he’d inherited from his mother was her blue eyes. Thank God for that, because it meant when he did peer at his likeness, he could still make eye contact with himself, for he saw her instead of his traitorous father.

      He was well over six and a half feet tall, and weighed as much as an ox. Even still, he was quiet, and the three men didn’t hear him approach. He bashed one on the head, knocking him out cold, then he grabbed the other two by the scruffs of their necks and jerked them into the alleyway behind the tavern.

      One of the men pissed himself before passing out. The other stared at Thor as though he were God or the devil, it made no difference.

      “Tell me where I can find the bairn?” Thor demanded.

      The scab’s eyes widened, knowing instantly to whom Thor referred.

      “I…I dinna know.”

      “Then how were ye planning to find him?”

      “Might be a her.”

      Thor tightened his grip on the back of the imbecile’s neck and leaned in closer. He spoke slowly, pronouncing each word in a clipped tone. “What was your plan?”

      “We were going to put the word out. Offer a small reward for information.”

      “And then take the larger reward.”

      “Aye.”

      Thor nodded. “Sounds like a solid plan. And what makes ye think that the child survived?”

      “No telling.” The man was shaking so hard he vibrated Thor’s arm.

      “Here’s your new plan—go home and pretend ye never heard of the bairn, or risk me finding ye and tearing your arms off and shoving them up your arse.”

      “Aye, sir.” He nodded emphatically. “Aye, never heard of whatever it is ye speak of.”

      Pressing his lips together in thought, Thor head-butted the scab and dropped him to the ground beside his friends.

      Sounded like as good a plan as any.

      Thor grunted and nodded to himself again. This was truly happening. Revenge for his mother, for himself, for every man, woman and child Santiago had ever harmed, was within reach. Retribution would be his. And he refused to think of the bairn as being one of those victims, though guilt did prick his gut for it was likely true.

      He stepped over the sleeping shites and made his way down to the wharf. The sun would soon be rising, and he needed to make certain his crew was on board with this newest mission, and that the reward of a chest full of gold and the satisfaction of revenge was well received.

      A slow grin filled his face. Aye, soon he’d have Santiago’s child tossed in the dark cell of The Sea Devil. He’d arrange to meet with the Spanish captain and toss the body at the man’s feet—for he absolutely could not let a child of Santiago live, not when the man wanted it badly enough to offer such a massive reward. Then, when knowing dawned on the bastard’s face, Thor would sink his blade deep into Santiago’s heart. Revenge complete. An eye for an eye. A loved one for a loved one.

      Thor ignored the bitter taste his own thoughts left on his tongue. He was a pirate. This was what pirates did. They ravaged, maimed, stole, took lives. Part of the brethren code he’d vowed to keep was not taking a life unnecessarily. But there had to be someway to get around that.

      As he marched toward his ship, anyone scurrying around the docks at this bleak hour leapt out of his way, not wanting to cause trouble with a man the size of a mountain. The rest of them stayed where they were, hidden in the shadows, waiting for someone more vulnerable to pass by. Bodies heaved. Moaned. They were all up to no good.

      Thievery.

      Assault.

      Smuggling.

      Debauchery.

      Thor had seen it all. And honoring the code of the brethren, if he came across an innocent being abused, he always stepped in. While he thought on it, he watched a lass leap across several barrels as two wharf guards chased her, their swords clinking as they shouted at her about the promise of the hangman’s noose. She was dressed in breeches, but there was no hiding the feminine curves she was blessed with. The moon lit off her creamy skin and the flash of her wicked smile. Added to that, her hair fell loose of its plait in wild black curls that surrounded her face like a shroud of devilry. Och, Thor liked her. A lot. Had he not been on a mission, and she not running—quite well, might he add—from the authorities, he might have asked her to join him aboard his ship for a dram.

      Thor grinned, watching her impressive dodging. She thrust one long leg out to catch the top of a barrel with a dainty foot, making running from wharf guards look like an elegant dance. The lass was clearly used to being chased by the authorities—and with getting away. She taunted them with lewd remarks he’d never heard come from a lass’s lips and made a rude hand gesture at them as she darted into a darkened alley.

      That was a lass who could take care of herself. His kind of woman.

      Chuckling, he sauntered off, thinking it might be fun to go after her and offer her that dram after all, but she’d likely take his offer of respect as him wanting something else, and he might end up with a knife in his gut. Or worse—his ballocks.

      Better to mind his own business. And keep his precious parts.

      The Sea Devil loomed before him, the Devils of the Deep flag safely hidden and the merchant’s flag swaying in the evening breeze in its place. Every time he saw her, his heart swelled as it had the first moment he’d found out the ship was his. It was after he’d escaped from Santiago. Shaw had seen fit to give him the twenty-two-gun galley in an effort to turn his mind from revenge and back on the brethren. The responsibility of being the captain had been exactly what Thor needed to get his head back in the game. His men respected him. He respected himself. He had more to focus on than just the revenge he’d lived and breathed for the better part of two decades. But that didn’t mean he’d forgotten. Nay, he’d been a wild animal in hiding. Hibernating that need for vengeance until the right time presented itself. As it just had.

      Thor leapt the few feet to the rope ladder and climbed. They never left a plank out for any scoundrel to climb aboard. That was asking for trouble. Trouble they did not need. Or want. The ship deck was littered with swabs, half of them drinking and cavorting, and the other half dead asleep.

      Thor picked up his bagpipes, licked his lips, blew into the pipe, setting the tone for the music and then gave it his all, playing the same ballad he had in the tavern and longing for the seas to embrace them once more. Those who’d been asleep awoke, and those who’d been carousing quieted. They listened to their captain play, and when Thor was done, they waited for what he had to say.

      “A treasure awaits us.” Thor met each of their gazes, nodding. “A bounty at this port that will lead us to a chest of gold doubloons.”

      “Spanish gold,” someone muttered with obvious pleasure.

      “What kind of bounty?” another asked.

      Thor grinned, settling his pipes back in their case. “’Tis the bastard bairn of none other than Captain Santiago Fernandez.”

      There were a few sharply indrawn breaths, and the men grew silent, waiting for their captain to expand on his words. He searched the sea of faces for Edgard, his first mate and second-in-command. Edgard’s face was guarded, but he did nod his support. The man had been with him for as long as The Sea Devil had been his, and Thor trusted him implicitly.

      “I dinna know if ’tis a lass or lad, but I do know he or she would be twenty by now. We’ll put out the word for a small reward, and once we’ve the bastard in hand, we’ll set sail for Scarba, and then arrange to meet Santiago to claim the gold.”

      “Ye’re not going to give him the child.” Edgard made the statement rather than asking, having picked up on Thor’s choice of words.

      “Nay. I’m going to kill the wee bastard. Kill Santiago. And take all the gold on his ship.”

      The men cheered, all except Edgard, who he suspected would remind him of the brethren code when his men wouldn’t dare. Thor took the large mug of ale they passed him, swigged it hard and then tossed it in the air.

      He set his mouth to the pipes again and played a victorious tune, his hard gaze on Edgard’s all the while. Screw the code. Vengeance would be his. The taste of sweet retribution was already thick and delicious on his tongue.
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      Near St. Ives, Cornwall

      

      He knew they were out here.

      It was early morning and the sun was barely up, turning the fog that had rolled in overnight into shades of gray. Everything was still and quiet. Even the sea was quiet. So very quiet.

      But he knew it was a ruse.

      The pirate commander known as Lucifer stood on the deck of The Madness of Melinoe, or simply the Melinoe, a small but fast and heavily-armed vessel that was known to fight battles against ships twice her size and win. This lady was fiery, and she was commanded by a man that no sane man would tangle with. Any pirate named Lucifer was surely a man to be feared and avoided.

      “What is wrong?” came a soft question. “What do you hear?”

      The query came from a younger pirate, but a man who had proven himself indispensable on sea or on land. Felix d’Vant, tall and sinewy and blond, stood next to Lucifer, trying to figure out what had the man so fixated. He was simply staring out into the fog as if beholding a hidden enemy. But only tense, brittle silence filled the air. Lucifer simply shook his head.

      “Hear?” he repeated. “I hear nothing. It is more a… feeling.”

      Felix didn’t like that at all. Lucifer’s feelings were often truer than most men’s facts. Without a decisive command given by his leader, Felix took matters into his own hands. He turned to the men on deck, men who were on edge because Lucifer was seemingly on edge, and began to give them silent commands. His gestures were firm, bordering on panicky, and the men began to move. Something was in the air and they needed to be prepared. But before they could get to their posts, Lucifer suddenly bellowed.

      “Hit the deck!”

      Men began to fall, for a command of that nature wasn’t mean to be ignored. As they began dropping to the damp deck, a faint whistling could be heard that very quickly grew deafening, and the masts and wooden portions of the ship around them began to explode around them as nine-pound cannonballs hurled over the decks.

      And just that quickly, they were in battle.

      “Gun crews!” Lucifer roared. “Roll out the port side battery!”

      Since the Melinoe was a smaller vessel, her gun deck was quite cramped and directly below the main deck. Lucifer found himself screaming commands to the gun deck officer, who in turn rolled out the five four-pounder cannons they had on the port side. The gun crews began to work furiously to load the long, iron cylinders.

      They were very swift in their tasks. As the Melinoe continued north on her original course, the gun crews rolled out a strategic barrage of cannon fire in the direction of their enemy, hoping it would do enough damage to them before they could turn around and level off their other battery. The concussion was staggering, and the great blasts of smoke floated up onto the main deck, making the air toxic. As Lucifer rushed to the port rail with his spyglass to get a look through the fog, one of his men shouted to him.

      “Lucifer!” Remy de Moray was a close friend and an excellent warrior. He was pointing up to the mainmast. “Look!”

      Lucifer peered up through the damp, rolling mist to see a nine-pound cannonball wedged into the mainmast, not enough to collapse it, but enough to create an interesting situation. He shook his head.

      “Damnation,” he muttered. “It is supporting the entire mainmast from the way it is sitting. We are bloody fortunate it stopped when it did and did not rip off the entire structure.”

      Remy nodded, grinning. Young and handsome, with dark hair and jet-black eyes, Remy came alongside Lucifer.

      “That’s a nine-pounder,” he said. Then, he looked out onto the fog. “That does not come from any ordinary vessel.”

      Lucifer shook his head, his golden gaze still fixed on the mist. “There are only three ships that I know of that can fire off a cannonball of that size,” he muttered. “The French, and their main warship is near Lisbon last I heard, or the Spanish, or us. And I do not see the ships in our fleet firing on us.”

      Remy wasn’t hard pressed to agree. “The Spanish, then?”

      “The Spanish. Mayhap they are here to reclaim their glorious warship.”

      Remy smirked. “Then they will have to find Shaw and his Devils,” he said. “The Leucosia belongs to the Scots now and they are welcome to the damned thing.”

      Lucifer’s lips twitched with a smile. The Leucosia was the running joke between the English band of pirates, Poseidon’s Legion, and their Scottish brethren, the Devils of the Deep. Never was a ship such a hot commodity, a 22-gun beast of a vessel that the Spanish had stolen from the Dutch, the French stole from the Spanish, the English stole from the French, and now that beautiful vessel had been gifted to the leader of the Scottish pirates because Constantine had considered the vessel far too hot to handle. Only Shaw MacDougall, his dear friend and fellow pirate leader, didn’t know it.

      But he surely knew it now.

      “I am sure they are hoping to find her,” Lucifer said, “but their efforts shall be for naught. If it is Santiago and the Santa Maria out there, the Melinoe is faster. The Santa Maria has a heavy rudder and she cannot turn easily. She cannot outrun us and we cannot outfight her, so it is best for neither of us to try.”

      “Then we run?”

      “We run.”

      They were nearing their port of Perran Castle. Once inside the cove that was protected by the enormous castle with its artillery facing out to sea, Captain Santiago Fernandez of the fearsome Spanish pirate gang, Los Demonios de Mar would be a fool to come within range of an entire battery of nine-pounder cannons. Lucifer and his men escaping into the safety of the cove was much like a child running from bullies and hiding in his mother’s skirts; the bullies were sure to run off when Mother threatened.

      But Lucifer wasn’t concerned with turning tail from the Spanish warship; as he’d said, a ship the size of the Melinoe couldn’t outfight the big Spanish battle ship, so there was no shame in living to fight another day. He knew that Santiago and his crew, if they even knew who they’d been shooting at, were possibly looking for men to interrogate about the Leucosia and perhaps even prisoners to exchange for the vessel, so he wasn’t going to make an easy target.

      It was better to return home.

      “Curtiz!” he bellowed. “Load the stern cannon and make haste for Perran!”

      Curtiz d’Evereux, a rather cutthroat mercenary that had been with Poseidon’s Legion for almost a year, nodded sharply at the order and began moving the men, barking orders in a strict manner. He had a firm way about him and wasn’t afraid to jump in and work alongside the crewmen, something Constantine and Lucifer liked about him. But he had an edginess that was difficult to define, making him a somewhat mysterious character.

      Had they known what the mystery was, they would have thrown his carcass to the sharks.

      But they didn’t know, and probably wouldn’t until it was too late. They were nurturing a viper in their bosom. As happened with men who roamed the seas for wealth and adventure, Curtiz hadn’t disclosed much of his background, so no one knew much about him other than he’d once served the great mercenary de Nerra army out of Cumbria. The motto among the pirate brethren was “ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies”, so inquiring about a man and his background simply wasn’t done. Men proved themselves in the eyes of their commanders and comrades and that was all that mattered. Curtiz was capable and that was all Lucifer cared about.

      But that trust would possibly be his undoing.

      At the moment, however, all men were rushing to secure the ship so they could live to fight another day. The dark sails of the Melinoe were unfurled, even in the fog, to catch whatever breeze there was while, down below, a myriad of prisoners began the ancient rowing rhythm to the beat from the Row Master. Boom, boom… boom, boom. The Melinoe began to pick up speed, enough so that a second barrage of cannonballs did no damage at all, sailing harmlessly out of range as the Melinoe slipped up the coast.

      Lucifer, Remy, Felix, and Curtiz moved to the stern of the ship, listening to the cannonballs sail off into the mist. Quickly, the sound began to fade and they knew they were safely out of the Spanish range. There was a palpable sense of relief, but there was also a sense of triumph that the Spanish and their surprise attack hadn’t worked.

      “They have no idea where we are now,” Remy said confidently. “They must be using depth readings to figure out where they are in relation to Perran and to the coast. The sooner we return to Perran Castle, the better.”

      Beside him, Curtiz grunted. “The better question is how they knew we were here in the first place,” he said, turning to the others. “These are our waters, so why are they here?”

      Lucifer shrugged, glancing at the big, blond seaman who faintly resembled Constantine. “It is no secret that our presence is heavy in these waters,” he said. “It is quite possible they are looking for us, or it is equally likely they are simply looking for other victims. Our sails were not unfurled so, in this fog, it is quite possible they do not even know it was us. They have merely seen a shape.”

      Curtiz turned his attention back to the fog, which seemed to be lifting ever so slightly. “Or they are looking for Constantine and his new wife,” he muttered. “Word that Con has gone on a wedding trip has spread, and I have little doubt that our enemies have heard. Mayhap, they are even testing out these waters with the Sea-God away. Mayhap, they will challenge our supremacy.”

      That was a good point and one that had crossed Lucifer’s mind. He glanced up at the sky, seeing flashes of blue through the white mist. Soon enough, the fog would clear and it would be a beautiful day with soft sea breezes and the gulls crying overhead. But for Lucifer, there was much more to the day than simply the sky or the sea. He grunted.

      “Then they will be sorely disappointed if they test me,” he said. “While Con is in France with Lady le Brecque enjoying his wedding trip, I am in command of his Legion and anyone who challenges that command will be met with a firm and deadly hand. They would be foolish to try.”

      He said it in a tone that left no room for doubt, and Remy grinned as he listened to the boast. But it wasn’t so much of a boast as it was the truth. As Constantine’s First Mate, Lucifer had always been one to follow his leader without question, commanding when it was necessary, and conveying the impression that one did not contest his ways and live to tell the tale. But with the event of Constantine putting him in command of Poseidon’s Legion, and his empire, while he was away, Lucifer’s stoic and ominous manner had taken on dimension. Now, he had the full feel of a captain behind him, which made the man that much more terrifying.

      Remy had no intention of crossing him.

      “Aye, my lord,” he said. “Now that we are heading back to Perran Castle with the Spanish at our backs, what will your first order of business be?”

      Lucifer glanced at him. “It will be the same as it was when we left Eynon Bay,” he said. “We are heading home with a hold full of fine goods that we took from the merchant vessel foolish enough to drop anchor where they should not have. Once there, we will offload it, pay the men what they are due for the haul, and then I must deal with a few issues that have been left to my care in the wake of Con’s departure.”

      “Like what?”

      “Several, but the first ones that comes to mind are those two heiresses that we have imprisoned at Perran. I told Con that I would deal with them.”

      Remy knew who he was speaking of. Last month, they’d intercepted a heavily-laden merchant vessel crossing from Ireland to the port of Plymouth. It has been a very rich vessel and they’d taken a huge haul from it, including the two daughters of the merchant who owned the ship. The women had been taken back to Perran and imprisoned, at Constantine’s orders, until it was decided what to do with them.

      Ransoming them back to their father was one thing, or they could very well be auctioned off to pirates willing to pay their price. Constantine had been busy with his marriage, so the duty of deciding their fate had fallen to Lucifer, and Lucifer had been putting it off for weeks. They didn’t normally take female prisoners for any length of time, so Lucifer didn’t want to put it off too much longer. He needed to make a decision and get on with it. He had more important things to worry about than two disruptive females.

      “I’d nearly forgotten about them,” Remy said. “As I recall, they were both rather pretty. What do you intend to do with them?”

      Lucifer watched a gull fly overhead, disappearing into the fog. “Something,” he muttered, turning away from the railing. “Anything. With Con away, I have enough to worry over without having to deal with a pair of she-cats. Mayhap, I shall auction them off and keep the money for myself.”

      “Oh?” Remy was interested. He had an eye for pretty women, and they for him. “How much will you ask for the pair?”

      Lucifer pushed himself off the rail and began to head towards the bow. “I have not yet decided,” he said as he walked away. “But for you, the price is doubled, whatever it is.”

      Remy smirked. “As I recall, the elder one was quite the spitfire,” he called after Lucifer. “You may have to pay me to take her off your hands if no one else wants her.”

      Lucifer simply waved him off, knowing that would never be the case. The elder daughter – he’d forgotten her name – was, indeed, a spitfire. But she was also quite fine, as he recalled. She would bring a fine price should he decide to sell her, and perhaps an even finer price should he ransom her back to her father. Either way, she was his responsibility and he was going to make it worth his while.

      As Lucifer departed for the bow, and Remy and Felix went about their business, Curtiz remained at the stern. He had been listening to the conversation quite carefully. He knew of the female captives because he’d been at Perran Castle when the ship bearing the women had come ashore. And he had been the one to settle the women in their new prison home.

      Curtiz had been their jailor for the most part, at least in those first few early days. And as their jailor, he’d observed much. Mostly, he’d observed that no one seemed to be paying much attention to the women in the wake of Constantine’s marriage. Being that the women were being ignored, and that they were a valuable commodity, Curtiz did what pirates do – made the most of an opportunity, even if it was under the nose of his leader.

      And that was why the Spanish were here.

      Only, he wasn’t going to tell Lucifer any of that. He would pretend he had no idea why the Spanish had come. But the truth was that the Spanish had come to Perran Castle on his invitation to take on the daughters of a wealthy merchant so they could negotiate with the women’s father. Even if the Spanish pirates didn’t return the women to their desperate father, the women were both quite beautiful and would make fine concubines for the Spanish pirates.

      But it was all for a price… and Curtiz was demanding a high price, one that the Spanish were willing to pay. After the loss of the Leucosia, they saw it as a great opportunity to take something from Constantine le Brecque, something of value, and Curtiz was more than willing to be the intermediary for the transfer.

      The truth was that he didn’t have any real loyalty to Constantine or Poseidon’s Legion. He’d been bouncing around since his service to de Nerra and his only purpose in life was to make money, so the opportunity with the two female captives had been too good to pass up. They would be gone before Lucifer or Constantine realized they had been taken and, God willing, so would Curtiz. He planned to take the money from the Spanish and run.

      But meanwhile, he would play the loyal pirate, at least for as long as it suited him. He was a good warrior, an even better sailor, and those skills had been impressed upon Constantine and his crew. He pretended to think as they did and, so far, the ruse had worked.

      But he was in this only for himself, as he would soon prove.

      Unfortunately, Lucifer was ignorant of the thoughts of a man he was slowly learning to trust. At the moment, he was more concerned with the Melinoe making port before the Spanish figured out they had escaped. The fog had begun to lift and the ship was making excellent time, drawing closer to Perran Castle along the western coast of Cornwall. In fact, the fogbank remained to the south as they passed out of it, leaving the Spanish buried in the mist and still out to sea.

      With fair skies ahead and the wind at their back, the Melinoe glided gently into Perranporth Cove beneath the enormous citadel of Perran Castle, and the anchor was thrown into the soft, white sand bottom. Then, and only then, did Lucifer breathe a sigh of relief, for his ship had come home safely and the booty they’d collected from an ill-placed merchant vessel near the coast of Ireland was quickly offloaded and taken up to the great vaults of the castle.

      Lucifer was the last man to leave the ship, heading up to the castle as carpenters began to comb over the Melinoe to repair what damage there was from the Spanish cannonballs. It was barely mid-morning, but Lucifer was already thinking about a good meal and a soft bed. He’d been at sea with his men for nearly eight days, so he was anxious to see what had gone on in his absence and administer Constantine’s empire as best he could. But he was seriously thinking that all of that could wait until he’d been fed and rested.

      Except for the women captives. His conversation with Remy had brought them to light again, something he’d put aside for so long that thinking of them again brought instant distaste. Damnation, he’d already put them off long enough, and something was nagging at him to see to the women before he took care of his own needs. Given that there was some guilt with the way the women had been caged up for so long, he didn’t want to put it off any longer. He needed to get it over with, and the women had to know they hadn’t been forgotten and that their fates would soon be determined.

      In hindsight, his choice to visit the captives that day would be a decision that changed his life.
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        ACCUSED

      

      

      
        
        Sevilla, Andalucía, España, 1760

      

      

      “And so you see,” Alonzo Velázquez explained when he reached the end of the tale he’d recounted many times, “our ancestor was a famous Spanish marauder who gave the Pirates of Britannia a run for their money.”

      His guests chuckled politely, as they always did, and raised their sherry glasses. “To Santiago Fernández,” they exclaimed. “Leader of the Demonios del Mar.”

      It wasn’t every Spanish nobleman who boasted openly of pirate ancestors, but Alonzo Velázquez de Vallirana y La Granada was probably the richest man in Sevilla, founding owner of a profitable shipping company trading with Spanish colonies in the Americas.

      Claiming not to care a whit for public opinion, he never failed to mention that his eldest son had been named for the infamous pirate king who’d lived three hundred years before. Like Fernández, Santiago Velázquez had indeed spent most of his life at sea, plying back and forth across the Atlantic in his favorite ship, the Santa María.

      While enjoying the old tales, and proud of his family’s long seafaring history, Santiago considered himself more of a rogue than a pirate. Was he to blame that beautiful women lusted after handsome sea captains, especially ones who stood to inherit a fortune?

      Sometimes it was difficult to keep track of his paramours. He had obviously offended Salomé Mendoza when he’d escorted his current ladylove into his father’s house earlier in the evening. She’d slapped his face and stormed off as if they had some sort of permanent arrangement, which he certainly was unaware of. He racked his brain for something he might have said or done to give her the wrong impression, but couldn’t think of anything.

      Over the years he’d more or less abandoned the youthful notion of someday finding what his father had enjoyed with his late mother—a great love. And Salomé definitely wasn’t a woman he’d want to spend his life with. Beautiful, yes, but also conniving and given to fits of rage. He wasn’t entirely sure how he’d become involved with her in the first place, and resolved to be more careful in future.

      Hours later, when all the guests had left, and his younger brothers and sisters had retired, he and his father sat in the salon, sharing a glass or two of Cuban rum.

      “I apologize for the scene earlier,” he said, genuinely sorry for Salomé’s outburst. His father went to great lengths to ensure his social gatherings went off without a hitch. Instead, the humiliating slap would be the main topic of gossip among Sevilla’s social elite.

      “It will pass,” his father replied. “Everyone knows Salomé takes after her mother.”

      It was a gentle reminder that he was expected to exercise better judgement. It was never wise to alienate families of equal social rank.

      He drained his glass, rose from his chair and bade his father goodnight. “Hopefully, one day I will acquire your wisdom, Papa,” he said before taking his leave.
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      Santiago shrugged off the hand shaking him awake. He opened one eye. Why was his valet waking him in the middle of the night? “It’s still dark, go away, Roberto.”

      “Wake up, Santi.”

      He rolled over, startled when he saw his father’s worried face, rendered all the more haggard by the flickering flame of the candle he held. “What’s wrong?”

      “You must go to your ship. Salomé has accused you.”

      He rubbed his eyes and sat up. “Of what?”

      His father sat on the edge of the bed. “Sexual deviance,” he murmured.

      Santiago snorted. He considered himself creative in his lovemaking, but deviant? “She’s off her head,” he replied with a yawn. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow. She’ll calm down.”

      “The constables were already here.”

      “Constables?”

      “From the Suprema.”

      He was tempted to laugh. “What on earth could she accuse me of that would interest the Inquisition?”

      “Sodomy and homosexuality.”

      His blood ran cold. Few men of his age accused of homosexuality escaped the noose, most of them tortured into confessing. Only boys deemed to have been sodomized unwillingly were punished with a whipping. “But you know this isn’t true,” he exclaimed.

      “True or not, you must flee. Sail to Cuba. Lie low. I will send word when it’s safe to come home.”

      He felt the weight of a heavy bag on his legs, and the thunk of a large amount of coin. He looked up at the tears streaming down his father’s face and his heart broke.

      “Take this and go now, my son. I have diverted them, but they will be back.”

      Two hours later, the Santa María was sailing down the Guadalquivir, after a hurried and gut-wrenching farewell. His valet had sobbed almost as much as his wailing sisters. His white-faced brothers had been unable to speak. His father had struggled unsuccessfully not to break down, finally mumbling a reassurance that his sainted mother would watch over him.

      While supplies were being loaded in Cádiz, he explained to the crew that the ship wouldn’t be making the return voyage. They could either stay in Cádiz, return to Spain in another of his father’s ships or start a new life in the Americas with him. It was gratifying that the majority chose to sail with him, not surprising after he distributed some of his father’s coin as an incentive. As he sailed away from his beloved country and everyone he loved and cherished, he doubted his broken heart would ever mend. Never again would he allow a woman to destroy his life.

      Read the rest of The Marauder…
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