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The Legend of the Pirates of Britannia


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, who had a vast following that 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. As 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, he and his crew 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 generation upon generation, 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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Chapter One


Off the west African coast, 1738

Spyglass to his eye, Jack “Shadow” Stirling, searched the horizon. So named by his men because of his ability to sneak up on and outmaneuver unsuspecting ships with his fast brigantine. In the distance, a whale breeched the waves and gulls soared overhead. A storm-petrel flew by on the way to feed in calmer waters as the temperature plummeted.

Peter Johns, his first mate and quartermaster, joined him at the helm. “No sign of land, Jack?”

“No. No sign of that seadog, Cordova, either, thank God.” Jack collapsed the spyglass and handed it over. “There’s a storm coming.” He rubbed the rough skin on the scar marring his temple and narrowed his eyes against the glare. Above them, the main topsail began to flap violently. “How are the men?”

“Davy’s bad,” Pete said grimly. “We might lose him.”

Jack uttered a string of curses and banged his fist on the wheel. His men were dying after catching typhus, picked up at their last port of call a week ago. “With luck, if we can reach an English or Portuguese trading post and get fresh food and water, the men will have a fighting chance. Then we’ll head home to Puerto de los Dioses.”

“I’ve had another look at the charts. We are several days away from the English post at Senegambia. Less, if the wind favors us.”

“Let’s pray it does.”

On their way back to their home base living on rations of bone soup and biscuits, the livestock eaten, they’d been drawn off course after Jack’s enemy, Captain Delmar Cordova, at the helm of his big Spanish schooner, Santa Maria, fired on the Golden Orion, their cannon shredding the fore topsail. Jack had taken evasive action, while the schooner, under full sail with the wind behind it, had forged ahead. Jack, riled by the captain’s attack, followed in pursuit. They were deep in the Atlantic Ocean, far from home when his men began to drop like flies. Without the manpower to defend themselves, they’d become easy prey. With the change of the wind, the Spaniard’s vessel fell behind and was soon lost, leaving Jack with no recourse but to make for land.

During the night, the wind picked up. Exhausted after only an hour or so of sleep, his eyes gritty, Jack took the helm as the wild seas drove the ship toward an outcrop of rocks.

“Is there anything more God has in mind for us?” Pete yelled.

Jack brushed the rain and sea spray out of his tired eyes. “More like the devil. Best we pray, hard.”

Standing on the tilting, rain-washed bridge, Jack stared with grim concentration, his knuckles white as he fought to hold onto the wheel to guide his ship away from land until the storm blew out. Ahead, jagged rocks erupted, lashed by a swirling sea of foam, the ship drawn irresistibly toward them.

The helm swung wildly as the bosun shouted an order to reef their sails.

The ship lurched on, but a grinding sound rent the air as the keel struck submerged rocks.

“Sounds like the hull’s been breached,” Pete shouted.

“When the storm’s abated, send Benjamin down to check.”

Sometime later, the early morning was sparkling and clear. The storm, while savage in intensity, had suddenly blown out to sea during the night.

The able-bodied of his crew scurried around the ship.

Benjamin emerged from the hold. “Looks bad, Cap’n. I’ll mend it as best I can with sailcloth and tar.”

Jack ordered them to head for land.

“Boom about!” cried his sail master.

Five hours later, leaden with fatigue, Jack scanned the waters as they limped along. They were hundreds of nautical miles off course. He pulled off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. Was it possible they’d come out of this? His thoughts went to his sick men below. He left the poop deck and made for his cabin to consult the charts again. He was hunched over them at his table when the cry came from Jimmy in the lookout. “Land ahoy!”

Jack climbed quickly to the poop deck and took out his spyglass.

As they sailed closer to the African coast, a small bay appeared in Jack’s spyglass, and within it, a long arc of golden sand rimmed by dense jungle. A few miles into the interior, an escarpment rose above the trees, a waterfall tumbling down in a shower of spray. Not far from it, smoke spiraled into the air.

“I know of no settlement here,” Pete observed when he looked through the glass. “That’s miles farther up the coast.”

“Best we don’t chance our luck by trying to reach it,” Jack said.

Ahead, waves broke in a froth of foam over a reef. Pete looked doubtful. “Can we get the ship safely through?”

Jack eyed a narrow channel of deep water. They had to. And his shallow-hulled brigantine was perfect for the task. “We’ll drop anchor and undertake repairs in that sheltered bay. There’ll be food and fresh water. Let’s hope the natives are friendly.”

Pete gave a gloomy shake of his head. “This is known to be Voudon country.”

“Muskets beat a Voudon spell every time.”

Holding his breath, Jack took the wheel and guided his ship through the channel. Pete nodded approvingly as they reached the quiet bay and dropped anchor. A rivulet disappeared into the lush foliage at the far end of the beach.

The ship rocked gently. The sunlit, crystal-clear water lapped gently at the hull. A school of fish darted beneath the surface.

“Get Benjamin to check whether the repair is holding. He might need to shore it up again. Let’s hope that holds until we get back to base.” If they did.

They were undermanned, and with Cordova in the vicinity, their problems seemed insurmountable.

“We’re out of salted beef. I’m sending the men to catch fish and hunt up some fresh meat,” Pete said.

Jack leaned over the rail beside his lieutenant. “We’ll make for that waterfall. It’s possible we can travel a fair distance by canoe along that stream, before we have to hack our way through. Leave someone to guard the sick. Send Aden back in the boat with the water.”

“Aden fell sick last night.”

Jack groaned. Not the cabin boy, too, barely thirteen. “Poor lad. Send one of the others, then.”

Water casks were lugged ashore, while others set out to fish and hunt.

Half an hour later, Jack, Peter, Sam, a spirited, towheaded youth of twenty, and Will, a dark-haired, quiet Irishman of some twenty-eight years, pulled the canoe across the narrow strip of sand to the mouth of the stream. Although not yet noon, the sun beat down mercilessly as they lowered the canoe into the water. Climbing in, they took up the oars.

They rowed beneath a canopy of shiny green foliage, blocking out the sky, their labored breaths inhaling the warm air. Moss grew on the trunks of the trees and vines climbed everywhere, filling the air with pungent smells. Their presence brought on an ear-splitting cacophony from brilliantly colored parrots and monkeys swinging away through the branches.

The men, sweating profusely, were forced to rest their oars when the stream narrowed and became impassable.

“It might widen farther up,” Pete said, wiping the sweat from his neck.

Jack took stock. By his calculations, they were as near to that smoke as the water would take them. “We’ll continue on foot. Let’s see where that trail goes.”

Gathering up their muskets and shot, they dragged the canoe onto the bank and set out. Jack ducked to avoid a green snake coiled around a branch. Somewhere to the left of them came the unmistakable yowl of a leopard.

“I’d rather take my chances on the sea,” Sam muttered, his red-gold hair bright against the foliage.

Jack wasn’t about to disagree with him. The air was suffocating, and who knew what lay ahead.

After tramping another mile or so, their clothes wet and sticking uncomfortably to their bodies, they emerged into a clearing to find a hut with a thatched roof. Half a dozen men and women from the local tribe gathered outside it with a gaggle of naked children playing in the dirt at their feet. They all screamed and scattered like seals facing a shark.

“What the hell?” Pete murmured, staring at the hut.

Jack had not expected to find white men this deep in the jungle, let alone a woman standing at the door of the hut. Tall and slim and in a high-collared, white dress devoid of panniers or embellishment, her heavy coil of dark hair was drawn into a bun at her neck.

She emerged from the dim doorway and into the light. Her fine brown eyes narrowed, and she raised a pistol in both hands, aiming it somewhere in the region of his heart.
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Pirates. And Alex had been gone since daybreak. Distracted by the amused expression on their leader’s face, Lydia tightened her grasp on the pistol to prevent her hands from shaking. The brute wasn’t afraid of her.

“I think you men should return to where you came from. There’s nothing here for you.”

Her pulse thundered in her ears. There was no mistaking who they were. Three of the men wore loose, short coats with large buttons, fitted striped breeches, and kerchiefs beneath their caps, a brace of pistols slung from silk around at their necks. Two carried muskets.

Their captain cast her a lazy glance, unnerving her further. “I’m afraid I can’t obey that request, madam.”

Short of breath, she backed into the room as he stepped through the door. A handsome devil. His white shirt lay open to the waist, displaying a tanned, well-muscled chest. His breeches clung to powerful thighs, and he wore black boots. His hair, long and straight against his neck, was a deep black. She took in his brace of pistols and a blade tucked into his breeches.

A long silence stretched between them as they eyed each other. His dark brows lifted as he took her in from head to foot. Affronted, she did the same. With a quick, indrawn breath, she took note of the fierce-looking cutlass hanging at his side. She firmed her grip on the pistol, despairing of her trembling fingers. Was there a hint of lust in his gaze? Aware of how vulnerable she truly was, she hated to feel so completely at his mercy.

“I do hope you don’t intend to shoot me with that, madam.” His firm lips smiled, revealing white teeth and transforming his face. He ran his fingers over his upper lip and sharp jaw sporting a small goatee. “That muff pistol is unlikely to kill me, but it will annoy me.”

He pulled off his broad-brimmed hat which sported a curling ostrich feather. “Jack Stirling, captain of the Golden Orion, at your service.”

Showing how unconcerned he was, he ambled closer. Her nervous gaze took in his lean, olive-toned face and cut-glass cheekbones. There was a half-circle scar on his temple like some kind of brand and a gold ring in his ear. Despite his courteous manner, there was an unmistakable air of danger about him.

She took a long, deep breath. “Miss Bromley, Captain. Why are you here?”

“I have a sick crew. My men are in sore need of medicine and food. Any help you are able to offer will be gladly accepted.”

Gladly accepted or taken by force? Distracted by his voice, which was deep and melodic, she lowered the gun but still kept a fierce hold on it. “What ails your men?” Wounded robbing some unfortunate trading vessel in the name of King George, she’d wager, but didn’t dare say. She wasn’t that foolish.

“Typhus,” he said, a frown drawing his black brows together. “We have lost ten men, and I don’t wish to lose more.”

“Typhus? I doubt I can…”

He turned away from her, cutting her off. Glancing around the hut, his alert eyes took note of her table of potions, the mortar and pestle, and the dried herbs. “You are treating the natives?”

“Only for minor complaints. My brother Alexander would be of more help to you. He is a man of science as was my father.”

“You have medicines?”

“Not for typhus.” She stood aside. “You must be parched. I have little to offer you and your men. Some lemon water, perhaps?”

“We’d be grateful.” The captain gave the order. Two of his crew waited outside. The slightly built, shorter man with pale blond hair came into the room. “Pete Johns, Miss Bromley.”

She thought him surprisingly polite and far less troublesome than his captain. “Mr. Johns.”

Lydia poured the drink into the only two mugs she had. “I’m afraid you will have to take turns.” She offered a mug to the captain, but he signaled to the other man to take it.

In the hope of getting rid of them fast, Lydia took out a plate of fruit. She returned for the bottle of lemon water and poured more of it into the mugs.

Unfortunately, their captain remained inside. As she scrutinized him more, she was surprised to discover he had dark blue eyes. “What are the men’s symptoms?”

“Fever, a rash on their chest, and a headache. When they complain of a pain in their stomach and back, they die not long after.”

“You must get rid of the rats. They will be spreading fleas.”

“Good God, woman, all ships have rats!” he growled, sounding bitter.

“You have picked up infected rats, Captain. They are spreading the disease.”

He didn’t argue, but folded his arms across the expanse of his chest. “What else can be done?”

“You must bring the fever down. Make sure they have plenty of water to drink. I have herbs which could help ease their discomfort, but nothing which will cure them.” She had gathered a few plants from the jungle, which were spoken of in a tome she’d brought with her, but most came from England. A suitcase full along with food stuffs like preserved fruits and jellies that she simply could not live without. It had annoyed Alex at the time, but no longer.

“You’ll come?”

“No! I can’t leave here.” She eyed him, not trusting him an inch. “My brother will soon return. And the natives won’t stay away long. Some tribes are not so friendly. If you hear drums, I would advise you to return to your ship.”

He arched an eyebrow. “I shall await your brother.”

“It might be a long wait. Once he’s discovered a rare specimen, he might not return until nightfall,” she said. “And the natives in need of my care will not come back while you are here.”

“We don’t intend to remain here any longer than we must. Once my crew is better and we’ve taken on provisions, we will be gone.”

The men hung around outside the door, talking in rough voices. They looked menacing with their guns and cutlasses; it was no wonder the natives had fled.

“While you wait for Alex, Malik can show you where to pick edible vegetables and fruits,” she suggested, hoping to be rid of them sooner.

She beckoned to her small helper, a lad of eight or nine, who followed her about like a puppy. He had been wedged in a corner, silent with fear. Lydia gestured to him, and with a few words and hand signals, made him understand. Looking pleased but shy, he came forward.

The captain remained while the others followed the lad along a beaten path through the palms.

“Malik will scale the fan palm for its fruits,” she said. “The palm is good for charcoal and firewood, if you have need of them. I extract oil from the seeds and ferment the flower spikes to make palm wine.” She gestured to the bottles on the shelf. “Care to try a glass?”

His mouth twitched. “You are not trying to poison me, are you, Miss Bromley?”

“Should it be necessary, Captain?” she asked, reaching for the bottle. The shelf was too high for her; she would need the stool.

His big body came too close, his male scent strangling her breath. He removed the bottle from the shelf and offered it to her. “I would prefer a better death,” he said with a wry smile.

How the white-toothed grin transformed him. But the threat that emanated from his very presence still hovered in the air. Lydia took the bottle, startled when her fingers touched his. She removed the top and poured the greenish liquid into a glass, willing her hand not to shake. She held it out to him.

He took a good swallow and raised his eyebrows. “Not bad.”

“I admit it doesn’t equal the wine you would drink. Spanish, perhaps?”

His lips lifted wryly. “England and Spain are not on good terms, Miss Bromley.”

“I imagine you’re provided with a Letter of Marque from the king to relieve Spanish ships of their wine.”

He chuckled, not at all offended. “Unfortunately, the last Spanish ship got away, so our reserves are low.”

“Put your hands where I can see them and turn around,” came a gruff command from the door.
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Chapter Two


Jack raised his hands and turned slowly to face the door where a tall man, presumably this woman’s brother, Alexander, stood with a blunderbuss aimed at him.

Jack kept his hand away from his sword. He could run the man through before he knew what hit him. But he might have need of him. “You Bromley’s are fond of waving guns at people, aren’t you?” Jack said, taking the measure of the man who held the old gun like a novice. “I bear you no malice, I assure you, sir.”

Miss Bromley hurried over to her brother. “Alex, Captain Stirling is in need of help. His crew have come down with typhus.”

“Typhus?” Alex stepped inside and pulled off his hat. “Alexander Bromley,” he said with a wary nod.

There was a family resemblance to Miss Bromley in his coloring, but there was a certain arrogance in his manner, and he lacked his sister’s grace. She placed a hand on her brother’s arm in appeal. Jack thought her out of place in such a setting with her dark hair and creamy skin. She reminded him of a rare orchid one might come across in the jungle.

Her brother pulled away from her and lowered the gun. With his eyes on Jack, he removed some plants from his pockets and placed them on a table in an orderly fashion. He watched Jack with suspicion, his mouth set in a hard line, and kept the blunderbuss close at hand. A botanist involved in scientific endeavors, she’d said. Intent on discoveries which would benefit mankind. An ethical man Jack guessed who would value good deeds.

“Bromley, might I ask you why you are in this uncomfortable country? Jack lowered his hands to his sides, while within reach of his sword should the fellow surprise him and decide to turn nasty. He gauged Bromley not to be the murderous type. Jack was accustomed to making quick assessments of a man’s character. There was something stolid and methodical about Bromley. Jack doubted there was violence in him, all his passion would be directed into his exploration, which might work in Jack’s favor. He desperately needed help, but he preferred the man on his side, rather than obeying Jack at the point of a gun.

Bromley frowned. “I gather samples of the plants here. They may prove useful in creating medicines. What better place?”

“Found anything promising?”

“Perhaps.” He glowered. “I won’t go into it though. I doubt any of this would interest you.”

“What interests me now is healing my sick men.”

“You’d better hope I know enough to help them,” he said. “But you’ll have to get rid of the rats.”

“Your sister has also suggested that. But even if I should be able to drive every rat into the lagoon, it won’t help the men who are infected.”

“Indeed, it will not.” Bromley turned to his sister. “Pack up your concoctions, Lydia. Bring Feverfew to help bring the fever down. We must go and see what can be done. Not that there’s a lot.”

Obviously, she’d expected him to agree. She was already sorting through the jars on the table. Jack raised his eyebrows. The generosity and caring of some people always did surprise him. So little of it had touched his own life. “My crew will be grateful. I will round up the rest of my men. We came by canoe, my ship is anchored off the beach in the cove.”

Bromley gave a sharp nod. “Much as I dislike and distrust those who plunder the seas for their own gain, Captain Stirling, I cannot turn my back on anyone in need. Naturally we will do our Christian duty.”

His sister was busily filling a small case with those things she wished to take. After an approving glance at the appealing curve of her hip as she bent over the table, Jack left the hut, hoping the man spoke the truth, that it wasn’t a ploy to put him off guard. Would they disappear into the jungle and remain hidden until he and his men were forced to leave? Should he leave someone with them? It was a calculated risk, but one he was prepared to take. He’d met Bromley’s type before.

Jack pushed his way through the dense, shiny leaves of the rubber trees. His men were not far away, Will was shinnying up a tree to pick some sort of fruit. He strode over to them. If something could be done for his crew, they could leave in a day or so, with enough provisions to take them to their next port of call. Then on to their home base. He could not help a smile at his good fortune. To have discovered such skilled people in the middle of the jungle astonished him. Had God decided to smile on them at last?

Pete and Sam were playing cricket with a branch and a small coconut, bowling it along the ground while the lad ran to fetch the coconut they hit. Did his men miss England? He was sure some did.

They had spent many long years at sea, but to return to the country of their birth meant to dance on the ‘triple tree’ at Tyburn. He’d heard of the mass hangings. Some of his crew had not chosen this life. Should they return, they had little chance of a fair trial. But only a fool thought life was fair.
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“Put a knife and your pistol in that case of yours,” Alex said. “We can’t trust this Stirling. Do you think he might run that cutlass through us when we’ve outlived our usefulness? I dislike turning my back on sick men, but I’ve half a mind to refuse him.”

“I don’t see that we have a choice,” Lydia said. “We can hardly say no. He’s asked nicely, but he may not take kindly to a refusal.” Her instincts told her that Stirling would treat them well if they didn’t cross him. But now was not the time to trust one’s instincts. She must remain vigilant. She fidgeted with her potions while she waited for Alex’s decision; he would react badly should he be forced against his will. He could be hotheaded at times.

“We do have a choice, Lydia,” he said. “We could escape into the jungle. His men would never find us. But it’s our Christian duty as I’ve said. So we shall have to do what we can to help them.” He shook his head. “I met some natives on the way back here. They are uncomfortable.”

She watched as he carefully placed the plants he’d gathered between pages of a book. “Some have gone to tell their chieftain. Even though we’ve lived in peace among them, I’ve been sensing trouble the last few weeks.”

“Have you? Why didn’t you tell me? We should have gone home, Alex.”

“I plan to leave soon. My work should be done in a week or so. But for now, it would prove wise to help these buccaneers on their way as fast as we can.”

“Would the natives attack such dangerous men?”

He scowled. “Lydia, these tribes know this jungle and could pick those pirates off before they knew they were even close by. Surely you are aware of that.”

“I suppose so,” she said, disliking that officious tone Alex often used with her. But the idea of bloodshed worried her. She closed her case, and smoothing the bun at the nape of her neck, put on her hat. “I’m ready.”

Outside, the pirates gathered, bulging sacks slung over their shoulders. The captain stood near the door. He gestured to her case. “Allow me to take that for you, Miss Bromley.”

Disconcerted at being treated like a delicate female after over a year of living rough in the jungle, she held onto it. “No need, I am perfectly able to carry it.”

“Nevertheless, I shall carry it,” he said, and did not lower his hand.

Did he fear she would run off with it? “Here, take it,” she said abruptly and handed the case to him. Surprised at her bad manners, she followed the men along the jungle path. The way this man looked at her, unsettled her. Her faithful helper, Malik, naked but for a woven cloth at his waist, trudged behind her.

She turned to the lad with a combination of gestures and words she’d learned of his language. “Go back, Malik.”

He grinned and shook his head.

Infection and God knew what else awaited them. She would hate to see the child come to grief. Lydia shook her head vigorously and gestured again.

Malik gazed at the ground and shuffled his feet.

Lydia walked on several paces, and when she glanced back, the lad still followed.

“Don’t dillydally, Lydia,” her brother said impatiently. “We need to deal with this quickly.”

She sighed and held out her hand to Malik. Bare-footed, he ran lightly over the ground and grinned up at her again. “Me help, missus,” he said, pushing out his narrow chest.

“He speaks English?” the Captain inquired, breaking his stride to walk at her side.

“A few words,” she said. “Just enough to make himself understood. I should like to teach him more, but Alex disapproves. Says it will unsettle him and make him an outcast in his tribe.”

“He might be right.”

They reached the rivulet where the canoe lay half-hidden in a tangle of vines. The men righted the boat and pushed it into shallow water. Captain Stirling placed her case inside and held out his hand to assist her.

Lydia frowned. She was far from helpless. “I know this territory like the back of my hand, Captain. It might be best if you and your men take the canoe, my brother and I will go on foot and meet you on the beach.”

She caught her breath at his lowered brows. He appeared suddenly more like a fierce buccaneer. “I don’t have time to deal with your sensibilities, Miss Bromley.” He stepped toward her.

Instinctively, she stepped back. She didn’t want his arms around her. She had been forced to face so many fears since she came here. And she’d done rather well gaining some confidence when dealing with spiders, snakes, and wild animals, to name but a few, except for this man who rattled her. So rampantly male, his authority over his men and now her, was disturbing. It challenged something in her she didn’t quite understand.

While she dithered, her brother frowned at her. “Lydia!” he barked.

Before she could push past Stirling, he’d picked her up in his arms and deposited her into the canoe. She gasped and slapped her skirts down around her. “You had no need to… really!” Her pulse had fluttered oddly when he’d lifted her as effortlessly as a sack of dry leaves. She fought not to show how he’d affected her, aware of his observant gaze. She had dealt successfully with many men on her travels. Some were openly flirtatious, some condescending, and some quite threatening. So far, Stirling hadn’t been flirtatious or condescending or even, surprisingly, threatening, yet she felt constrained when dealing with him. There was something unnervingly potent about him.

Stirling stepped into the canoe and took the seat beside her, his thigh brushing against hers beneath the fabric of her skirt. She sat up straight and resisted glancing at him.

Malik stood on the bank, his dark eyes imploring as he hopped from foot to foot.

“Malik?” Captain Stirling beckoned.

With a grin, Malik climbed in and sank down cross-legged in the bottom of the canoe.

“It would have been better had he returned to his people,” Lydia said sharply, still annoyed.

Stirling’s dark blue gaze met hers. That black, imperious brow rose again. “And deny the lad an adventure?”

She had no answer to this and fell silent. The canoe rocked as his quartermaster joined them and lastly, her brother, causing it to ride low in the water.

Captain Stirling and Master Johns took up the oars and began to row fast down river, while the remaining two men followed more slowly on foot fighting their way through the undergrowth.

Stirling glanced at her with a slight smile. “Now, surely this is more comfortable than having to beat your way through the jungle?”

Lydia opened her mouth to utter something dismissive, but took control of herself and firmed her lips. She hoped he would listen to her when they were on board. He needed to take her advice as well as her brother’s. Alex’s knowledge of the human body was exceptional, but he didn’t always see what was needed to ease a person’s suffering.

Somewhere in the jungle, native drums began their incessant beating. Malik crouched down and put his hands over his ears.

“Damme,” Alex cursed. “That’s never a good sign.”

“What does it mean, Bromley?” Stirling asked sharply.

“That we’d better row faster. Give me an oar.”

“Give me one, too,” Lydia said, and was surprised when Stirling thrust the last oar at her. She tried to do as the men did. It was not as easy as it looked, and she had to work hard to keep up their pace and rhythm.

The drums ceased, and the only sound now, the slap of the oars cutting through the water. The Africans had tolerated her and Alex until now, but had their association with these pirates angered the chieftain? Were they now seen as the enemy? Lydia’s nape prickled. Somewhere behind them, she could sense that the natives were pursuing them silently through the trees.
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Chapter Three


“Let’s put our backs to it,” Pete yelled. The oars lifted and fell rhythmically over the water in steady splashes.

They neared the sea. The briny smell strengthened, and the breeze washed over them, cooling the sweat on Jack’s brow. The men kept up the pace, but Miss Bromley slowed, although she kept on grimly. He suspected she would rather die than admit defeat.

An arrow flew past them to thud into a tree with a twang.

One of Jack’s men, Sam, traveling on foot, stumbled as an arrow pierced his arm. Beside him, Will turned and fired into the jungle, but his shot merely sent a flock of parrots up in a cloud, the bushes swaying as animals retreated. The natives remained hidden.

“Get Sam under cover, Will!” Jack yelled with what breath he could spare.

Will, supporting Sam, dragged him back into the lush undergrowth.

A rush of arrows followed, peppering the surrounding trees. One struck the canoe and another found its mark high on Bromley’s shoulder. With a cry, he slumped forward and dropped the oar.

“Alex!” Miss Bromley bent over him.

Holed by the arrow, water seeped into the bottom of the canoe as they emerged from beneath the canopy into the welcome sunshine. Four of Jack’s crew waited on the sandy shore beside the longboat.

Jack vaulted over the side and reached down to drag the injured man from the canoe. Hoisting Bromley up, an arm around him, he half-dragged him over the sand, shouting back to Pete. “Bring the woman and child.”

The longboat rested half out of the water, his men pointing muskets into the dense vegetation. Nothing moved. The jungle had become unearthly quiet, and somehow, the silenced drums proved even more unnerving.

Will and Sam burst out of the trees and loped toward the water.

When the injured were settled in the longboat, Jack turned to Miss Bromley where she leaned over her brother, seawater lapping her boots. She held her case in one hand and the child’s hand in the other. “Is it bad, Alex?”

“Hasn’t punctured an artery,” he said, his voice filled with pain. “I just hope the tip wasn’t poisoned.”

“In you go, Miss Bromley.” Jack placed her next to her brother, then the small lad beside her. Malik clung to the edge; his eyes huge in his small face.

She glowered at him. “Malik should remain with his people.”

“They won’t take him,” Alex said. “They were not from the same tribe.”

“No time to discuss it,” Jack said shortly. “I’ll send the child back later if he wishes. To do so now will cost lives.”

Jack and his men pushed the boat out into the waves, then leapt inside. They rowed in strong thrusts across the bay, toward where the ship rocked gently on calm waters. Beyond the breakers, the ocean tossed up whitecaps driven by a fierce wind. Perfect weather to get underway, he thought. No need to stay here. The Bromleys would not be returning.

The drums began again. With cries, a dozen natives erupted from the trees, firing their arrows at the longboat. But after they fell short and sank into the water, the bows were lowered.

“We can’t go back, Alex.” Miss Bromley put a hand on her brother’s arm. Her voice shook.

Jack glanced at her. She’d been fond of the people she cared for. He couldn’t help admiring her, and suffered a moment’s guilt for taking her away. But he considered her misguided wish to spend her life buried in the jungle. Surely a better one than this awaited her.

“Captain Stirling will put us down at the English trading post. Won’t you, Captain?” she asked, her voice firming.

“Happy to,” Jack said. When his men were back on their feet.

“Then we’ll decide what to do after you’re well enough to travel,” she said, her anxious gaze on her brother.

“My specimens! That moss was of vital importance,” Alex moaned. “I can’t leave them. Have to go back for them.”

“More important than your life?” Jack demanded.

“Some might well be,” Alex said through his teeth.

“But not worth your sister’s life, surely,” Jack said.

“If you hadn’t caused this, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. And I wouldn’t have an arrow sticking out of my shoulder,” Alex snapped.

“For which I apologize,” Jack said smoothly. “How long have you been there?”

“Well, time goes on. A little longer than planned, I expect,” Alex said.

Jack firmed his lips. The man was driven by self-interest. When Miss Bromley said nothing, Jack turned to look at her. She was biting her bottom lip.

They drew close to the Golden Orion’s bow. His men positioned the boat beneath the rope ladder, which hung over the leeward side.

“Let’s get you aboard first, Bromley.”

“No, Captain.” Alex sounded faint as blood soaked his shirt. “My sister first, and this injured man.”

Past patience with the noble Bromley’s, Jack took Alex’s good arm and all but heaved him to his feet. “You’re no lightweight. If you pass out, it would take twice as long to get you aboard.” He glanced at the shore. “And some natives are in the water.”

“Yes, I see.” Alex’s legs wobbled as Jack half-carried him over to the Jacob’s ladder. “Go up with him, Will. I’ll see to Sam.”

“No need,” Sam said cheerfully. He had pulled the arrow out and blood dripped onto his hand. “One arm won’t stop me.” He shinnied up quickly after them.

“You next, Miss Bromley, do you require assistance?” Jack asked.

“I shall manage. You’ll bring Malik? And my case?”

“It will be done.”

She took the rope in her hands and began to climb, affording him a flash of slim calves up to the knee. He reluctantly averted his gaze. The men wouldn’t be happy. It went against the pirate code to have a woman on board. Some saw it as bad luck. And there was some truth to that, when his randy crew hadn’t seen a woman for six months.

When Jack set Malik on his feet in the waist, he stared at the crew busy unfurling the sails.

Miss Bromley came to his side. “You have a fine ship, Captain. If you will direct us below, I am anxious to attend to my brother.”

Jack noted the censure in her brown eyes. Confound the woman. “You are a guest on this ship, and will be treated with every respect,” he said shortly. “Take Bromley and his sister to my quarters,” he barked out the order and strode to the quarter deck where his helmsman stood at attention.

“We are ready to weigh anchor, Cap’n,” his bos’un said. “The hull’s been mended as best it can be.”

“Let’s hope it gets us home,” Jack said.

A metal screech rent the air as the anchor catted. At Pete’s instruction, the remaining crew got the ship underway. Canvasses were unfurled. The masts creaked and the deck shifted underfoot as, riven by a stiff breeze, the ship sailed toward the open sea.

Jack stood at the helm with Pete, watching the natives in the water turn back for the shore.

His lieutenant nodded, looking pleased. “A good catch. Felix is seeing to the buccaning of the boars they shot, salting the meats, and the seafood to stow away. Might see us home.”

Jack nodded. He removed the compass from the bittacle which drew the inquisitive child to his side. Did Bromley plan to take him back? He seemed intent on returning for his specimens. “You want to go home?” Jack made himself understood by gestures.

Malik shook his head, obviously still keen on an adventure. “Where Missie Bromley?”

“Below.” Jack gestured toward his quarters beneath their feet. He handed the compass to Pete, and with a hand on the child’s head, watched the natives gathering on the beach.

“They are dragging our canoe to the water,” Pete said. “Let’s hope we are gone from this bay before they get it afloat.”

“If they do, they won’t get far. I holed it,” Jack said.

They sailed through a channel in the sandy spar, and once the ship entered the open sea, Jack left Pete at the helm. He drew the lad with him to his quarters. Malik remarkably unfazed, immediately ran over to inspect Jack’s telescope.

Miss Bromley tended her brother who had been laid out on Jack’s bed, her case open on his oak desk. She waved something under Alex’s nose. “Spirits of hartshorn,” she said as Jack raised his eyebrows in inquiry.

Alex groaned and came around again. She leaned over him. “Alex, we must remove the arrow.”

“Do it,” came his labored reply.

She glanced at Jack. “Captain, I must ask you to do it for me.”

An admission at last that she needed a man. Jack went to pour water into a basin. He rolled up his sleeves.

He took out his knife and leaned over Alex who was barely conscious.

Her eyes widened on the knife he held. “You plan to cut him?”

“The arrow will be barbed.”

Best the deed was done quickly. It required him to cut into the flesh to free the barb. Once done, it left a gaping hole and sent Bromley into a swoon. His sister quickly placed a pad over the wound to stem the blood flow.

“Thank you,” she said. Subdued, she busied herself stitching up the wound and dressing it with a powder she’d brought with her.

As he cleaned his hands again, he observed her deft fingers bandaging Alex’s shoulder. Then he walked to the porthole and emptied the basin of the bloody water. Malik raised his head from Jack’s telescope, his anxious eyes waiting for his disapproval. Jack patted his head.

“Give Alex rum when he wakes,” he said to Miss Bromley who was making her brother comfortable. “You are welcome to my medicine chest, but it’s somewhat depleted, I’m afraid.”

“Where’s your surgeon?” she asked. “Doesn’t a ship always have one?”

“He died,” Jack said shortly. “I must return to my men.” They’d left the calm waters behind, the hanging lamp swinging violently over their heads. “My gunner, Bastian, will escort you to tend Sam and the rest of my men when you’re done here.” He opened the door. “I hold out a hope that you can help them, Miss Bromley.”

“I’ll do my best.” With a brief nod, she turned back to her brother.
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Despite herself, Lydia was impressed with the way the captain dealt with the arrow. Watching his muscled, bare forearms as he neatly cut around the barb, then effortlessly pulled the shaft from her brother’s shoulder; she was forced to admit there were some things a man like him was good for. He was unfailingly polite, but then he wanted something from her. His big warm hands at her waist had been unsettling, and she wished she didn’t find the wide expanse of tanned, sculptured chest bared by his open shirt quite so distracting. Alex was now unable to protect her. What would happen when she’d done all she could? Goosebumps pricked her arms. Could she trust a crew who were known to ravage women?

She sighed, thinking with regret about the natives who had come to rely on her. One woman soon to give birth, Lydia feared was breech. She had brought some of her father’s books with her and studied the diagrams. The woman had trustingly allowed her to prod her stomach gently, but there was no way to be sure. Natives went into the jungle alone to give birth. How would she fare when her time came?

Lydia fed Alex a little rum when he roused. When he drifted off again, she poured water into the basin from the pitcher and washed as she waited for this Bastian to appear. She studied her appearance before a silver-gilt mirror. Did that come from some Spanish galleon? She admired the delicate scroll work on the frame. Most of her hairpins had been lost in their frantic flight. Unable to secure the bun, she had no option but to braid her hair. It was too long, she had been tempted to take the scissors to it, but to have it short seemed like completely cutting herself off from the elegant life she’d left behind in England.

She opened the pirate’s medicine chest. Stirling did not exaggerate, it was low on medicines used to treat all kinds of ailments, disease, and wounds alike. Plasters, treatments for syphilis, vinegar, aquae for vomiting. Oleum oil for the skin. Salts of wormwood to treat fever, but only a few drops left.

She had packed her case with syrups she’d made from almonds, red roses, saffron, lemons, and other plants. The Sangis Draconis, known as dragon’s blood, a resin made from the agave and rattan palm, which, ground up as a powder, would serve for Alex’s and the crewman’s wounds, and bring down fever. The bottle of peppermint water and licorice juice was for belly pains. There was quinine and the medicines she’d fashioned from herbs and roots she’d discovered since she’d come here, and chamomile flowers, which soothed headaches and helped with kidney problems. Others she’d brought from home: cinnamon, saffron, juniper berries, mustard seeds, and ginger.

An impressive array of medicines, but not one alone or combined would cure typhus. Fighting helplessness, she stood before a handsome crimson and green-plumed parrot in a gilded cage. Malik had barely glanced at the bird; the jungle was filled with such birds, and she supposed it held little interest for him.

The parrot’s beady eyes stared at her. “Aaaarrrrgggghhhh! Landlubber!”

Startled, Lydia reeled back. “My, what a bold fellow, you are!”

Malik laughed, then returned to the telescope.

Lydia roamed the long cabin. Impressed with the number of books the captain had, she studied the titles. He had a wide range of interests from ancient history to poetry to astronomy. An ivory chess sat on a shelf. A fine screen painted with a landscape stood in one corner.

She supposed she had preconceived ideas of what a pirate would be like. They would be dirty, smell, and have a foul mouth. She’d been close enough to Stirling to know that he was nothing like that. Must be a heathen though. But then she found a bible among the rest of the tomes, its pages much thumbed.

A man with some compassion, she had to admit. He ordered her brother to be placed on his bed with a fur coverlet.

Lydia smoothed the fine linen sheets. Satisfied Alex was comfortable, she took in more of the luxurious cabin. On the long table, crystal glasses and a decanter sat on silver tray, the chairs and desk were also fine pieces of furniture.

The brass telescope that Malik was engrossed in, had been aimed at the sky as if to observe the stars. Who was this Jack Stirling? She wondered if he would offer her some explanation as to how he became a buccaneer. It would no doubt be an interesting story. He appeared civilized, but she must not fall into the trap of expecting him to behave like a gentleman if she stood between him and something he wanted.

She rubbed her arms with a shiver and returned to Alex. He seemed to be sleeping peacefully. Perhaps the chamomile flowers mixture she gave him helped a little. The captain thought no arteries or major organs appeared damaged. She hoped he was right. There was no sign of any poisoning at least. She breathed a sigh of relief as the door opened.

A bear-like man entered. “Bastian, miss. If you’re ready, I’ll take ye to the crew’s quarters.”

Lydia stiffened at the sight of his beefy arms. Stirling said he was a gunner. The man looked brutal, and she didn’t wish to go anywhere with him. She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. She had no choice.

Malik turned from the window.

“Guard my brother, Malik,” Lydia said, pointing to Alex. “I’ll be back soon.”

The lad frowned, but an important order had been given. He straightened his back with a nod.

Lydia followed Bastian to the crew’s quarters, which were in the forecastle, the man had informed her.

Smoke wafted in the air, mixing with the smells of tar and pitch. “Are we on fire?” Lydia hesitated, alarmed, reluctant to leave her brother and Malik. “Surely fire on a ship can never be a good thing.”

“Notin’ to worry about. We’re just tryin’ to deal with the bilge rats, miss. Smokin’ them out.” He shook his head. “Never be free of ’em.”

“As long as we get them and the lice out of the men’s quarters. Then thoroughly scrub everything, the floor and the walls. Add vinegar to the water,” Lydia said.

Bastian looked doubtful. “Very well, miss.”

He led her into the large space where a dozen men lay in their hammocks. Some groaned, some shivered and rocked, some were ominously quiet, their eyes closed. The smell of urine, feces, sweat, and sickness was overwhelming. She gagged and fought to swallow the bile that rose up her throat. It was difficult to walk across the tilting floor as the ship rolled on the waves. The men’s hammocks rocked with it. She stood before a man who looked bad. When she laid a hand on his hot forehead, his eyelids rose. She opened his shirt to examine him. No rash. “Are you in pain?”

He wasn’t so sick he couldn’t give her the eye. “Can’t grumble. Are ye an angel?”

She smiled. “You can believe that if it helps. I am Miss Bromley. What is your name?”

“Declan, miss.”

“I’ve come to help you, Declan.”

He closed his eyes. “You’ll need to be an angel, then.”

“I will be back with medicines soon.”

He didn’t answer.

Gazing around her, Lydia fought not to feel overwhelmed. It would be difficult to manage here in the midst of this chaos. The light was dim, the corners of the room thrown into shadow as the two lanterns swayed.

She could hardly breathe in the foul air, let alone stay on one spot. “Can more lanterns be brought?”

At Bastian’s order, a crewman scurried away.

Lydia located Sam who seemed perfectly at ease amongst the crew. The arrow had been removed. It was not a deep wound. He should not be in here. She treated the gash with a salve she’d made from Basilicum polystachyon, a plant Alex had discovered had healing properties, then bound up his arm.

She turned to Bastian who stood beside her holding her open case. “What does the barometer say? Are we in for fine weather?”

He raised his eyebrows. “I’ll find out, miss.”

“If no bad weather is anticipated, we must take these men up onto the deck. Then we can scrub this place out and block up the rat holes. The fresh air will do the men good. Please inform the captain.”

Bastian shook his head. “Inform him, miss? No one gives orders to him.”

She shrugged. “I am not his crew. I shall inform him of it, Bastian.”

A light brightened Bastian’s dark eyes. “Had a man keelhauled for less,” Bastian said.

She thought she heard him chuckle as he turned away, and she looked after him. Surely the man was jesting.
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Chapter Four


Above them, the sails taut, the Golden Orion surged through the swells. They made good time. Jack had hopes they might reach the trading post the day after tomorrow.

Miss Bromley emerged from the companionway onto the deck. She crossed it and climbed up to the poop deck where he discussed a chart with Pete. At the sight of her determined expression, Pete excused himself.

“May I help you, Miss Bromley?” Jack greeted her, wondering what was in store for him.

“Yes, Captain.” She swiped back a wisp of hair from her face, blown by the fresh breeze. “Those sick among the crew must be brought up on deck while their quarters are thoroughly cleaned and the rat holes boarded up.”

He stared at her. “All the men?”

“Yes. Four of them will have to be assisted.”

“It would surely prove injurious to them.”

She firmed her lips, drawing his attention to their shape. Nothing prim about that full bottom lip. “Remaining in that putrid space will affect them worse. Being moved won’t set their recovery back as it’s quite warm out of the wind.” She gazed about. “I’d like a shelter to be set up for them.”

He raised an eyebrow. “A shelter?”

A crease formed between her eyebrows. “An old sail perhaps?”

“We have no old sails to spare, Miss Bromley. And anything you set up will probably be blown overboard.”

“Not if it’s secured.” She tilted her head. “Should I ask your quartermaster?”

He narrowed his eyes, sensing a silent war raged between them. He was reluctant to give into her, while at the same time, felt obliged to. “Sam might be able to help you.”

Her gaze flickered up to his, a hint of amber in her brown eyes. He waited for her to make more demands, but she must have thought better of it, for with a nod, she made her way back inside.

Some hours later, Jack viewed his ailing crew members from the quarterdeck, as Bastian carried out the three men who couldn’t walk, placing them together in a more sheltered corner. Miss Bromley fussed around them while Sam rigged up a square of canvas he’d unearthed from the hold to block the wind. The scrubbing out of the men’s quarters had begun, and banging sounded from below as the carpenter worked to block up the holes where the rats got in.

Jack saw no reason to refuse her request as the skies remained clear. His only other option would be to anchor in quiet waters, which he had no intention of doing, because it would delay their journey. It irked him, however, to be ordered about by a woman. It would weaken him should his men witness it, and he resolved it would not happen again.

To have the sick on deck increased their vulnerability, should bad weather or a certain Spanish schooner make an appearance. No one on this ship, other than Miss Bromley, would dare make demands. And she’d only got away with it because he wanted her to heal his men as soon as possible. After his crew had recovered, however, it might be a different story.

He had to admit that she had proven herself to be more than capable without her brother’s assistance. While she moved around his men in the sunshine, he admired her efficient and sympathetic manner. Had any of his crew been fussed over by a woman before? Did they even remember their mothers? Jack had only a vague memory of his, and he wasn’t sure if he might have dreamt her up.

The tavern whores at their ports of call provided for the men’s needs. While Jack had spent a pleasant time with some pretty and beguiling women himself, none had filled him with regret when he sailed away.

Perhaps because Miss Bromley was a lady, or because she was caring for them so well, the men tended to treat her with respect. He had not faced a revolt against a woman on board so far, and didn’t see the need to have eyes in the back of his head to protect her from some randy devil. In fact, she was fast becoming a favorite as she soothed them and applied her herbs and potions. And he hadn’t lost another man. Even young Aden, who had been knocking on the pearly gates, still lived. Two had returned to their duties, and back on his feet, Perkins was busy with the laundry which now flapped from the rat lines. The ship began to look less like a pirate ship by the minute. He’d be the laughingstock back in the Azores. He would have to put the fear of God into his men not to breathe a word of it.

Jack fully intended to honor his promise to the Bromley’s before the Golden Orion continued on to their home base. His crew weren’t welcomed with open arms at most of the trading posts, and there were always the Spaniards to contend with.

The Spanish captain, Cordova, could still be searching for the Golden Orion, and Jack didn’t wish to engage in a battle until the Bromley’s had left the ship and his crew was back to full strength. He hoped Alex would be well enough to leave when they reached land. He gradually improved, and seemed content to spend his days in Jack’s bed, reading his way through his library, while Jack snatched a few hours’ sleep in the officers’ quarters.

Jack watched as Miss Bromley made her way to him, tailed by Malik, who still showed no regret at leaving his people or any inclination to return to them. The question of what to do with the lad had not yet arisen. It was a discussion for another time.

The deck tilted, causing Miss Bromley to grab onto the rail to save herself. Jack grinned. She’d done well and was quickly gaining her sea legs.

She came up the steps to him. “Captain.”

“Miss Bromley.”

She pointed at the waves following in the ship’s wake. “My goodness, is that a porpoise?”

“A shark, there are a few around since the cook’s slops went over the side.”

“Oh!”

Jack watched amused as she gripped the rail, then straightened her back, and turned to him. “The men can return to their quarters tomorrow,” she said. “I’ve begun treating those who have a fever with the mixture called dragons’ blood. I shall need to remain with them throughout the night.”

Jack didn’t like that idea. And it was his night off. “I believe their quarters have been swabbed, and the rats attended to. Is it really necessary for them to spend the night on deck?”

“I’m afraid so. The dose is a grain every hour, which will be followed by an enema, and then we will begin the quinine.”

It didn’t sound like the sort of thing someone like Miss Bromley should deal with. “Instruct some of my crew on how to go about it.”

“I must oversee the dosing. I thought if you had no need of Pete, he might help me, he is good with the men.”

“Pete has gone too long without sleep. Sam will assist you. You may call on me if necessary. I plan to take tonight’s watch.”

Her eyes searched his. If it was for signs of tiredness on his face, he was sure she found them. “I doubt you’ve had much sleep either, Captain,” she said, confirming his suspicion.

He shook his head dismissively. He wasn’t a patient, and he didn’t require a nurse caressing his brow, even one who looked like Lydia Bromley. “I don’t need much sleep. How is your brother?”

“A little better today. I am sorry he continues to keep you from your bed.” A slight flush appeared along her cheek, and she brushed the thick dark braid over her shoulder. An unconscious gesture, as if she had no idea how beguiling he found it, or how his fingers itched to unravel the glossy strands to spread over her shoulders.

“It’s not a problem.”

Falling silent, she stared over the ocean at the limitless horizon. “How far are we from the trading post?”

“Another day or two at most, if the wind continues to favor us.”

She nodded. “I am hopeful Alex will be well enough to go ashore.”

His eyes rested on the pale skin of her throat. It would be soft and smell sweet with that soap she used. Something she’d brought with her from England which reminded him of roses. A rose arbor appeared momentarily in his mind. Had he been there? Or did he see it in a book? He’d suffered a head injury and had no memory of his life before he was pulled off the street and press-ganged into the navy. He pushed it away, but even her soft, modulated English voice drew him back unwillingly.

While his gaze was constantly drawn to her, she seemed oblivious of his scrutiny. He wasn’t sure if he was insulted because she’d decided he was no longer a threat. Or did her opinion of him as a worthless pirate still hold? He found he didn’t like either notion. He looked away from the curve of her full bosom, wondering if she had discarded the undergarments most women wore, for comfort in the heat.

She was a feast for the eyes. His imagination ran riot considering what her body might be like stripped of that shabby white dress she was forced to wear when she’d escaped with only the clothes on her back. She’d requested the hip bath be brought so that she could bathe, but she must wish for a change of clothing. He thought of the trunk of fine velvets, silks, and lace, some encrusted with semi-precious jewels, that they’d brought aboard six months ago from a sinking ship. Now was not the time to offer them to her, he was sure they’d get thrown back at him. He’d give a sack of gold to see her dressed that way.

“Then a difficult night awaits us,” he said, dragging himself back to the business at hand.

“Yes. But I’m hopeful this medicine will help those very much in need of it.”

“Who concerns you most?”

“Aden. He is skin and bones from vomiting and still quite feverish. His tender age makes him more vulnerable. I’m not so confident I can do much for him.” She frowned. “And I have nothing else to give him.”

Not the lad. “Do what you can,” he said roughly and took up his spyglass.

“I’ve discussed the dose with Alex. I feel we have the right of it.” She hesitated. “I don’t know why a lad of that age is aboard your ship, Captain,” she added crisply.

Jack gripped the spyglass. “He was press-ganged into the navy. Several of my crew were.”

“Then how did they come to be here?”

“That’s a long story and one I don’t wish to share with you now.”

With a pointed look, she descended to the deck, and skirted Ben who was in the process of swabbing the planks with a smile on his weather-beaten face. Damn it if he didn’t pause to touch his forelock. Jack groaned, his men would be so tame, they’d be slaughtered if they met up with Cordova. The adage was true: there was no place for a woman on board a pirate ship. A distracting and civilizing influence would do more harm than good.

He watched her go, admiring the magnificent shape of her bottom as she bent over one of his sick men. Even he had begun to like having her aboard a little too much. She might make him want something he’d pushed out of his life years ago. He’d been content, hadn’t he? The sooner Miss Bromley and her brother were set ashore the better.
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She was pleased with Declan’s improvement. With a shake of her head and a tsk at his flirting manner, she moved on to examine the next man. It was plain Stirling’s feelings for his crew went beyond the need just to have his ship manned. A motley assortment of men they were, too. Some rough from the streets and one with an eyepatch who was quite alarming, but others, such as Pete and Aden, were not. Who was press-ganged apart from Aden? What had led them to seek this life?

It stirred her curiosity as to why such a man as Stirling, who exhibited a sense of refinement and intelligence more suited to London society, would become a pirate. Was she foolish to imagine some heartbreaking story of his past which left him with no other option? He might well have always wished for a life of danger, to murder and plunder on the high seas. And yet, she’d seen a tender side to him, though brief. Men were difficult to understand at the best of times.

Stirling was kind to Malik, and so far, to her. At first, she had bolted her cabin door, stiff with fear that he, or some other man, would enter in the night and ravage her. But as the days passed, she grew more confident. She’d come to know the men by name, their quirks, and peccadillos, and liked the almost courtly way most of them treated her.

It appeared she could not question Pete tonight. She’d hoped he might tell her more about the captain. Unlikely, however, she’d leave this ship at the trading post without answers to her questions. She’d been tempted to ask Stirling, but his manner didn’t welcome it.

Leaving the last man, Lydia slipped down to the captain’s quarters. Alex sat propped up in bed, eating a piece of fruit gathered by the pirates, while turning the pages of a large tome. He looked up as she came in. “Stirling has an extraordinarily diverse library.”

She came and sat on the corner of the big bed. “Odd isn’t it.”

“Yes. Bit of an enigma is our captain,” Alex said, dabbing at the juice running down his chin with a napkin.

“Have you not uncovered anything amongst the books which might give you a clue to his past?”

He eyed her. “You wish to know more? Surely you can’t be growing fond of the fellow. He’s a handsome man, I grant you, but a murderous pirate all the same.” He glowered at her. “The sooner we leave this ship the better.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You have nothing to worry about,” she snapped, hating herself for lying. The captain stirred something in her she barely understood. Something more primitive than she’d experienced in the jungle. Something withheld from her as a young woman taught English ideals. No decent woman would feel these urges. To want to kiss him and lie with him and discover every inch of him. She decided it was his male smell that aroused her every time he came close.

“I hope I don’t have to worry, Lydia,” Alex said, drawing her back. “I’ll get up tomorrow. Although I’m not eager to chance crossing a floor that seldom stays level.”

Recovering her good humor, she smiled. “You’re a land lubber.”

“I suppose I am.”

“Where do we go when we leave the ship?”

“Back for my specimens.”

“But the natives won’t welcome us back.” She found she no longer wished to return, and it irritated her that her opinion wasn’t sought. “What about Malik?”

“We need to talk about it where the walls have no ears.” He nodded at Malik who was playing with the chess set.

“Arr. Scupper that!” Oskar the parrot screeched and fixed Alex with a beady eye from where he sat on Malik’s shoulder.

“Can you ask Stirling to remove that bird?” Alex said irritably. “I’ll swear he has it in for me.”

Even though Alex was sure it was not Malik’s people who had attacked them, it seemed a very bad idea to return.

With a rustle of the pages, Alex continued reading.

Not wishing to argue, she turned back to packing her case with those things she would need tonight while her thoughts drifted.

After their father died, she had been happy to come to Africa, despite her cousin offering to take her in after expressing his horror at a woman embarking on such a dangerous journey. She’d agreed because it released her from a restrictive existence and offered excitement. She had always done what was expected of her, behaved like a young woman with delicate sensibilities.

Beneath the surface, she was not one. She knew that about herself. The only time she’d almost escaped those strictures was when she’d fallen in love with an unsuitable young man. But it had been explained to her that women were meant to be like Madonnas men could look up to. No decent woman would wish for what she had wanted from Mr. Boswell after he had drawn her behind a hedge. That he was the gardener’s son had rendered her father speechless with anger after Mr. Boswell senior had gone to him to ask forgiveness for his son’s untoward behavior.

It had shocked her initially, too, for she had done little to invite it, but when he touched her, Mr. Boswell smelled of the earth and fragrant garden. He was handsome, too, and made her blood run hot. When he had stroked her breast, she had not stopped him. His murmured promises of the scandalous things he wished to do to her made her warm all over.

A servant had seen them, and word reached her father. He called her into his study. “You are no great beauty, Lydia,” he had said, crushing her. “Men who make advances are only after your dowry. Remember that and keep a good head on your shoulders. I will not have a scandal in the family.”

Mr. Boswell went away soon after, and his father was sent to work on another of her father’s properties. Life settled down again. Lydia, crushed by the experience returned to her gardening and her books. Her father never mentioned it again. He wasn’t interested in her. It didn’t matter that he and Alex worked closely together in his study for hours, she had her own interests.

After he became ill, Father encouraged her to support Alex in his work. It was assumed she would accompany him on his expedition to Africa. It was only to be for a year, and she was happy to experience a new, exciting country. It had not been as she imagined. At first uncomfortable and frightened, she’d gradually grown accustomed to their rough way of living and found pleasure in caring for the natives. But the year stretched to two, and Alex showed no sign of returning to England. She would have his promise and a date for them to leave, and then he would cancel it as he had discovered a new exciting plant. It became imperative that he examine it and make notes.

She missed England, even though the walled garden where she grew her herbs and flowers would no longer be hers. Alex had leased the house, and her whippet, Hugo, now lived with her cousin, Charles.

At twenty-six, she no longer dreamed of a happy marriage. Her chance to find a husband had passed while she’d remained at home nursing her mother through her long illness. After she died, her father, deep in grief, had come to depend on her.

Now, it seemed that Alex depended on her, too. She wiped her forehead with the back of her arm and tried not to feel despondent and a little angry, because women were never considered more than a support for men.

She’d grown sweaty. Her dress stuck to her. She pulled the fabric and the petticoat away from her legs. It had suddenly grown very hot. The breeze had died. She walked over to the big window. The Golden Orion rocked on the waves. They appeared to be becalmed. That would not please the captain, and would not please Alex, either, so she didn’t mention it.

“It’s almost time for me to go up and begin to apply the medication,” she said.

Alex stared at her. “It will be dark soon.”

“I shall tend them through the night.”

“Amongst those savages?” He struggled up on his elbows. “And me not there to protect you!”

“Stirling assigned Bastian to escort me safely around the ship.” She closed her case. “I am with these men all day, Alex. No one has even made a lewd suggestion let alone an attempt to ravage me. Most of them are too sick to even contemplate it.”

“Who else will be with you?”

“Sam, and I believe the captain is on duty.”

“I am very unhappy about this, Lydia.”

“I know. But it can’t be helped. We need to heal these men or we may not be allowed to leave the ship.”

Alex nodded. “There is that. At the first sign of trouble, come back here.”

“Of course. But I don’t expect it.”

She was eager to spend the night on deck tending the men, but admitted working with Stirling had its appeal, especially the appreciative gleam in his eyes when he gazed at her. She shrugged. What an idiot she was to think of him that way.
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Chapter Five


On the poop deck, Jack turned from discussing the state of their dwindling provisions with Pete to observe Miss Bromley and Sam as they moved among the sick crew members.

After Pete retired to sleep, Jack took out the spyglass. Heat had settled over them like a blanket. Not a breath of wind, the weather remaining fine with wisps of cloud, the stars diamond-bright, and the moon hanging suspended like a silver shilling. The ship rocked gently on a becalmed sea. While it might make Miss Bromley’s work easier, the lull was damned inconvenient. At least no other ship in the vicinity could go anywhere either. Even so, he raised his spyglass to search the sea for any sign of lights.

Satisfied, he lowered it to admire Lydia, aware his benevolent mood belied a deep concern for his crewmen, but also for the woman who tended to them. They would reach the trading post where the slave trade operated in a day or so. Lydia and Malik would be at the mercy of the type of men to be found there.

Jack had no dealings with slavers. He had several in his crew he’d freed from slaver ships. There were always good pickings to be had from those ships, for they carried gold, ivory, and spices, as well as sugar, rum, and cotton. The men had no code of honor, and Alex had no business taking Lydia into such a dangerous situation. The Englishman would expect them to deal fairly with him. Jack knew they wouldn’t.

While astonished by the way his mind now worked, Jack took the thought to its conclusion. The Bromleys were on his ship, and therefore under his protection. If he offered to see Lydia safely onto a merchant ship bound for England, might Alex agree? He could go on alone. Let the fool take his life in his hands and make his way back to his camp. Malik could stay aboard; it was not a bad life for a boy. Once a good strong young lad like him set foot ashore in that place, he would be shipped off on a slave ship packed with poor devils.

Miss Bromley was giving an infinite amount of attention to Aden. With fear tightening his gut Jack leapt down the stairs and strode to her side.

Aden lay still, his eyes closed. Jack glanced sideways at Lydia. “How is he?”

“Still feverish. I have given him a small dose of dragon’s blood, plus something to help him sleep. We’ll know more in the morning.”

Jack took her arm and drew her into the lantern light. “I want the truth. Don’t spare me.”

In the faint golden light, her dark eyes were unfathomable. “I’m not. I just don’t know.” Her head drooped, He realized how tired she was.

“Go to bed,” he ordered. “Sam and I will continue if you tell me what to do.”

She stretched her arms and rubbed a hand over her lower back. An unconscious gesture, but she quickly caught herself, straightened, and stepped away from him. “No. Better I do it.”

“Then allow me to assist you.”

After a moment, she nodded and held up the bottle of dragon’s blood. “We must give the men each a dose of this, and afterward, the results will not be pleasant.”

He gave a half laugh. “You think something unpleasant will upset me?”

“No, I don’t. You must have been witness to the worst that humanity is capable of.”

The inference that he might be behind some of it went unspoken. He tightened his jaw. “Yes, Miss Bromley, you are right.” His voice held a touch of bitterness.

She glanced at him, but opened the bottle containing the medicine. “I shall do the first, then you the next and so on.”

When she handed the bottle to him, their fingers touched. A frisson of desire raced through him. Her eyes widened, and when she moved away, it told him she had felt it, too.

They moved along the line of men. When they finished with the last man, she put away the bottle. “Thank you. I can manage now.”

She was dismissing him. He didn’t like it and had no intention of leaving. “I’ll stay to the end.”

She bowed her head over her case. “I’d like to hear how you came to this life, Captain.”

“Would you? Why?” His past was not something he wished to revisit. He’d never discussed it with anyone in fact. The women he’d bedded never expressed any curiosity about his life. Yet, Lydia Bromley, with whom he was not intimately acquainted, wished to know all about him. Did she find him an interesting subject to study?

He thought she flushed, although he wasn’t sure in the poor light.

“You are not what I expected,” she said at last.

“What did you expect? A foul-mouthed ignorant brute?”

“Well, no, but… lacking in refinement, perhaps.”

He chuckled. “Am I not colorful enough? Have I disappointed you?”

“To the contrary, Captain. I am relieved you are more civilized than I expected.”

Oddly, this annoyed him. “Don’t be so sure of that.”

She folded her arms. “I am never sure of anything, Captain. That would be foolish.”

As some men began to stir, she turned back to them.

It was the early hours of the morning by the time they were done. Jack sent Sam to escort Lydia to her quarters. He relieved his helmsman and the breeze grew stronger, whipping his hair about. The wind was favorable, rising from the south east. Soon, they would reach their destination.

He stared moodily into the dark, rubbing the scar at his temple, his ear attuned to his ship and the sea, the creak of the timbers, slap of waves on the hull, and the occasional splash of a fish. The lady was far grittier than he had given her credit for. While he admired her for it, part of him wished she’d shown some weakness. That she might have needed more from him. She perplexed him. Women flirted, they sat upon his lap, and felt his muscles. They moaned and cried beneath him, no doubt pandering to his ego, but that was the way things were.

He was the kind who appealed to them. A man with gold coin in his purse who was known to be generous. One who took the time to please them. The way nature made men and women. Not such a woman as this. Delicate as an exotic flower, but with surprising steel beneath.

She had come away with nothing, but he was sure she would not play those games. Pity. He admitted that a sexual current flowed between them. Something pulled him to her. And her to him. The way she held herself and moved around him, so carefully, as if to touch him would stoke a fire. He knew when a woman desired him. If he ever had her where he wanted her, on his lap, she wouldn’t simper and test the strength of his muscles, she would emerge from those strictures British society had forced on her and become a passionate bedmate, taking her pleasure as well as receiving it. Of this, he was convinced. And it was like a siren’s call.

Maybe he wouldn’t let her leave the ship. He might take her to their base where Lydia and he could enjoy each other. Drink good wine, eat great food, and swim naked in the sea. Make endless love. It was a fantasy as he knew her to be a woman of heart and benevolence. A fantasy perhaps, but he wasn’t ready to let go of the thought of them together. It was far too pleasurable. At the tug at his groin, he considered it time to visit the taverns which would banish such thoughts from his mind.

He shook his head with a chuckle and called to Will who had emerged from below. “Take the helm, I want to see how Aden fares.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”
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Too restless to sleep, Lydia was up to watch the dawn painting the sky and sea beyond the windows with vivid crimson, orange, and blue. Not the misty violet and pinks of an English dawn, which was much softer and more subdued. Dawn was heralded with a slash of sharp colors, forceful and demanding like Africa itself, where danger and death lurked behind every tree, and life was enriched by the struggle.

The heat of the morning began to rise. It would be scorching soon if the wind didn’t pick up. She eased the heavy braid away from her neck, mourning the loss of hair pins. Would there be combs in that trunk Stirling had mentioned? Annoyed, she shook her head.

In the captain’s quarters, Alex was stirring. Malik lay in the hammock still asleep.

“Is it done?” Alex propped himself on his elbow.

“Yes. We had enough medicines for them all. Now, we can only pray. There’s little more I can do for them.”

He frowned. “You would pray for these villains?”

“Yes, they are men, after all.”

“Who was with you?”

“Sam, and the captain assisted.”

He nodded. “I shall get up today. We shouldn’t be far from our destination.”

“I don’t know. We’ve been becalmed for over twenty-four hours.” She smoothed her linen skirts, hating how grubby they’d become.

Dare she wash it? She’d have to hide in her petticoat and chemise until it was dry. She rinsed the chemise at night. She was eager to see to the men and have them settled back in their quarters. And had Aden improved, or was he worse? She drew in a breath. The boy was a favorite of the captain’s, and the young lad pulled at her heart strings.

“Are you going up without breaking your fast?” Alex demanded as she moved toward the door.

“I’ll eat later. Send Malik to me when he has eaten.”

“I’ll bring him myself.”

She eyed her brother, not liking his pasty color. For a strong man, so resolute when engaged in his serious pursuit of botanical specimens, he now appeared wan. As if the arrow might have threaded some poisonous substance through his veins. However, when she checked his wound, she found it was healing nicely.

“And no man did anything to upset you?” he asked.

“No.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps if the captain had, you would not complain?”

It was a spiteful remark, meant to hark back to her past as if she was a strumpet. She burned with shame, because there was a hint of truth to it. She refrained from biting back. Unhappy, did he wrestle with the idea of returning to the camp? Perhaps he’d decided not to. When would he tell her? She knew better than to ask.

Lydia turned away. “I’ll see you and Malik outside.” She opened the door and left him.

On deck, the crew moved about the ship, the wind freshening. Welcoming the cool breeze on her neck, she raised a hand to the man with the eyepatch at the helm, although she didn’t know his name. He made no attempt to greet her.

Four of the sick crewmen had returned to their duties, and those remaining looked a good deal brighter. Declan stood chatting to Bastian. He winked at her. She was pleased to find the most feverish of them cool under her hand, and two expressed a need for food. Aden lay quietly watching her. She felt his forehead and took his slender wrist in her hand.

“Oh my.” She smiled, her heart squeezing in her chest. “You are much better.”

He licked his dry lips. “Yes, miss.”

She offered him a little water, and he drank thirstily.

“The captain will be pleased,” she said. “Soon, we shall take you back to your quarters.”

“Can’t I stay here, miss? I like to watch the birds.”

She glanced to where he pointed. Gulls were diving into the ocean. They could not be far from land. A bank of dark clouds rimmed the horizon.

“I’m afraid not, Aden. I don’t want you caught in a rainstorm.”

Captain Stirling appeared on deck. “So, how is Aden this morning?”

Aden struggled up. “Well, sir.”

The captain put a hand on his shoulder and eased him down. “Give it time, lad.”

Lydia took note of Stirling’s wet hair. He’d shaved off his goatee, his jaw clean, his white shirt spotless. Embarrassed, she shook out her grubby skirts, wishing she could say the same for herself.

He didn’t miss the gesture. She was sure those dark blue eyes would seldom miss anything. “There’s a trunk of women’s clothes in the hold. You might find something to wear.”

She reddened and raised her chin. “You think all women are the same? That we all want lovely gowns and jewels at any price? I shan’t drape myself in your spoils, Captain.”

His powerful legs braced against the increased swell; an amused expression entered his eyes. “As I expected, Miss Bromley. And such a pity, if I may say so.”

“I’d rather you hadn’t,” she said crisply. Liar, she thought, pleasure threading through her veins, and annoyed to be caught again by the man’s charm.

She bit her lower lip. Pirates were rogues, and it would be wise to remember that. It appeared he found her predictable. Well, maybe she would surprise him. But there was so little time left, and the thought of leaving the ship and those of the crew she liked, as well as their captain, made her deeply regretful. And worse, she feared what awaited her and Alex when they stepped ashore.

Some had recovered. Cliff, Magnus, Graeme, and Becket, appeared on deck taking up their duties.

Stirling nodded to her. “You have saved their lives.”

“I might have got them onto their feet faster, but they would not have died.”

“Nonsense. We shall not argue about it, Miss Bromley.” With a courteous bow, he went to join his men.

She looked after him, his muscled thighs encased in tight white trousers, his feet in soft-soled shoes. She admired the swing of his narrow hips and the set of his wide shoulders, and had an urge to sketch him. She’d left her sketch pad behind, but there was paper and a pen in his quarters. She might take something of this experience with her. Would he agree or laugh at her? And what would Alex think?
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Chapter Six


With a sense of uncharacteristic optimism, Jack gripped the poop deck rail. His men were almost back to full strength. There were one or two malingerers who enjoyed Miss Bromley’s soft hand on their brow, whom Bastian would turn out of their hammocks tomorrow. Aden had requested to return to his duties when Jack last visited him. He was refused.

An alert had been sounded when a sail was standing out to sea. It could be Cordova, still on the hunt for them. That meant trouble ahead.

“Land ahoy!” The cry came from the lookout.

Jack viewed the dark line of the Senegambia coast on the horizon through his spyglass. A ship loaded with human cargo had departed the trading post.

Pale and hollow-eyed, Alex joined him at the rail. “Here at last. We’ll be well on our way before dark.”

“So, you’ve decided to go back?”

“I was never in doubt. My specimens are too important.”

Jack tightened his hands. “Then go alone.”

“What? And leave my sister with you?”

“Miss Bromley is much safer on board than amongst the Voudon. I’ll make sure she returns safely to England.”

Alex glared at him. “I’m supposed to believe that? I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

“That’s easily solved. Allow me to get both of you to England. You’re not likely to have a better offer from the traders.”

“I’m returning to my camp and my sister comes with me.”

“You see that ship?” Jack pointed.

“Yes, where is it going?”

“The Caribbean with their cargo of African slaves.”

Alex’s eyes remained on the coast. He grunted. “Deplorable.”

“You plan to have that happen to Malik?”

“No!” Alex swung around to him. “I won’t allow it.”

“How will you stop them?”

“I have a gun, but I doubt they’ll argue with me.” He straightened. “They’ll obey the command from one of their betters.”

Jack scowled at him. He was a fool. Some of these men would sell their own mothers. “Leave the lad with me.”

“No. Lydia is very fond of him. He goes with us.”

Jack struggled to tamp down his fury. Alex would see emotion as a sign of weakness. “That’s how you persuade her to go with you, isn’t it?”

Alex’s ears reddened. “This conversation is over. Just do as you are bid, Captain. Land us at the post and then return to your thieving ways.”

Bromley stamped across the deck and went below.

Like a small shadow, Malik silently joined Jack at the rail.

“You want to go home, Malik?” Jack asked him again.

Malik shook his head vigorously. “Stay with Missie.”

Jack handed him the spyglass. “See the land?”

The child took it from him and stared through the eyepiece. He said nothing, but when he lowered it, his eyes seemed to appeal to Jack.

Jack took the glass and watched the lines of Africans shuffling along, prodded by white men with guns.

His chest tightened with quiet rage. Of course the lad was frightened. He wished he could stop Alex from taking him back, but he suspected the man to be unhinged.

What was it about these lads that affected him so? Was it because he was scarcely older himself when snatched away from England?

Miss Bromley joined them and placed a protective arm around Malik. He noted the shadows beneath her eyes.

“Did you manage to sleep?”

She shook her head. “‘Sleep that knits up the ravell’d sleeve of care?’ I’m afraid I was too restless.”

“‘The death of each day’s life, sore labor’s bath,’” Jack responded.

“You are familiar with Macbeth.” Her brown eyes gazed into his, a small smile on her lips made for kissing. I see you have Shakespeare’s works in your cabin.” She raised slender brows. “You are a puzzle, Captain.”

“One you’d like to solve?”

She looked away. “We’ll be on land in a matter of hours. Aden wishes to get up,” she said, changing the subject. “I told him he could. Sunshine and fresh air are important, but he is not to be given any hard tasks for a week or two.”

“I’ll see to it.” Her very presence seemed to seep into his bones. He tightened his hands on the rail to avoid reaching out to her. “Give the spyglass to Pete,” he said to Malik.

The lad rushed off to Pete at the helm.

Jack turned and leaned against the rail to better view her. “Your brother is determined to set out as soon as you land.”

She nodded. Her lips tightened.

“You know what awaits you? What awaits the lad? Say no.”

“He is my brother. I owe him my loyalty.” She glanced at him sidelong as if not believing her own words. “You cannot deny that Alex is courageous.”

“Courage is one thing. Coping with what you must face because of it is another.”

“You want me to defy him? To what end?”

“I’ll arrange for you to be taken to England.”

“And shall I arrive unmarried and unescorted and have to explain how I left my brother alone in Africa? And will I be able to sleep then, wondering how he fares?” She sighed. “You have experienced more of the world than I have, Captain Stirling. You know what that would mean.”

“Lydia, I think your brother has lost his mind. Perhaps there was some poison on that arrow. He doesn’t look right to me.”

She stiffened. “And for that reason alone, I cannot abandon him.”

“I wish you would allow me to help you.”

She wordlessly shook her head.

He leaned close, an eye on his men to see if they were observed. “There’s something between us. Something strong. Worth fighting for.”

She didn’t deny it, and the desire in her soft brown eyes told him he was right. “Not when it hurts others.”

He held her arms in a firm grip. “Lydia. Everyone should act according to his own lights. If you want something badly, take it and to hell with the consequences.” He was done arguing. It got him nowhere. He pulled her into the sheltered leeward side of the deck, lowered his head and kissed her.
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“No, Jack.” Lydia thrust him back while the overwhelming warmth from his firm, insistent lips lingered, spreading through her body. A heavy desire low in her stomach temped her.

He stood, making no attempt to kiss her again. She dragged in a breath with a glance at a man swabbing the deck who had paused in his work to watch with evident interest. She clung to the rail, her legs weak, and fought to control her breathing. “Become a pirate’s mistress? That is not what I want. Nor is a cruel pirate what I imagine when I think of you. Why you have chosen to live this life is something I cannot understand. Make me understand it,” she said in an urgent whisper, needing desperately to know.
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Jack folded his arms to prevent himself from grabbing her again. He didn’t want pity from her. If she wished him to spill out the long sad story of his life, she would be disappointed. He wouldn’t do it, even to rescue her from her deranged brother. Jack saw it was useless. She came from a different world. The Bromleys would return to English society, if they survived Alex’s irrational scheme. “Don’t think I am badly done by. I could have chosen another path. Perhaps something in my blood made me choose this one.”

Lydia slowly shook her head, her eyes imploring. “I don’t believe you.”

If she’d said she cared for him, he would move mountains for her, but she did not. He wouldn’t change for her, damn if he would. This was his life. He knew no other. He traced over the scar at his temple with a finger, struggling to dismiss the effect her blind belief had on him. He had to let her go. Even if she did care for him, she would never put him first and claim this life as her own. He admired her strength and sense of honor, while he despaired of it, forced to admit that he was hardly a desirable alternative for her, and should not be tempted to keep her here.

Lydia glanced toward the companionway, no doubt fearing the appearance of her brother. “Was there anything else you wished to say?”

He shook his head. “It’s been said.”

With a bow, he turned and left her. “Raise the Union Jack,” he yelled.
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Lydia fled below with Malik following. Hot tears pricked her eyes, and a lump threatened to block her throat as she entered Jack’s quarters.

Alex stood at the window. He turned to her. Observing her tear-stained face, he nodded as if in agreement with his own thoughts. “Best we leave this cursed boat and that pirate of yours. Have you given yourself to him?”

“No!” She was stunned by the change in him. As if this country had removed any semblance of the refined English gentleman he’d been.

“Good, we wouldn’t want to have to deal with the possible outcome. Having a baby in the jungle is best left to the natives.”

“You are hateful, Alex. How dare you! You don’t deserve my loyalty.”

“Prepare yourself.” He turned back to the window. “We are approaching land. I want to get away as soon as I’ve purchased what we need to take with us. Good thing I brought my money belt. Your pirate is unlikely to offer me any of his gold.”

The Golden Orion hove to in the cove where two other ships had anchored in the calmer waters. At the loud grind of the anchor being lowered, she stood before the mirror and put on her hat. She was sure Stirling would give them money had Alex asked, but she didn’t mention it, her heart too heavy to argue the point. She shivered. What awaited them on land? Could she trust Alex who seemed feverish in his determination to make their way back to their camp?

Malik nervously clung to her skirts. She forced a smile onto her lips. “Ready for another adventure?” she asked him, making herself understood with gestures.

It did not reassure him. His eyes clouded with uncertainty and he turned to gaze out the window.

An hour later, Lydia and Malik were assisted into the longboat with Alex, then Jack and five of his men rowed them ashore.

In the shallows, Jack carried her to the shore. She seemed to have lost sense of herself welcoming his strong arms around her. She wished she could remain within them, fearful and fighting against a rising surge of panic. The solid ground felt strange beneath her feet; she’d become used to the tilt of the deck. The hot air rank with the jungle smells. She tried not to look at Jack, still deeply upset by Alex’s accusation. Once he had his specimens, she would persuade him to return to England straight away. If they survived. And it didn’t seem to matter. She felt as if her life was ending.

Jack handed Alex his musket. “You will have need of this. That pistol won’t be adequate. Careful, it’s primed.”

Alex took the gun with a nod. “I’m glad your men have recovered, Captain.”

“Yes. Thanks to your sister’s skills.”

Alex merely gazed around, obviously happy to be on dry land again. “Come Lydia, Malik.”

The child took Lydia’s hand.

“Goodbye, Captain Stirling.” She took note of his frown and the disquiet in his eyes. “Thank you for taking good care of us.”

“With Malik at her side, she and Alex took the rough path that led to the crudely built dwellings. A slave ship was anchored in deeper waters.

“This is appalling,” Lydia said aghast.

“Nothing we can do about it,” Alex said. “It has been sanctioned. The men feel they operate on the right side of the law.”

“They are beasts!” She didn’t trust them. Her throat tightened when she noticed a man leaning against a tree. He smoked a cigar, his eyes on them. “Let’s leave this place, Alex, please.”

“We will, Lydia,” Alex snapped. “When I’ve bought some provisions. We can hardly set out without them.”

Jack had remained on shore. But when she looked again, the longboat was returning to the ship.

Cries and moans rent the air as the black men, women, and children were herded like cattle to where a white man sat on a box. He examined the bodies and teeth of each one as they passed.

Malik pulled at her hand. Fearful, Lydia turned to her brother. “Alex, those men…?”

“Quiet, Lydia. They won’t bother us. Let me do the talking.” Her brother had the pistol tucked into his breeches and held the musket Jack had given him against his chest.

The man who’d leaned against the tree smoking, tossed away his cigar and strode toward them. “I’ll take him,” he said gesturing to Malik.

“No, you don’t. He’s mine,” Alex said.

The man stopped, hands on hips, and surveyed them. His greedy eyes ran over Lydia. “And is the lady yours, too?”

Alex brought the musket up in front of him. “She is. Stand aside.”

Shaking, Lydia pushed Malik behind her, her breath coming in gasps.

The man stood his ground, blocking the path. “My cousin is the 4th Baron Bromley,” Alex said. “Get out of my way.”

“You’re not in England at a king’s soiree. We don’t bend the knee to the likes of you here.”

“Step aside, I say,” Alex repeated. He raised his musket.

Lydia wasn’t sure if he meant to fire it or just threaten the man. But a moment later, a knife hit Alex in the chest above his heart. He fell like a stone.

“Alex!” Stunned, she bent to feel his pulse, but saw at a glance that he was dead. “You’ve killed him!”

A shout went up and people came running to investigate. It brought her alive. She snatched Malik’s hand, and pulling the scared lad with her, ran for the jungle. But after a hurried conversation, the man came after her. He was catching up with them.

A shot sounded, and the man behind her dropped. Jack was firing from the longboat.

“Can you swim, Malik?” Lydia huffed out as she veered off the path in the direction of the bay.

“Yes.”

They plunged into the sea.
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Chapter Seven


Jack had been watching the events unfolding on shore. When Alex fell, he had ordered his crew to return to shore. He’d braced himself as the boards of the longboat shifted beneath his feet and trained his musket on a man in hot pursuit of Lydia. He was almost upon her. Jack took aim. His shot brought the man down. A chorus of outraged yells erupted from the mob. The cries of pirates rose up, and more men moved cautiously along the fringe of trees.

When Lydia and the child plunged into the sea, Jack’s blood ran cold. He groaned. They were still a distance away.

“Row hard,” Jack yelled. The oars dipped and rose, sending the boat swiftly through the water.

One of the traders removed his boots and jumped into the sea.

Lydia struggled. She was making little headway, towing the lad who was tiring–the trader swimming strongly after them.

Jack dived in the water and struck out toward her. From shore, men fired at the longboat, their shot peppering the water, narrowly missing Jack. When Sam returned their fire, they gave up and ran for cover.

Jack reached Lydia, her skirt billowing out, hampering her efforts. He slipped his arm around her waist.

She gasped. “Help Malik.”

The tired child was swallowing water. Jack grabbed him with his spare hand and held him up as the boat came alongside. Moments later, they were hauled in. “Well, what strange sort of a fish is this?” Pete asked, while Malik coughed up water.

As they were rowed back to the Golden Orion, the men on shore gathered around the fallen man and the swimmer hauled himself out of the water onto the bank.

Lydia angrily swiped away tears. “Those devils killed Alex.” She sank into Jack’s arms and wept bitterly, her slim shoulders shaking in her drenched clothes.

Keen to get them on board in case they came under fire again, Jack held her in silence as the men rowed back to the ship. Regrettable about Alex, he felt little sympathy. The man had been a reckless fool who didn’t seem to care much for his sister.

He would give the order for the ship to get underway. Home to Puerto de los Dioses. She and Malik were safe, that’s all that mattered. And in his island fortress, he could guard her well. He gazed down, her pale cheek rested against his chest, her dark hair flowing about her like a mermaid. He wanted her, and would never let her go.
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“Set sail for the Azores, Peter”, Jack yelled after he, Lydia, and Malik stepped from the ladder into the ships’ waist.

As the crew jumped to, the pirate with the eyepatch observed her, his mouthing forming a hard line. Soaking and shivering with shock, she turned away from him. The awful vision of Alex falling dead at her feet filled her mind’, as did the frightening struggle to stop Malik from drowning before he slipped from her grasp as her skirts wrapped around her legs and pulled her down.

The pirate disapproved of her. Thought her Jack’s mistress. “I thank you sincerely for your rescue, Captain,” she said stiffly when he came back to them. “It was most timely. But please know that I do not intend to be a burden to you. We… I…have caused you inconvenience enough. Yet I have one more favor to ask of you. Would you be so kind as to deliver Malik and me to some port on your way, where we might find the means to sail to England?”

He studied her, his gaze inscrutable. “That is something to discuss at a later time. You and the child need to go below. Please use my cabin. You are under my protection whilst on the Golden Orion.”

She bowed her head, and without argument, went with Bastian to Jack’s quarters. Overhead came the piercing sound of the bo’sun’s pipe and the patter of men’s feet, as sails were hoisted, and the ship began to move.
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“Drink some rum, Lydia, it will warm you.” Jack placed a glass in front of her on the table.

Lydia felt numb. She’d gone through the motions of attending to Malik, drying his hair, and bundling him up in one of Jack’s shirts. The lad then climbed into the hammock, which he’d made his own. Whether from relief or the shock from his ordeal, he quickly fell asleep.

Holding the glass in shaky fingers, she swallowed a mouthful of the rum. She coughed, her throat sore from the saltwater, while she tried to force the violent and senseless slaying of her brother from her mind. The liquor warmed her through. Her limbs loosened. She put down the glass and wound up the sleeves of Jack’s silk robe which had fallen over her hands. “Will they come after us?”

“No. They’re intent on their lucrative trade. But the watch will alert me should any of them decide to be reckless.” Jack glanced at the robe. “As fetching as you look in that, you need dry clothes.” He raised his black brows. “I’m afraid it’s going to have to be something from that trunk I mentioned.”

Right now, she didn’t care. Her gaze drifted over him, the rum coiling pleasurably in her belly while she fought the urge to reach out to him, to curl up in those strong arms again. But she needed to think very seriously about what was to happen in her future, and Malik’s. And she needed time to mourn her brother. She drank the last of the rum which wasn’t unpleasant. “Where are we going?”

“To my home in the Azores.”

“You have a home? I thought pirates lived on the sea,” she said drowsily.

“For most of the year. But the ship has to be careened regularly. It keeps the hull smooth and clear of seaweed and other marine life that slows it down. I’ve ordered the ship to get underway.”

She was aware he tried to calm her and banish the shocking vision repeating in her mind, but it failed. And she’d run out of words.

“I need to be on deck, and you must rest,” Jack said.

Her head spun. Would she now be seen as a burden? There were those in the crew who would rather see the back of her. The ones not affected by illness, never wanted her aboard.

She rested her head on her hands and closed her eyes, silent tears dampening her cheeks.

“You can’t sleep there, my sweet,” a deep voice sounded in her ear. His strength was so seductive, and she was tired of being afraid. A frisson of yearning threaded through her when he lifted her from the chair and carried her to his bed. Big, capable hands tucked her beneath the covers. The bird squawked. “None of your cheek, Oskar,” Jack murmured.

The door closed behind him.

Lydia snuggled down, her mind still too busy for rest. It had surprised her when Pete Johns told her a pirate ship was run by a code, or articles. “Everyone has an oar in the water on board ship,” he’d explained. There were set rules for discipline, and the division of stolen goods.

Although Jack’s men obeyed him in the running of the ship and when under fire, the captain did not have full sway over everything. If the majority did not want her here, she would have to leave. She did not intend it to come to that. Jack was a popular captain, a respected one. There was no way she would cause trouble between him and his crew. She must find a way to return to England. But she was too weary to consider it. All she knew was that Alex was dead and she was alone. Truly alone now. In the jungle, Alex had taught her to shoot a pistol and then left her by herself. Too often.

The horror faded, or retreated to the back of her mind to be dealt with later. As slumber threatened to claim her, she realized that for the first time in more than two years, she felt safe. She moaned. But for how long?

Lydia was awakened by the clatter of china. Malik sat at the table eating one of those biscuits the cook made, while he fed bits to the bird on his shoulder.

She sat up and yawned. The timbers creaked and the ship rolled on the ocean waves. There was no sign of the coast now, just endless ocean. Where were they going again? The Azores. Smiling at Malik, she pulled Jack’s robe up around her legs to prevent herself from tripping and left the bed, crossing to the table.

She stroked a hand over Malik’s hair, but pulled it away hastily before Oskar could nip a finger. “Mm. Food.” She rubbed her stomach.

Malik grinned, then lowered his head over his plate.

There was a knock on the door.

Felix, who was on cooking duty, came in at her request, bearing a tray. “Cap’n has ordered you to eat, miss. I’ve brought you food and a hot drink.”

Lydia smiled at the balding man who managed to produce meals under what must be difficult conditions. He had been pleasant to her after she treated his gout. “Thank you, Felix.”

She was well into the bean dish, scraping up the rest with a biscuit, when Jack appeared. Two of his crew followed carrying a large trunk. They placed it in the center of the room, then departed.

Jack squatted to unlatch it. He threw back the heavy lid, then stood dusting his hands. “I’ll leave you to sort through it. I trust something will suit.”

“Jack?” She liked to say his name.

Perhaps he liked it, too, for he smiled as he paused at the door. “Yes?”

“Did you…did you send that ship to the bottom? And the lady and children whose clothes these were, with it?”

His smile faded. Steely blue eyes met hers. “It was not the Golden Orion who fired upon that ship, Lydia. The British navy left the Spanish ship burning. I do not kill needlessly. We sent the survivors off in a boat with water and provisions, and accepted those of the crew who agreed to join us.” He cocked a brow. “Not a difficult decision when their only alternative was to go down with their ship.” He placed a hand on the door latch. “I saw no sign of a lady or children on board.”

“Oh. I…I’m glad.” He seemed defensive. She didn’t know why. She’d thought him heroic in his handling of the Spanish ship.

His mouth firmed and he nodded.

“My cousin Charles will need to be advised of Alex’s death. I thought a letter might be sent, initially, at least.”

His dark brows came together. “Very well. Write the letter. I’ll see what can be done.”

The door closed behind him. He seemed reluctant. She supposed she was a nuisance to him. Was there a reason for him to object to the letter? Surely, he didn’t think it would cause him trouble? He’d told her nothing about himself, not why he had left England, or when or how. If he had a Letter of Marque from the king, he might have visited the country, but there’d been no mention of it. She was determined to learn the whole story, but now was not the time.

She sipped the strong coffee gratefully. Would there be some sort of mail service to England from the Azores? A passing trade ship on its way to England? Or might Jack intend to send her to England instead of the letter? The thought held no delight for her. The restricted life of a spinster awaited her. It was extremely doubtful a husband would be found for her with her reputation in tatters. Not that she wished to marry. She sighed. No man would come close to measuring up to Jack. And what would her cousin make of Malik? Would the lad be treated well? It would be difficult, but she would not leave him behind.

She knelt before the trunk. A heady perfume rose from it. The clothes were those of a wealthy Spanish lady, velvets, lace, and brocades of the finest quality, some embellished with jewels.

Malik came to look over her shoulder. He placed a careful finger on a gleaming ruby.

“Pretty?” she asked him, her voice devoid of enthusiasm.

She burrowed deeper and found children’s clothes. The boy’s might fit Malik. She held up the red coat for size. “Like this?”

He nodded, his eyes filled with delight.

She helped him into it, the sleeves were too long, and she tucked them under. The breeches would be, too, but she had needle and thread to alter it.

Lydia laughed as Malik strutted about like a peacock, stroking the fabric with his hands.

She returned to the chest and chose a chintz patterned with apples and flowers on a rich blue background because it laced up in the front. She held it against her before the mirror. Fine lace edged the low square neckline and there was a froth of lace at the elbows. It was meant to be worn over many petticoats and panniers, but there were none in the trunk. No underthings at all, so perhaps the lady had not traveled on the ship. Believing she had not been aboard made it easier somehow to wear her clothes.

But what impression would she give in these clothes? Would she still be seen not as a lady of mercy by those among the crew who liked her, but by the others as the captain’s mistress? Jack made no attempt to hide that he wanted her. While the possibility of it made her quake, she realized that until they parted, as they must, she welcomed his attention. Alex was no longer here to sneer at her. This was her life, and she would take it with both hands, for when she returned to England, her dreary life would close in around her again.

The door locked, Malik absorbed in the pieces of the chess set, she stepped behind the painted screen and began to dress.

The gown fitted her waist neatly, the skirts a little short, the hem reaching her ankles. Before the mirror, her surprised visage gazed back at her. This was unlike anything she’d worn in England where her gowns were more modest. But it was most flattering. Her hair hung loose over her shoulders. She searched for hair pins or combs amongst the few jewels in the trinket box and pushed aside a long strand of fine pearls. With a cry of delight, she took out four combs of gold and pearl. Moments later, her hair wound in a neat twist, she was grateful to have the hot, heavy weight off her neck.

At the bottom of the trunk, she found several dainty pairs of slippers and shoes, satins and velvets decorated with jewels, a little too small for her feet. She might wear a gold heeled backless pair but feared for her balance.

Malik’s dark eyes watched as she slipped on the square-toed mules with the curved heel and walked over to unlock the door.

She was still practicing when Jack knocked. He stopped on the threshold, his gaze taking her in from head to foot.

Lydia placed a hand at her breasts, revealed by the low neckline, nonplussed to discover how much she wanted him to admire her.
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Chapter Eight


Jack dragged in a breath. His gaze roamed the delicate pale column of her throat down to the pale, half-moons of her breasts, barely concealed by the bodice of the low-cut gown. He wondered idly what color her nipples were. She was lovely, an elegant beauty. A lady who he had no right to claim as his own. He quickly thrust that irritating thought away. He had denied himself too much during this pirate life and was quite sure he was never meant to live. He could make her happy. Care for her.

She smoothed her hands nervously over her skirts. “The gowns are a reasonable fit, but I’m not sure about the shoes.”

He stepped close and rested his hands on her shoulders. “You won’t need such garb on board or where we are going.”

Her body trembled beneath his touch, her lovely brown eyes searching his. “What is it like where you are taking me?”

“A group of islands.”

“Yes, but…” She lowered her chin as if embarrassed to ask. “I know your base is in the Azores, but what is it like?”

“Puerto de los Dioses is a small island off the Azores.” He smiled. “I’ve not told you about my house. It overlooks a beach, a wide arc of golden sand lapped by water the color of sapphires. The house is simple, but I think it beautiful, and will be more so with you there.”

“You want me then?” she whispered.

Her plea went right to the core of his being. She cast her sultry eyes upon him as if pulling his soul into her heart. His pulse raced as he wondered how she had the power to strip away the confidence he’d gained from being the captain of a fine ship, down to a mere man. But when she appealed to him with those soft brown eyes, he was bathed in such warmth that he didn’t care to question it too closely.

“I do, very much,” he murmured, drawing her to him and breathing in the perfume from the dress she wore. Some other lady’s scent, he thought abstractedly. Although he preferred her natural fragrance, he would buy her the sweetest perfumes, because ladies cared for such things. And splendid gowns of her own.

He sought her mouth, her lips soft and willing. Her fingers coiled into his hair. With a sharp intake of breath, he lengthened the kiss, and traced the seam of her full lips with his tongue as she opened to him. When he delved inside with an urge to taste her, she sagged in his arms. He caught her up, blind and deaf to everything but this woman he wanted naked, moaning beneath him in his bed. She was made for love, and he was eager to awaken her to the pleasures of bed sport. A chuckle brought them apart.

Malik grinned from the window, while Oskar squawked some ribald remark from his shoulder.

Damn! He had forgotten the lad who was gesturing to his new red coat. “Very fine, Malik, now go…” Jack began.

“Ship ahoy!”

The cry from the lookout had Jack striding to the window. The Spaniard’s ship advanced in full sail. “God’s teeth! Cordova!” he snarled. “Has he the audacity to take me on again? This time he will have cause to regret it!”

“Who is this Cordova?” she asked, her eyes wide.

“Someone I must deal with. I want you and Malik in the hold.”

Lydia shook her head. “I won’t cower there!”

He frowned. “Do as I say, Lydia. You will be safer there.”

“It isn’t safe anywhere, unless you defeat this Spaniard. Give me a pistol, Jack, and go to your men. We will remain here.” Her lips firmed and her eyes flashed.

“I don’t have time to argue with you!”

“Then don’t. Go!”

Aware of how determined she could be, he took up a pistol and thrust it into her hands. “It’s primed. Lock the door after me. If anyone tries to force their way in, shoot them.”

She nodded, looking grim as she clutched the pistol as if it would bite her.

He clamped down his jaw, wanting her safe and fearing she might not be. “You know which end to point?”

Lydia nodded. “Alex taught me. Go,” she urged him. “Do what you must.”

He ran from the cabin, praying she wasn’t in danger of shooting herself or Malik. The lock clicked behind him as he leapt up to the poop deck. When he shouted the command, feet stamped over the deck as his men prepared for battle. A battle Jack had never felt less like fighting. But it was time Cordova and his ship were sent to Davy Jones’ Locker.

“Bare poles, save the sprit!” Jack clung to the poop rail.

The other ship advanced, the Spaniard’s intent clear.

“Fire a warning shot,” Jack yelled as Cordova bore down on them, his guns gleaming in the sun.

A sally burst forth.

Cordova responded, but this time the ball splashed into the sea. The prow forged ahead, the Jolly Roger now flying from the mast in place of the Spanish flag.

“Beat to quarters,” Jack barked at the helmsmen to turn the ship to starboard.

Jack’s master gunner, Bastian, awaited his orders with young Aden who wished to take part as powder-monkey.

“Fire a full broadside, round shot from the starboard,” Jack ordered Bastian.

Jack put a hand on Aden’s shoulder to stay him as Bastian went below to the gun deck. Bastian’s strong voice rose up. “When I give the order, aim, fire, reset, swab, and load.”

“Get you below, Aden,” Jack ordered.

Aden’s face fell, but he took the order as he should and disappeared through the hatch.

Through his spyglass, Jack could see Cordova standing on the quarter deck as his ship advanced. “There will be no surrender,” he said to Pete. “Time we were introduced. We’ve been dancing around each other far too long.”

“And fill our coffers. We’re low on Spanish wine,” Pete said with a grim smile.

His crew banged their cutlasses against the rail. A roar as the first shots inflicted damage to both ships. Twenty minutes later, the ships were board to board. A clank of metal rent the air as a dozen grapnels sank into the timbers of the Santa Maria!
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Lydia rushed to the window. As the Golden Orion swung about, the ship sailing toward them came into view. A bright flash came from its guns. Cannon shot hit the water with a whoosh, and Jack’s ship shuddered. The ship swung again and blocked her view.

She kicked off her mules and gripped the pistol. She had to stay on her feet, alert.

Malik shrieked and hid his face against her skirts.

“We’ll be all right.” She hugged his rangy body to her. Should she have taken him into the hold? Wrestling with guilt and uncertainty, she gnawed at her bottom lip as panic engulfed her.

Surely, to be of help, she would treat the wounded. Jack’s men must not see him favor her. Truth was, she couldn’t stand the thought of waiting in that smelly, dark, horrid place with the rest of the rats, waiting to find out if she would be sent to the bottom of the sea.

She framed Malik’s face in her hands, making sure he understood her. “Captain will save us,” she said firmly.

Malik’s eyes were owlish with fear. Oskar set up a dreadful row. He danced on his perch and flapped his brightly feathered wings. “Shiver me timbers! Shiver me timbers!”

With a roar, the Golden Orion’s guns fired. Through the wisps of smoke, she watched cannon shot hit the other ship broadside, holing it near the waterline. With wild cries, the men scattered. She was forced to turn away when some fell into the sea. A flare of flame sent smoke drifting as the Spanish ship retaliated. She was almost knocked off her feet when the boards beneath her shuddered. Hit, the Golden Orion lurched. She could only hope it wasn’t a fatal blow.

After the ships came together in an awful groaning of timbers and were locked in place, she heard Jack’s men swarm aboard the Santa Maria with blood-curdling cries.

Lydia fought to breathe as the image of the leaping, twisting bodies flooding into her mind made her feel sick. Was Jack amongst them? Was he still alive? She couldn’t bear to think otherwise. It was maddening that her view was blocked so often by the movement of the ships, but in a way she was relieved not to be able witness the terrible carnage.

The sound of it sent a chill through her, the pistol shots, the clash of cutlasses, the screams, and moans of the injured filled the air. More bodies fell into the sea. She wanted to hide in the bed with the blankets pulled over her head, her fingers in her ears, but instead, she straightened her spine. With no surgeon aboard, if they won this battle, she would be sorely needed. She examined her medicines, organizing them, separating those which would be of some help.

She pushed aside Jack’s logbooks on the desk and found some scissors, cutting up her old gown for bandages. It wasn’t fit to wear again. The work helped to calm her as she sliced through the cloth. “We must roll these up for bandages, Malik, come help me.” She kept the pistol close by. When that door opened again, would it be Jack? Or some Spaniard?

Malik remained at the window. “Missie!”

She tripped over her feet as she ran to the lad’s side. He pointed to the sea where a school of sharks tore apart the fallen bodies, blood spreading on the water.

Lydia shuddered. Above them, the yells and the thunder of stamping feet went on for what seemed like hours, but it was in reality as brief as it was fierce.

The cannons fell silent.

On fire, the Spanish ship listed badly. Jack’s men unloaded the hold and carried barrels, trunks, and food stuffs across to Jack’s ship. She stroked Malik’s head thrust against her thigh. “It’s over.” It appeared they had won.

While she felt profound relief, she prepared herself for what would no doubt be a bloody aftermath. She listened for sounds on the other side of the door, waiting for Jack to come and ask her to tend the wounded. But an hour passed and then another, and neither he nor anyone else came. Fear tightened her chest and she could hardly breathe. She ached to run to the door and peek out, but she had no business there. Lydia clutched her hands to her chest. Did he still live?
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Chapter Nine


The fighting had been fierce. In the late afternoon, Jack stalked the poop deck taking note of the carnage. Three of his good men dead and many others wounded. Cordova’s ship was on fire. It’s captain, a longtime foe, was a short man with a small pointed beard and savage black eyes. A mask of rage on his hawk-face, as he fought Jack like a man possessed. He handled a cutlass with skill, but of a slighter build, he did not have Jack’s strength or endurance.

Cordova fell as his cutlass flew from his hand. Jack’s pinned him to the deck with his foot on his chest. “Say a prayer, Cordova!” Jack ran him through.

The Spaniard died cursing Jack to hell.

Without their captain, pandemonium reigned among the Spanish crew. They came rushing to his defense too late and were quickly overwhelmed by Jack’s men. With the choice of spending time in irons under hatches or setting out in the longboat with a few scant provisions and the knowledge that the African shore was only a few leagues away, the captives chose the latter.

The wounded Spaniards were taken below. Once the hold of the Santa Maria was stripped of its treasure, wines, exotic foods, and trunks of jewels and pieces of eight, the ship gave a shudder and a deep groan, then sank beneath the waves.

“You’re bleeding, Jack,” Pete said, joining him on the quarterdeck.

Jack glanced at where Cordova’s blade had struck his arm. “Just a nick.”

“Some men are hurt bad. Why not send for Miss Bromley?”

Jack hesitated. He did not want her to witness this, but knew he couldn’t keep it from her.

“There is only so much Fletcher can do, Jack. She can assist him.”

“Send Bastian for her.” He gave a wry smile. “Tell him to go carefully. I gave the lady a pistol. She might shoot him.”

He pointed at the broken body of one of his crewmen. “Best get the dead over the side. Tell Bastian to bring my Bible.”

“A good haul,” Pete said.

“So it would appear. We’ll have a council over dinner later and divvy up the spoils.”

Left alone, Jack stalked about the waist, pausing to talk to the wounded, his eye on the companionway, but she had not appeared yet. He knew Lydia to be brave and stronger than any female he’d known, but still feared the effect the sight of this would have on her. Did he suffer a fever of the brain to think he could shield her from the worst aspects of his life?
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Finally, a knock on the door. When she rushed to open it, Bastian stood there sending another shaft of fear through her.

“The…the captain?” she gasped.

“I’m to escort you to him on deck, an yer to bring yer medicines.” The big man went and picked up the Bible.

Apprehension and an eagerness to help where she could made her rush to obey.

Malek followed her.

“The lad stays ’ere,” Bastian said implacably.

Lydia wholeheartedly agreed, but she hated to see the fear and disappointment in the child’s eyes. He bowed his head and went back to the window, the bird fluttering to land on his shoulder.

Bastian took her case. Moans and cries greeted Lydia as she emerged from the passageway. The sight on deck made her shudder and draw back. Broken bodies lay everywhere while blood was swabbed from the boards. Fletcher, who operated as their surgeon, was tending to a fellow whose arm hung by a thread.

Smoke drifted across the sky, blotting out the stars, the tang of blood in the air, raw and acrid. She swiveled, searching anxiously for Jack. She found him leaning on the quarter rail talking to Pete.

He came down to greet her. She gasped. He was covered in blood, his armor dented. “Where are you hurt?” she blurted, then wished she hadn’t.

“A slight wound to my arm,” he said scowling. His harsh gaze was more like the pirate she’d met in the jungle than the man she’d come to know. “Do what you can,” he said shortly.

“I will tend it later,” she said, aware he did not want her singling him out. “I shall see to those in desperate need.”

An expression she didn’t recognize flashed into his blue eyes. He gestured around him. “My crew first, Bastian will help you. Then the prisoners.”

Well, at least he wasn’t going to send the wounded Spaniards over the side. She was struggling to equate the man she admired who read Shakespeare with this pirate. But what did he have in mind for them?

Lydia knelt beside a man who lay on his back bleeding profusely from a wound in his side. It was the pirate with the eyepatch.

He opened his one eye and glared at her. “Get away from me, woman! Fletcher will tend me.”

“Fletcher is busy,” Bastian said.

The man closed his eye and grimaced. Aware that Fletcher had produced a saw, she took a deep breath and knelt beside this man who hated her and wanted her gone.

She pulled away his shirt to expose three wounds which peppered his stomach. It must hurt.

“Caught by hail shot,” Bastian explained without a trace of sympathy.

“I’ll give you something to ease the pain, Mr. Dale,” Lydia said.

He clamped down his teeth. “Kill me more like. Don’t want no female fussing with me.”

With a glance at the cutlass by his right hand, she forced herself to remain calm. “I’m afraid this female is about to,” she said in a firm tone. “And you are in no state to resist.”

He scowled and turned his head away. “Don’t waste that stuff on me. I’m done for.”

“Allow me to be the judge of that.” With a swift intake of breath to steady her hands, she took out a cloth and began to dab away the blood. The flesh was punctured by metal fragments, which would have to be removed. She took up her tweezers, working silently while he held still but breathed heavily.

When the last bit of metal was removed and the wounds treated, she covered the area with a bandage. “How did you lose your eye, Mr. Dale?”

“Mr. Dale?” He laughed and coughed. “Never been a mister. It’s Dale I be.” He flipped up the eyepatch, an unfriendly green eye stared back at her.

She sat back on her heels in surprise.

“Helps me see in the dark,” he said, flipping it back again with a chuckle.

“Well I never,” she murmured and couldn’t resist a small smile.

It didn’t seem to be a mortal wound. But in the ravaged, pulpy flesh she wasn’t sure if she might have missed one or two fragments.

“If there’s still pain, I’ll examine you again.”

“Not bloody likely,” he muttered.

“Will you take something for the pain?”

He shook his head.

“Take Dale down,” she said to Bastian.

“I’ll stay right here. Want to know about the divvy up of spoils,” Dale said.

Bastian frowned. “You’ll hear when the Cap’n is ready to tell you.” As he heaved the wounded pirate up over his shoulder and walked off with him, Lydia moved on to treat the next fellow.

As she worked, nearby, Fletcher was removing a man’s arm. Her stomach threatened to revolt, and she tried not to retch as the poor devil screamed in agony.

Lydia was fighting to stay on her feet by the time she finished with the last of them. She feared her skills were inadequate, for she was not a trained surgeon. Fletcher was skilled as a sawbones. He dealt with those badly wounded.

One man breathed his last as she worked over him. Hot tears stung her eyes, and she wiped the sweat from her forehead with her forearm. She sniffed, wanting to give way and weep. But she would never let these men witness her weakness.

Jack appeared beside her. “Well done,” he said quietly.

She swallowed hard at his praise. “I’m yet to see to that wound of yours, Captain.”

“A mere scratch. Go to my quarters, I’ll be there shortly.”

Lydia knew better than to argue with him, and she didn’t have the energy. As she packed her medicines away, Bastian stepped forward. “I’ll carry that for you, miss.”

“Thank you, Bastian.”

She could not quell her shivering, but at least the desire to be sick had gone. In Jack’s quarters, Malik ran tearfully to greet her. Lydia took a while to comfort the distraught child. He was still very upset about Alex. As was she. She had not been able to give him a Christian burial. What would her cousin Charles think? She shivered and rubbed her arms. But did it really matter? He must have anticipated such news when they’d embarked on such a journey. And Charles’ home in Devon seemed so very far away.

She turned away to wash herself, as if she could scrub away the horror she had witnessed.
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Chapter Ten


Dusk had fallen and the heat of the day eased. Jack stood at the poop rail in the golden arc cast by the lanterns. By all accounts, a good haul. And one less Spanish pirate ship to attack British naval ships. A council would be held with five of his crewmen later tonight. Below him, the bawdy men on deck laughed and joked, and drank their grog. The Irishman, Will, who had a fine voice, began to sing a shanty, and others joined in.

Jack had made a decision and must remain true to it. Since he’d become a pirate out of necessity rather than desire, he had done many things he was not proud of. It now behooved him to do the right thing and return Lydia to her family. It would not be easy. With no Letter of Marque, if he was captured, he would be hung. He would make plans while recovering at his home base. This journey would prove more dangerous than tackling Cordova. Fighting a pirate ship was straight forward. You knew what you had to deal with. The English represented an unseen danger, and if caught, there would be no escape. He and Lydia must go alone. He would not ask it of his men.

He washed and changed in the officer’s quarters, wishing he could call for a bath. But he needed to see her. When he entered his quarters, Malik ran at him so fast, Jack was forced to catch him up. Swinging him high sent pain racketing through his wounded arm. He clamped his teeth on a groan, lowered the lad, and smiled. “How is my brave young sailor?” If Malik didn’t understand the words, he knew Jack was pleased with him. He stood straight and thrust out his chest.

Jack turned to study Lydia’s white face. Her eyes, dark with distress, told him what he already knew. That the horrific sight of injured and dying men affected her deeply. His instinct had been to spare her from it, but in a way, he was glad he hadn’t. Let them both face the truth. “Are you all right?” he asked, convinced that his decision was right.

“Yes.” Her brown eyes met his, her brows slightly raised.

“Not something I wanted you involved in.”

“I was glad to help. It was better than…” her arm encompassed the room. “Waiting.”

He wanted to reach out to her, but instead, roamed the cabin, pausing to tickle Oskar’s feathers. Something now stood between them. He didn’t imagine the shadows in her eyes. The cruel life he lived had been laid bare. Had she now come to distrust him?

She smoothed her skirts in a nervous, unconscious gesture. She had changed her gown for one of deep purple brocade and old lace. The voluptuous style revealed her charms. He couldn’t take his eyes from her, as lust tightened his loins. Dear God, what was she doing to him?

His attempt to hide the effect she had on him must have failed, for she flushed slightly. “The blue gown will have to be laundered. It’s stained.”

“I imagine it was,” he said inanely, at last dragging his gaze away.

Her manner brisk, she went to pour water from a pitcher into a bowl. “I will see to that wound.” She washed her hands. “How did you come by it?”

Her tone sounded as if she was asking what he’d had for dinner. “One doesn’t remember such things in the heat of battle.” As it was the last action perpetrated by the Spaniard, Cordova, it didn’t seem prudent to mention it.

There was disbelief in her eyes as she dried her hands. “You don’t want to tell me.”

“A knife wound,” he said with a shrug. “Hardly worth fussing over.”

She bustled forward, pulling up her sleeves. “That is your opinion. I shall make my own judgement when I see how bad it is. Please sit.”

Smiling wryly, Jack drew out a chair with his foot and slid into it. He watched her peel off the rough bandage around his arm with her deft fingers. He wanted to take up her hand and kiss each finger. Then kiss all over her naked body. But his desire turned to concern when she bent her head close to his. Her usual neat appearance was absent. Another sign of mental torment. Long wisps of her glossy, dark hair hung about her ears, and there was a smudge of dirt on her cheek.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I am in need of a bath.”

“You don’t smell any worse than anyone else I’ve tended today. Rather better, actually.” Pink painted her cheeks, and she lowered her head, intent on examining the wound. “It is quite deep. It will need a stitch or two,” she said finally. “I’ll get my needle and thread.”

He sat still as she tended him, enjoying being near her. He was no different to any of his men when it came to a woman fussing over him, it seemed. If it weakened him, so be it. He struggled not to lean forward and kiss the tiny mole at the corner of her mouth. Damn, but he was tired. Not too tired to want to slip his good arm around her waist and pull her down on his lap. After she stitched him up, she added some of that powder she used, before bandaging his arm.

“You’ll do,” she said at last, turning away. “Malik and I will leave you to your quarters. Thank you for letting me stay here.”

“No need.” He stood. “Stay. I shall join you for breakfast.”

“Thank you, but I shall not turn you out of your bed.”

Better that I join you in it, he thought.

“I am eager to learn more about our destination.”

“You are?” He cocked a brow, urging himself not to put too much store by it. She would leave him in a little while. “Then I shall tell you at breakfast.”

He strode to the door.

“Jack?”

He smiled. “Yes?”

“What will you do with the Spanish prisoners?”

“Toss them overboard,” he said, his lips in a wry twist.

He had no intention of doing so, but he’d keelhauled men and strung some up from the yardarm when violence broke out and he’d been forced to keep order, though he refused to let her believe otherwise. Better that she had a clear picture of who he was, what he’d been, and would be again, if they were ever to… He banished the foolish hope.

She shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”

For a moment, her words warmed through him like mulled wine. “It would be better if you did.” He left with the vision of her dismay writ large on her face.

You will believe that and more before we part. She was an angel, so far above him. If he gave in to the lure of the unattainable, and took her as his, it would be the worst thing he’d ever done. It would surely damn him to hell, if he wasn’t on his way there already.
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Lydia walked about her small cabin. With only one window, it felt confining after Jack’s quarters, which was so light with the big windows and the skylight. “I wonder what we’ll have for dinner?” she asked Malik who had brought the parrot with him. He was feeding the bird a grape which had no doubt come from the Spanish ship. A bunch had been delivered to her cabin, but they failed to tempt her.

“I hope it’s hot and tasty.” Her appetite was gone, she was merely rattling on.

Malik seemed to like to listen to her, despite the fact he wouldn’t understand much of what she said. She gazed at the lad. He needed proper clothes. There might be more trunks of clothing taken from the Spanish ship. There! She was already succumbing to their ways. Next, she’d be dressing the child as a pirate. What would be best for him? It didn’t distress her overmuch that he could not return to his village. He had been unhappy there, which was why he had adopted her. He’d come to her beaten and sick. She had an idea what had happened to him. Maybe one day he might be able to tell her. He would be better with her. But where would that be? Could she condemn him to this life?

Could she ever grow used to this life herself? And did she have a choice? She was torn between wanting Jack and wishing for some semblance of the life she’d left. Not that he’d invited her to share his life, she was quick to remind herself. He’d kissed her, true, but pirates would kiss women at every opportunity, and worse! She’d heard how they raped women. She couldn’t imagine Jack behaving in so beastly a fashion. In any event, he would have many women wishing him to take them to bed.

Her hands went to her hot cheeks. She must wait until she was sure of what she wanted. And then she would fight for it. She’d wear these gowns and was even prepared to don a pair of dainty slippers. But she would not wear the jewels. Aware she was a mass of contradictions, she turned as the door opened and their dinner was brought in. Despite herself, her mouth salivated at the smell of roasted meat.

After the hearty meal, Malik slept. Lydia curled up on her bed. The distressing cries and moans of dying and wounded men still disturbed her, but whenever she closed her eyes, it was Alex she saw, dropping dead at her feet. The loss of his life and the dreams he’d nurtured wasted in a moment’s violent action by someone who didn’t even know him. She turned her face to the pillow and finally fell asleep.

Lydia was awakened the next morning by the clanging of the bell. She dressed and organized Malik, whose new clothes had dried sufficiently for him to wear, then they made their way to Jack’s quarters. He greeted them dressed in a coat of black velvet embroidered with silver thread and cuffs of silver lace, white shirt, black waistcoat with silver buttons, and black boots. His long hair had been drawn back in a queue, exposing his strong jaw. It changed his face, made him more like an English gentleman, although there was a hardness and strength to him she’d never found in the English.

The steward, Adao, a Portuguese mulatto, had set the long oak table with silverware and fine china rimmed with gold. A large silver bowl of fruit sat in the center.

Jack stood as she entered. He pulled back the chair for her. “Coffee? Or would you prefer chocolate?”

“Oh, chocolate.” She almost sighed at the sight of her favorite morning drink.

How she’d love to sip it looking out at her garden in Devon. Jack poured the thick brew from a silver pot. She was struck again by the luxury of the setting and the elegance of his gestures, it seemed so incongruous that she almost had to pinch herself to make sure she was actually on a pirate ship, and he the captain. And the brutality she had witnessed the previous day merely a nightmare.

While the horror of Alex’s death still deeply distressed her, in the light of day, the shock lessened a little. She had cried into her pillow last night, muffling the sound so as not to disturb Malik. In the end, her brother had not treated her well. He had not cared that she might wish for a different life for herself. She would miss him, but she would not cry for him again.

“I would like to see how the wounded men fare,” she said to Jack who was thoughtfully sipping his coffee.

A smile lit his blue eyes. “I’ll have Bastian take you.”

It was so very pleasant to share a meal together. As if they were a family, albeit an odd one.

Adao entered and crossed the bright eastern carpet with a silent, careful tread with a tray laden with steaming plates. He deposited them on the table and departed. How very civilized and elegant it was. They might have been in Mayfair, but for the rolling boat, the sunlight showering them through the skylight above, and the birds swerving in the cobalt sky beyond the big windows. The hot food blended with the ever-present salty tang of the sea.

A plate of eggs was placed before her. “Hen’s eggs?”

“My crew call them cackle fruit,” Jack said.

“How apt. And what do you call them?”

He grinned. “Eggs.”

She laughed, and Malik, picking up on the atmosphere as he so often did, chortled, his mouth full of egg.

There it was again, the stark difference between Jack and much of his crew. Perhaps in casual conversation she might draw him out about his past. Every day her determination grew to discover more about him, and every day she was met with a blank denial that he’d ever been anything but a pirate since a lad not much older than Malik.

It was clear his past was to remain a mystery.
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Chapter Eleven


“We’ve been lucky with the weather, Cap’n,” observed Jack’s helmsmen.

Jack stared at the canopy of bright stars overhead. “Let’s hope it holds. With a favorable southwesterly we should reach the Azores inside of a week.”

A gust of wind whipped his hair about as he stood moodily, leaning on the poop rail beneath.

On deck, one of the Portuguese men from Cordoba’s ship who’d joined them, strummed his mandolin. A slave rescued from the hold grinned, showing his white teeth. A remarkable harmony had settled amongst the men in the last two weeks, with very few disagreements or fights. They were all eager for home.

Jack had decided to let matters stand as they were between him and Lydia, until they left the ship. She needed to mourn her brother. And she’d made it clear she wished to return home to England. He hadn’t found it easy to keep away from her, but he was aided by Malik. The child clung to Lydia’s skirts like a burr, night and day. If Jack had attempted to seduce her, he sensed she wouldn’t refuse.

But he wanted to give her time to make up her mind and not be swayed by him. He was unused to such introspection. If he wanted a woman, he took her and never had any complaints from them. His thoughts veered from letting the future take care of itself and the knowledge that he had to listen to the better part of himself that wasn’t ruled by his cock. To nurture his soul. Throughout the reckless, bloodthirsty life which had been thrust upon him, he’d held fast to certain principles. Deny them now and he’d be lost.

Earlier in the evening, he and Lydia had sat across from each other over the chess board. She played well, but when he trounced her, he was surprised to have kept his mind on the game. She was a woman of delicate sensibilities, with a passion for life brightening her eyes, and an unquenchable desire for love promised by that full-lipped mouth. But it was her compassion, honesty, and wry humor which constantly floored him.

A woman made to distract a man and lead him into temptation even by the simplest of gestures. Her narrow, elegant hand at her pale throat had toyed with the gold locket she’d always worn, while her full breasts rose above her gown in invitation, and her lush, dark hair gleamed in the candlelight as she lowered her head over the board. Chess had ceased to matter as he moved uncomfortably in his seat, his thoughts turning to sin. He was sure she was aware of his discomfort. And perhaps even took delight in teasing him as her finger toyed with the pieces.

If only Malik wasn’t always at her side! He even slept near her. Jack had considered having Bastian take him topside, but then dismissed it as crude. Seducing Lydia called for a level of finesse, something Jack hadn’t had to employ with women before. He rather liked the idea. And Malik, who revealed a thirst for knowledge, had been intent on watching the game.

Jack poured more wine into the two glasses. “Not tired, Malik?” he asked, not having entirely given up on the idea.

The child shook his head.

Lydia’s fingers brushed his as she took the glass from Jack. She smiled into his eyes. “Are you tired of the game, Jack?”

“Not a bit of it.” He fought not to grind his teeth.

There was faint amusement in those brown eyes, but did he spy frustrated desire? “I can’t wait for you to see my home,” he said meaningfully, raking his fingers through his hair.

“I am all impatience.” She moved her pawn, taking his rook.

At the emotive words, Jack frowned and forced himself to concentrate on the game. This was one thing, at least, he could win.

Jack was drawn back from his thoughts by a fish leaping from the midnight-black waters with a mighty splash. His patience might be wearing thin, but he had to admit these last weeks had not been unpleasant.

Lydia had taught him to play checkers and she read to him regularly. He was smart. He’d begun to pick up the language, and Jack’s crew were teaching him cuss words. That raised Lydia’s ire. But when she took them to task over it, they just laughed at her.

Most of his crew had returned to their duties, while the badly injured slowly improved under her care. Aden was back to rude, good health again. He had become one of Lydia’s devotees, which included, most surprisingly, the sour-faced pirate, Dale. There seemed little reason for Bastian to watch over her, yet he still did. But if anyone gave her cheek, it was Dale who threatened them with swift retaliation.

It rarely happened. The crew were used to her presence onboard and behaved themselves for the most part when she was around. And many were wary around Dale. He had a short fuse and wasn’t as reasonable as Bastian. A few had come off the worst over an argument with Dale. Especially at night when too much rum was imbibed. And on the darkest nights, when Dale removed his eyepatch, the man could see like a bat.
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Little by little, Lydia began to enjoy herself. How odd that here on this ship she was beginning to understand herself. She seemed to be coming into her own at last. No longer forced by the strict conventions of family and society to be someone she was not, she moved freely among the rowdy band of men, some of whom she liked, some she didn’t, and a few she wouldn’t trust if she was alone with them without her watchful guardians.

It was like a small world within the curved hull of this mighty ship. Men from different countries lived side by side, ruled by a code and a set of articles all must agree upon. Every one of them knew what those articles contained, which surprised her. Particularly as some couldn’t read and write. They took their share of the spoils, divvied up fairly. She had seen it done as the ship grew closer to the Azores, where they would part company for a time.

She no longer judged them. While she could not approve of piracy, she’d come to understand that this was the only life available to them, that should they leave the ship, they would not fare so well on land. Most had tales to tell about their pasts, and some obliged her when she asked.

She had begun to keep a journal. Jack had given her a leather-bound book in which to chronicle her experiences of her time at sea.

As she sat with Pete Johns, whom she particularly liked, he talked about his former life. Pete was born in Manchester, but had always wanted this life. He had gone to sea as soon as he was old enough, joining the navy. He had grown up with the knowledge that he was a descendant of the original leader of Poseidon’s Legion buccaneers. Such men were still spoken of in hushed tones across the seas, and he was fiercely proud of the fact. Some had settled in the Azores.

“And what about your captain? How did he come to this life?” She waited, expecting Pete would refuse to tell her.

“Press-ganged into the navy as a young lad,” Pete said. “When he was grabbed off the street, Jack suffered a head injury. He has never regained his memory and knows nothing of his life before it happened.”

Her stomach tightened, and she blinked away tears. She turned her head, and with a finger, wiped the tears away, taking pains for Pete not to see them. “But why didn’t he remain in the navy?”

“Our ship was attacked by pirates and sunk. Jack and I were forced to join the pirate gang or swim home. We joined them.”

Lydia cleared her throat, recalling the crescent scar at his temple that he stroked sometimes. It was a wonder the blow hadn’t killed him. “But he had no wish to return to England to find out about his family?”

Pete shook his head. “It was obvious he came from a good family. He penned a letter to the Admiralty, but with no success. They’d not only wiped their hands of him, they were eager to string him up. The captain of the pirate ship we found ourselves on was a bad man. He was soon disposed of, but another unpopular captain followed him. After that, Jack rose quickly to the rank of captain, and I suppose by then he’d put the past behind him.” His lieutenant and friend continued on with a note of pride. “Jack’s respected. The men are very loyal.”

“But he could go back to England and trace his family.”

“He can’t. None of us can,” Pete said. “We’d be hung.”

“But, surely the Letter of Marque…”

“The king hasn’t seen fit to supply one.” He shrugged. “It’s no skin off my nose. I’ve no desire to return to England.”

“What about Jack, though, do you think he does?”

Pete shrugged. “I can’t honestly say. Jack keeps his cards close to his chest.”

“Yes, he does. He hasn’t talked to me about his past.”

Pete turned to her, blue eyes wide. “Well, you’d better not tell him you heard it from me, or he’ll likely keelhaul me.”

She wasn’t sure he was joking.

Consumed with compassion for Jack, she longed to talk to him about it, but she’d have to wait until he volunteered the information. She could only hope he would.

He hadn’t made another attempt to kiss her. She wasn’t sure why, because it was obvious he wanted to. And she wanted him, too, desperately. When he wasn’t on duty, he spent the evenings with her. She’d flirted with him, and made him laugh. And at times, she sensed the air was filled with breathless expectation. She’d sat there frustrated, willing him to touch her. To take her to bed and make love to her. Even though the time when she must leave him grew ever closer. And how unwise it would be. For if he became her lover, leaving him would be even more painful.
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Chapter Twelve


Lydia and Malik joined Jack at the rail as the Golden Orion sailed into the harbor at Puerto de los Dioses, an island off the Azores, sparkling beneath the noon-day sun.

“How very beautiful it is! Those whitewashed houses with bright terracotta roofs and the jewel-like waters in the bay. The sun is warm but not hot like Africa.” Excitement lifted her voice.

He smiled, pleased. “There is much natural beauty here.”

The ship anchored, and they rowed to shore.

Small houses spilled down from the surrounding hills to the water’s edge where a church stood, its wooden cross black with age, not far from the two taverns which did a roaring trade when the pirate boats came in. As they would today. Beyond the village, the hills rose, rugged rock giving way to lush and verdant hills against an azure sky.

“Is your home here?”

“No. On the other side of the island.”

Jack’s servant was waiting when the boat was beached. Their trunks were loaded onto a trap along with Oskar’s birdcage. Joncalo, a short man with a weather-beaten face, removed his hat. He greeted Jack effusively in Portuguese.

“Joncalo! Bom te ver, meu aigo!” Jack introduced Lydia and Malik.

Pete Johns waved to them as he walked away along the shore.

Lydia turned to watch him. “Where does Pete live?”

“He has a cottage over the hill.” Jack indicated the headland that rose up from the opposite side of the village.

Jack helped Lydia up beside Joncalo and he and Malik climbed into the back. Joncalo touched the horse’s back with a whip, and they proceeded at a sedate pace along a dirt road. Voices shouted from the foreshore as the crew flooded out from the ship while folk emerged from their homes to greet them.

“They are popular here?” Lydia asked.

“They have deep pockets, and some have family here.”

Bruna sashayed out of a tavern door and onto the street. She invited Jack to join her.

He politely declined.

“Someone you know?” Lydia asked casually.

“It’s a small place,” he said, glancing at her amused. He had cause to know Bruna quite well over the years. She was a fiery-tempered whore, married to the tavern owner. No sense in mentioning it, however.

Lydia turned back to view the harbor and the rocky cliffs surrounding it. The sunlight danced on the water which was azure in the shallows and indigo in the deep. He was happy to be home.

Over the first hill, the true beauty of the island was revealed. Lydia murmured in delight. Grassy meadows were covered in pink wildflowers, the shadows purple beneath the granite rocks.

A half hour later, the road descended to the water again. Below them was a stretch of golden sand lapped by the sea. Above it sat Jack’s house. A rambling building crisply whitewashed with a long line of terracotta roof with several chimneys. Chickens pecked about the soil at the back door where a goat was tethered.

The trap drove to the front of the house. A loggia ran the length of it and a worn path wound its way through the rocky scrub down to a beach enclosed at each end by granite rocks to form a small bay.

“There are caves in those cliffs. Birds nest there. I’ll take Malik to see them.”

Lydia nodded, leaning forward to view the house.

He searched her face, wanting to know what she thought of his home. It was not an English mansion, which no doubt she had grown up in. Her eyes were wide and she sighed. “Oh Jack, it’s charming.”

Jack felt inordinately pleased, like some green youth. He didn’t know who he was with this woman, and almost feared how vulnerable she made him feel. He would not fall in love with her. He would see her home to England and return to the life that had served him well. It was all he wanted. Wasn’t it?
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An absence of springs in the trap made for an uncomfortable ride downhill as it slowly negotiated the rough track.

“Let’s walk.”

Jack took her hand and helped her down. Malik remained in the trap with Oskar.

He didn’t let her hand go as they walked down skirting stones and potholes. The briny smell of the sea washed over her, mingling with the aromatic scents of bushes and grasses foreign to her.

“Nothing moves fast here,” Jack said with a grin.

She imagined that would take some getting used to for a man who lived on his wits.

They reached the house. The walls were weathered and softened with the winds off the sea, settling it into the landscape. She thought it perfect.

Inside, Lydia roamed through the rooms, low-beamed ceilings, whitewashed walls, the wooden floors covered with rugs. She had not expected anything quite like this. It was comfortably furnished. The bedchambers, there were three, with swathes of colorful cloth at the windows. Good furniture, a mix of Spanish and French decorated each room, with pictures of ships on the walls, shelves of books, and a fascinating array of artefacts Jack had brought back from his travels. She stroked a finger over an exquisite statue of a naked woman fashioned in smooth cold marble. Everywhere, there was evidence of the man she was coming to know.

Malik had discovered a black cat and followed it outside on to the loggia.

“I like your house,” she said. “Why not give up your life on the sea and live here?”

“And do what, fish? It’s a good place to come for a while, to make repairs to the ship. The Golden Orion has a bad leak and is barely seaworthy. The damage caused by hitting rocks in a storm must be properly repaired. Then, it’s back to sea for me.”

“Remaining here doesn’t appeal then?”

His eyes widened. “There’s nothing to hold me here. I’d be bored after a week or two.”

“You might marry and have children.”

“One day.” Jack turned away and went to the large fireplace where logs had been laid. He picked up the tinderbox from the wooden mantel and crouched down to light a taper. Soon flames leapt up, casting a warm and inviting glow in the room as dusk drew near.

“Some wine?”

“Yes, thank you.” How different it was here to being on the ship. She still felt the ground moving oddly beneath her.

“I think I’ve still got my sea legs.”

He nodded. “It will pass shortly.”

They’d become strangely formal with each other. She felt he was waiting for something from her. Some evidence of her feelings for him, perhaps. Should she make it clear that she wanted him? Her face grew hot at the thought. She rose and went to stand before the fire, staring down into the flames.

Jack poured wine into fine silver goblets and came to hand her one.

She took it from him, gazing up into his face. “Jack…”

A small, plump dark-haired woman bustled into the room. She greeted Jack with a rush of Portuguese and hugged him as if he was her son.

Jack turned from her, but his expression had softened. “This is, Adelina. She is my cook and housekeeper,” he said, a hand on the small woman’s arm, bearing her forward. “As you’ve probably gathered, Adelina speaks no English. I’ll convey any needs you might have.”

Lydia greeted the woman with a smile. “I grew used to making myself understood in Africa,” Lydia said. Most probably few spoke English here.

Malik came in carrying the cat purring in his arms while Oskar made some comment from his cage. The lad had a way with animals.

A peaceful hour was spent as Jack spoke of the island. Pete had wanted to come here, and Jack liked it so much he made it their base. “It’s a simple house,” he said. “But comfortable. Nothing like you might find in England.”

“It’s utterly charming. There’s so much of you here.”

A smile brightened his eyes. “And that makes it charming?”

“Your books, your collection of interesting objects, the house, and the view.” She gave him a teasing smile. “Pirates are not known to be charming.”

He cocked a brow at her with a wry smile.

Adelina came in talking all the while and placed plates of food before them.

Lydia called Malik, and they sat down to eat.

“That was delicious,” Lydia said when she’d scooped up the last mouthful of fish stew.

She reached across and stopped Malik from licking the plate with a shake of her head. Adelina chuckled at the sight as she brought in some kind of sweet.

Jack turned his wineglass in his hands, candlelight reflected in it. It had grown dark outside. She liked the sound of the roar of the waves hitting the beach and drawing away again. It was like the cycle of life, something she’d become very aware of while in Africa. Alex! She chewed her lip and pushed the memory away. But the question lingered, as to why he’d changed so much. He’d always been officious, Englishmen tended to be, but he was quite a different man at the end.

“I’ve been thinking about how we can get to England,” Jack said, breaking into her thoughts.

She stared at him. “We? You’re not coming with me.”

“How do you imagine you’ll get there without me?” His blue eyes sought hers with that arrogant expression. Could she dare cross him?

She flushed. “Jack… I know about your past. You can’t go back to England. They will hang you. Please don’t blame Pete, I wrangled it out of him. I won’t let you take your life in your hands for me.” She scrunched up her napkin in nervous fingers. “There must be some trading ship I can purchase a package on. If you would be good enough to help me. I’m aware it might not stop here, this is a small island. But perhaps one of the bigger islands in the Azores?”

He put down his glass and slowly shook his head. “No, Lydia.”

She frowned, not surprised she’d met with opposition. “Surely it is my decision, Jack?”

He scowled at her. “You think I’ll let you go off and spend the rest of my days wondering what happened to you?”

She stared at him, trembling slightly. This was a declaration. He cared for her. She caught her breath. “Jack. I…can’t let you. I won’t.”

Malik stirred in his chair. He’d eaten his dessert and most of hers.

“You may leave the table, Malik,” she said.

He went to stroke the cat where it lay in front of the fire.

Jack pushed back his chair. “Come with me.” He held out his hand.
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Chapter Thirteen


The breeze whispered around them, heavy with the tang of the sea. Jack led Lydia to the far end of the loggia where a lush creeper twined itself around a post releasing a pungent scent. Moths bashed themselves against a lantern, in danger of a fiery death.

Her hand trembled in his. He leaned back against the wall and drew her closer while he gazed into her lovely face, her soft brown eyes and inviting mouth. “This is all we have, sweetheart. A few days, a week or two, before you must return to England and my ship is ready to sail again.” His fingers toyed with a loose curl in front of her ear. “Shall we not waste time disagreeing?”

“No, but…”

“There you go again, what an unreasonable woman you are.”

“Me, unreasonable…?” she stuttered and tried to slip out of his grasp.

An arm around her waist, he anchored her there. “Infinitely desirable, and utterly unreasonable.” He wasn’t used to a woman defying him, but found he enjoyed the challenge. Let her disagree with him all she liked; he would have his way in the end. Right now, there was a more pressing need of undeniable mutual enjoyment.

“Do you want me, Lydia?”

Her big eyes sought his, dark with passion. “Yes, but…” she hesitated.

“But what, sweetheart?”

She shook her head, unable to express what it was that worried her.

“I will not hurt you.”

“I know you won’t.”

He’d never dealt with a lady of such delicate sensibilities. His passion for her sent smoldering heat through his veins. Not sure whether she had experience in lovemaking, he stroked over her slender spine and delicate shoulder blades, then kissed the enticing spot near her ear, breathing in her womanly fragrance. “Tell me what worries you,” he murmured.

“I don’t want to become enceinte,” she said, flushing. “Alex accused me of it on the day he died.”

A pox on the man! “You won’t, Lydia. I promise you.” He knew how to avoid such an occurrence, not wishing to bring bastards into the world to fend for themselves once he moved on.

Lydia’s breath quickened while her hand stroked over his chest, toying with the black curls there. Taking it as consent, he pulled her closer and trailed nibbling kisses along her jawline. Then took her mouth, a long slow meeting of lips as she sighed and kissed him back. He tried not to think of the months and years ahead without her.

Slow, drugging kisses followed. She opened to him, and he deepened the kiss, delving into her mouth to taste her, wanting to taste all of her, while his groin throbbed with need.

She sagged against his onslaught and he caught her up.

“You are so beautiful,” he murmured, struck by how sensual she was, how enticing. Her effect on him was explosive, and while he prided himself on always being in control, he feared that would not be the case with Lydia.

She placed a hand on his chest to push him back. “You have no need to flatter me.”

“There you go disagreeing with me again.” He gently removed her restraining hand and lowered his head to the silky-smooth skin of her breasts rising and falling beneath the constraints of her bodice. Something he soon intended to rectify. He could already picture her naked in his bed.

“Jack,” she said unsteadily. “You’re right. We have such little time before I leave. I want to spend every moment with you.”

“We will, sweetheart.” He was impatient, but moved back a step to put some space between them. It wouldn’t be smart to carry her down to the beach and ravish her, even though the idea was infinitely pleasurable. “Put Malik to bed. He can sleep in the smaller bedchamber. Let him have the cat and the bird cage, too, if he wishes. And you come to mine.”

Her laugh was husky, driving him to discover the passion which he knew lay beneath her lady-like demeanor. He’d caught tantalizing glimpses, which had tormented him.

Her hand clasped in his, and he strode with her into the house.

Malik sat drowsing by the fire, the cat in his lap. He roused as they came in.

Lydia spoke quietly to him and led him to the bedchamber. A moment later, she emerged and closed the door. “We’ve finally tired Malik out,” she said. “I think it’s because he feels safe now.”

Jack wondered what awaited the child in England. Would he be happy and safe there? Now was not the time to dissuade Lydia of it. He wanted her fully focused on him.

He closed the bedchamber door. “Let’s not rush this, Lydia,” he heard himself say, marveling at himself.

This would not be a hasty coupling to satisfy both himself and the lady. He would have to be gentle, not something required of the women he’d known who knew how to take their pleasure. And while he was eager to take Lydia swiftly, employing all those skills which pleased a lady, a part of him, maybe the gentleman he might have been, wished for something more. He had never made love to a virgin. And surprisingly, it appeared she still was one. He found he relished the idea of introducing her to pleasure, not to merely engage in bed sport.

His hands resting on her shoulders, he kissed her. With a sigh, she wound her arms around his neck, her breasts pressed against him, sending a bolt of urgent lust racing to his loins.

“Shall we undress?” he asked in a growl.

In case she might decide to dart away from him, he pulled away the laces on her gown and slipped the bodice open to reveal her corset. He paused to kiss the satiny, cream-colored skin of her shoulder, revealed to his gaze as the dress slid down and pooled at her feet. Lydia’s cheeks flushed as she stepped away from it. Emboldened, her fingers worked at her corset laces, and a moment later, she stood in her chemise, the dark moons of her nipples and the curve of her firm breasts thrust up through the thin material.

With a groan, Jack traced his fingers over the cotton, then slipped a hand beneath. Silky smooth, her full breast rested in his palm. He groaned and thumbed a stiffening nipple.

Lydia moaned softly.

Urging himself to be patient, when his body had very different ideas, he turned away to undress.
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Her limbs felt strangely heavy and her pulse raced. His feathery touch brought a frisson of desire to every part of her, and a heavy urgency between her thighs. She watched him sit to pull off his boots. His coat, waistcoat, and shirt followed, a tantalizing display of taut muscles flexing as he moved. She stopped breathing when he dropped his breeches and his erection burst free. She had seen men naked in the jungle, but this was Jack. While she was nervous, she knew she had always wanted to make love to a man. Had known it since that day when the gardener’s son touched her inappropriately behind the hedge, and foolishly, she had let the shame of it allow her father and brother to rule her life. She placed her hands on that special part of her, which throbbed with need, and made her wriggle. She pulled the chemise over her head.

Jack kicked off his breeches and turned. Lydia stood before him naked. His gaze raked over her, taking in her beauty from the long column of her neck to her perfect breasts, and down to the gentle rise of her belly and the soft nest of dark hair at its base. Her legs were shapely and long. His cock jumped approvingly. His gaze traveled up slowly again to her face.

Lydia’s mouth was slightly open, her eyes wide with anticipation.

He scooped her up in his arms and laid her on the bed. When he leaned over her, she reached up and traced his lips with a finger, her smile a passionate invitation. “Make love to me.”

His breath caught. “You are shameless, Miss Bromley.”

For a moment, his use of the word shameless harked back to her father. Then she smiled and reached up to pull Jack down to her. His warm, hard body rested against hers, his erection nudging her belly, and she reveled in the feel of his skin on hers. She stroked over his back, enjoying the solid feel of him while sensing the great strength in him, strength of will as well as body. They were so very different, yet so perfectly matched. This was as nature intended. As life was meant to be.
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He kissed her, a long slow meeting of lips. Then down to sweep his tongue around her nipples. His mouth drew them into stiff peaks causing her to cry out and grip his shoulders. He sucked slowly, gently, watching the play of emotions on her face, taking delight in it. She moaned as he moved on and down, kissing and nibbling, then found that sweet, velvety place between her legs.

“Please, Jack,” she moaned as his tongue increased the pressure.

Her eyes fluttered closed, her lips trembling. When her hips jerked up in invitation, he could wait no longer. He parted her thighs, and taking hold of her hips, pushed into her with a loud groan.

Lydia clutched his shoulders, uttering small cries as he partly withdrew and thrust in again. To join with her was beyond anything he’d felt before. He cared for her. And he’d wanted her for so long, he couldn’t hold back. He gripped her hips and increased his speed, thrusting hard. With a cry, Lydia dug her fingernails into his shoulders as her body tightened around him. Minutes later, he withdrew before he came.

He rolled until she sprawled over him. “I wondered… I never imagined it could be like that,” she said.

“It will be better next time,” he promised, worrying that it wasn’t up to his usual standard.

“Better?” She settled beside him. “How could it be?”

“I look forward to showing you.” With a grin, he pulled the bedcovers over them. “Sleep sweetheart.”
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Lydia needed no urging, she was already half asleep, so completely sated.

When she woke, the sun shone through the window, and the space beside her was empty. She went to the window. She could see Jack swimming down in the bay, stroking slowly through the water. She donned her shift and wrapped a shawl she’d brought around herself.

She peeked in but Malik was still asleep, the cat stretched out on his bed. It raised its head and blinked its green eyes in warning.

With a smile, Lydia left the house. She felt womanly and marvelous as she picked her way over the rocks and down to the water’s edge.

She watched as Jack struck out for shore.

She sat on the warm sand, burying her toes. It was blissful. Out in the bay, gulls soared and dived over a school of fish, the water churning.

Jack waded through the shallows. He was naked. Rivulets of seawater ran down his broad chest. He swung his long hair back, sending an arc of spray flying. She drew up her knees with a sigh. He was magnificent.

He picked up the towel from the sand and tucked it around his waist. “Like a swim?”

She shook her head. “It’s a little early for me.”

He stood there, and she wondered if he was considering throwing her in. She could believe it of him and was relieved when he sat down beside her. He turned to smile at her. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, I did.”

Just remembering the passion between them made her want him again. She was struck by the color of his eyes, such a hard, dark blue when she’d met him, but softer now. The blue of the ocean depths. She was convinced this place cast some sort of magic spell over him, and her, too. They were different together here. Just two people enjoying each other. It hurt her to think of how short a time they would spend together.

He leaned back on his hands, gazing out to sea. “Tell me something of England.”

Her pulse began to gallop. England. Her mind skittered from what she would face there, then back to him. Would the country of his birth intrigue him too much? Would it draw him home? He would be vulnerable there and was unfamiliar with the way things were done in England. He could deal with the dangers he faced at sea, but not the hard reality of a land where justice wasn’t always guaranteed.

She wanted to tell him, so she spoke of her childhood in Devon, her garden, and her dog, Hugo.

“Why did you not marry?”

Startled, she turned to study his profile. He didn’t move. It was an innocent enough question, and yet she thought something momentous lay beneath it.

“I cared for my mother. She was ill for a very long time.”

Jack finally turned his head, his eyes meeting hers, asking questions she didn’t want to answer. “I have a feeling there is more to it. A lovely woman like you should have married.”

“No suitors sought my hand,” she said quickly. She didn’t add that she didn’t get much of a chance to meet any because her father was so possessive and so strict with her during his last years. She shrugged. “It was so long ago.” She prayed he wasn’t going to pursue it.

Jack shook his head, bemused. “I find that difficult to believe.”

She continued to speak of her second-hand knowledge of London society, the soirees, the balls, and then her cousin, Charles, who was now Baron Bromley, and his estate in Devon, where she would have to go and throw herself on his mercy. “It’s in Buckfastleigh. Not so far from Cornwall. I’ll hire a carriage to take Malik and me there.”

Jack made no comment.

“Do you remember anything of England, Jack?”

“Very little. One persistent image comes into my dreams. I’m not sure if it really happened.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I was holding a man’s hand. We walked through the mist behind a funeral cortege. We followed the hearse, the horses, and the carriage dressed with black plumes.” His voice sounded strained. “Then I’m running, I don’t know from what or where.” His lips firmed and his eyes looked sad. “Not much, is it?”

It was obvious the memory brought him misery. She decided not to pursue it. “Memories are very powerful.” She reached up and softly caressed his cheek.

He caught her hand and kissed it, then climbed to his feet, drawing her with him. “I’m ready for breakfast.” They climbed the slope, his big, warm hand in hers.

Might he remember more if he set foot in England? She mustn’t long for such a thing. He could not take such a risk. It was fraught with danger.

Malik was waiting, hopping from foot to foot at the door. With a pang of guilt, Lydia hurried to him. “Jack has been for a swim. Are you hungry?”

He clasped her hand and dragged her inside.

“I guess that means yes,” she said laughingly to Jack.

“We’ll take him to the caves later. We can climb the cliffs for bird’s eggs.”

“I’ll stay here. You two go,” she said with a shake of her head. “I have no interest in caves.” In fact, she found the idea abhorrent.

Joncalo and his wife, Adelina, served them breakfast. An egg dish of some kind with herbs and good strong coffee. The couple appeared to have become fond of Malik and fussed over him, heaping his plate with egg.

“They don’t have children?” she asked Jack when they left the room.

“No. Their son drowned in a storm. He was a fisherman.”

“Oh. How sad.”

Malik had picked up more of their language than English. Lydia wondered briefly if he would be happier here, but pushed the thought away. He wanted to be where she was. And she felt the same.

When Malik followed Joncalo out to feed the goat and dig in the vegetable patch, Jack took Lydia’s hand and drew her back to bed.

Some hours later, sated and drowsy, Lydia roused herself and left the bed. Jack and Malik had gone off to inspect the caves. She shuddered, there were probably bats living in them. As she dressed, a heavy dark rain cloud blocked the sun. The ensuing deluge drew her to the window. Outside, rain filled the barrels against the wall. If she was careful with the water, she might wash her hair.

As quickly as the rain came, the clouds cleared away again. The sun emerged, steaming the landscape. Her hair wrapped in a towel, Lydia washed some clothes in the same water with soap made from goat milk. As she hung them over the loggia, Jack and Malik appeared, climbing up from the beach.

Malik ran to join her. “Bats,” he said solemnly, but his black eyes danced.

“I thought so.” Lydia raised her eyebrows at Jack.

He gave her a quick hug. “You look like one of the inhabitants.”

She put a hand to the towel on her head. His words were like the peal of a bell reminding her of the few days they had left, casting a shadow over her happiness.
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Chapter Fourteen


“Flower,” Malik said proudly, pointing to the wildflower Jack had tucked into Lydia’s hair. They were picnicking on a hill above the sea dotted with whitecaps. Gulls soared above them and skimmed the waves, diving for fish. A few came strutting over the grass in hope of a feed.

More than a week had passed, and he and Lydia continued to avoid speaking of the future. He would not speak of his plan until he was sure it was possible, part of which he knew she would be unhappy about. He loved her. She made sense of his life. And when she was gone, this incredible joy and peace would go with her. He could ask her to stay, and maybe she would agree. But it would be wrong. He could not return to his old ways and have Lydia, too. You couldn’t build a happy life on that.

“I’m going down to the village to check on the ship,” he said, tickling Malik on the neck with a blade of grass.

“Do you want us to come?” she asked.

“No. I won’t be long.”

He saw them back to the house and then set out again in the trap. In the village, he consulted with his carpenter who was busily working on the hull of the Golden Orion, replacing the damaged planks before scraping off the weed and barnacles and attending to the other necessary repairs to damage caused by Cordova’s guns. His sail master was down on the beach mending a sail. It would take the best part of a month before they could return to sea.

Jack left them and jumped into the trap. As he drove along the foreshore, Bastian hailed him from where he sat outside the tavern, a tankard in his hand talking to an old seadog. Jack drove the cart up the hill, the horse plodding around the headland. A cluster of small, whitewashed cottages came into view.

Jack pulled up the trap. Pete sat gazing out over the ocean as he smoked his pipe outside the front door of his cottage. Jack leapt down and joined him on the stoop, breathing in fragrant tobacco smoke. “They are getting on with the ship,” he said. “It should be seaworthy by the end of the month.”

Pete clamped down on the stem of his pipe. “Is Lydia to sail with us?”

“That’s what I came to talk to you about. I’m taking her back to England with the lad.”

Pete nodded. “I thought you might. So, I won’t waste my breath trying to persuade you against it. It’s dangerous, Jack. You’ll hang if they catch you.”

Jack shrugged. “Life is dangerous, is it not? The question is how we get there. Know anyone who can help?”

“Bruno, maybe. He won’t risk going to England, but he often sails his sloop to the Isles of Scilly to visit his cousin. I’m sure he’ll agree to take you there, if you offer to pay him well. It’s smuggling and fishing that sustains the people. French brandy and gin are shipped from there to Cornwall. They slip it past the custom boats at night. He has a cousin there who will take you to England for a goodly sum. Be careful Jack, every second man you meet in the streets of a Cornish seaside village is a preventive.”

Jack stood and rested a boot on the step. He knew Bruno was a good sailor. He kept a tidy boat, and he thought he could trust him. It seemed the best way open to them. “Tell Bruno to meet me in the tavern at noon tomorrow, will you Pete? We’ll make the arrangements.”

Pete tapped his pipe against the step, rose, and accompanied Jack to the trap. His gaze turned solemn. Jack felt it, too. Was it a parting of the ways? “Give my regards to Lydia,” Pete said. “I’ll be down to see you off.”

“If I’m not back when the ship is ready to sail, you will take my place, Pete. The men will elect a new captain. They are sure to choose you.”

“I would prefer it to be you, Jack.”

Jack shrugged. “God will decide.”

“We have had some very good times together, have we not?”

“We have indeed,” Jack said, not without a pang of sorrow.

“If it’s me at the helm, I’ll call in at the Scilly’s in a couple of months. Find your way back there and we’ll pick you up.”

Jack slapped him on the back. “Good fellow.” He untied the reins and leapt up onto the seat and released the brake.

The old horse was instructed to walk on. The reluctant animal pulled at a lush patch of grass, but after Jack’s urging, slowly moved off, chewing as it went. An image of Jack riding a thoroughbred across green meadows entered his mind. He loved horses. It was the one thing he always regretted about choosing a life on the sea. How good it would be to ride a thoroughbred.

It didn’t require much effort on his part to drive the trap for the horse knew its way home, so he focused his attention on the next stage of their journey. It would take them two weeks with good weather, longer if they encountered bad, before they reached the Scilly’s. They would need provisions and water. He must now broach this with Lydia. While she would be pleased, for they now had the means to reach England, she would not be happy about his role in it. He expected her to rail against it, but he would have his way. And he intended to take her right to her cousin’s door, although he might withhold that piece of information.

When he reached the house, he jumped down and tossed the reins to Joncalo. He would leave his talk with Lydia until after dinner. But he’d rather brave a galleon full of Spaniards than try to persuade her that she could not go without him.

They were sitting together by the fire drinking wine after dinner, Malik and the cat at their feet, when he outlined his plan and some of his part in it.

“No!” Lydia cried so loudly that Malik jumped. “I won’t let you.” She lowered her voice. “A trading ship…”

“It’s no use, Lydia,” Jack said patiently. “There are no such ships in these waters.”

“Then I shall have to go farther afield. Maybe Pete…”

“Pete has put me onto someone who will take us to the Scilly Isles. We’ll travel to England from there.”

“I will go alone…,” she began.

“You won’t. These are smugglers. Unsavory people.”

“Unsavory people? More so than pirates?”

He scowled. “The pirates on the Golden Orion did not accost you, mainly because of the code they live by, but mostly because I made sure you were safe. And I shall be on that smuggler’s boat to see you safely to Cornwall.”

“And then you will leave again,” she stated flatly. “Straight away.”

He found it difficult to lie to her. “I have a mind to look around a bit first. It’s my country, and I don’t remember anything about it.”

She released a breath. “Tell me what happened, Jack.”

He leaned back on the couch. “I don’t remember much. I was thirteen. For some reason I was near the docks in Plymouth. I was tall for my age, and I suppose that was why a press-gang snatched me up with a group of men they’d rounded up coming out of a tavern. Must have hit me with a trudgen.” He put a finger on the scar at his temple. “I came to on board a frigate. An officer was determined to return me to the docks because I wore good clothes and spoke like the gentry, but they’d set sail and that was the end of it. I was told my case would be reviewed when we returned to England.”

He drank some wine, the mellow taste washing away the acrid bitterness he felt at the unfairness of it. “We were at sea for a year, sailing to the other side of the world, calling in to ports along the way. On our way back to England, we were attacked by pirates. Many were killed, the rest of the seamen taken prisoner. We were advised that we could join them or suffer a worse fate. I joined them.” He shrugged. “After a year with them, I realized I couldn’t go home. I was now a pirate. And where was home? I hadn’t regained my memory.”

Lydia laid her head on his shoulder. Her body shook.

“You’re not crying?” Jack raised her chin and kissed the tears on her cheek. “Am I such a pitiful creature?”

“You are not! But the injustice of it!” She dashed away her tears with her hands. “I am crying with anger!”

He shook his head and smiled down at her. “What a passionate woman you are,” he said softly. Such passion was not often seen outside the bedchamber. She was changing before his eyes. He wondered quite what her family would make of her.
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Lydia watched Jack sleep beside her in the bed. She wanted to wake him, have him make love to her again. As if that would change anything. He was determined to escort her all the way to the English coast. She had as much chance of holding back the tide as to prevent him. She realized she had no alternative. He had not asked her to stay. Nor had he said he loved her. Was she just an interlude? She knew he cared for her and obviously enjoyed being with her. But once he’d deposited her on English shores, would he return to this life and forget her? The thought squeezed her heart. But she would prefer to think of him as happy at the helm of the Golden Orion once more, as he was when she first met him.

He opened his eyes. “Can’t sleep?”

She shook her head and snuggled against him, wanting him. Jack pulled her atop him. He was already erect. Eager for more, she settled her legs over his hips. She moaned as he entered her, moving at her own pace, and orchestrated her own release. He quickly followed. The swift, exciting coupling struck at her very soul. Stunned by how confident she’d become and the power it gave her, she collapsed, her tears dampening his chest.

“My love,” he said softly, his hands slipping into her hair to raise her face to his. His eyes searched hers. “Was it good?”

“Mmm.” Her arm around his neck, she hugged him, surprised at her boldness.

He called her his love. Something more to cherish. Her limbs pleasurably heavy, she smiled and settled down beside him and fell asleep.
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Chapter Fifteen


Bruno had agreed to take them. Jack met him in the tavern and came away satisfied. He knew Bruno to be an excellent sailor who had sailed and fished these seas since he’d been a boy.

On the morning of their departure, Jack rose at first light. He resisted the urge to wake Lydia and left the room. Before a mirror in the next chamber, he shaved off his beard and trimmed his hair, tying it back with a black velvet ribbon. Then he donned clothes he’d never had cause to wear.

He returned to find Lydia sitting up in bed. She stared at him as he scrubbed a hand over his clean jaw. “I didn’t think you meant it when you said you wished to see something of England,” she said, her voice tight.

“Would you deny me that?” He strode over to her, the folds of his elegant coat swinging.

“You look very handsome. But I want you to be safe,” she murmured, taking a hold of his brown, velvet coat to pull him to her.

He drew her from the bed and into his arms, nudging her neck and nibbling on an ear until she wriggled. “When have I ever been safe?”

“But that wasn’t due to me,” she said with a frown. “This will be.”

“Ye of little faith.” He chuckled and slapped her on the bottom.

She ran a hand over his smooth jaw. “You smell nice. What is that, pomade?”

“It is. Now get dressed, woman. Malik is awake and isn’t happy. He knows something’s afoot. He’s hopping about looking anxious.”

“Oh, the poor lad. How can I explain?”

“You can’t, Lydia. You might leave him here. Joncalo and Adelina are fond of him. He’ll be left in good hands.”

“He wouldn’t stay without me. And you won’t often be here. He’d be lonely.” She turned to sort through her clothes. “It wouldn’t be fair.”

“No, perhaps not.” He sighed. “I smell cooking. Breakfast will be served soon. That will distract the lad for a while.”

Jack left her to dress. He had to speak to Joncalo, settle matters as he always did on departure. Make sure the couple would be left comfortable in case he didn’t return.

It was still only a little past dawn, a rosy sun rising over the horizon. They’d be on their way within two hours.

[image: * * *]

Malik stood looking miserable while two trunks were loaded onto the trap. “He doesn’t understand,” Lydia said to Jack, her heart heavy.

“Give him time, he’s a strong child. He has dealt with a lot in his short life,” Jack said.

She nodded and went to bid farewell to Adelina. She found it difficult. Despite not speaking their language, she’d got to know them and become fond of both of them.

“Oskar,” Malik murmured, bowing his head as Joncalo drove the trap down to the harbor.

Lydia nodded sorrowfully. They could not bring the bird. She squeezed his hand.

In the harbor, Bruno, a muscular, sunburned fellow hailed them as he worked with Pete storing casks and provisions in the sloop, a far smaller craft than the Golden Orion.

Pete stepped off onto the quayside. “It was good to know you, Lydia,” he said, his blue eyes smiling. “I wish you a favorable wind and a safe journey.”

“Thank you, Pete. Do you have any messages for your family in Manchester? I’m happy to write to them.”

He shook his head. “They have forgotten me, it’s better that way.” He patted Malik’s head, had a few quiet words with Jack, and then with a wave of his hand, walked back along the road.

“Come aboard,” Jack said, taking her arm. “Ready for another adventure, Malik?”

Malik came and took his hand.

An hour later, they left the harbor waters, and with a fair wind behind them, set sail for the island which would be their last port of call before they reached England.

Lydia, her hands on the rail, watched the land recede, her heart heavy. She had been happier there than at any other time in her life. Because of the man beside her. She looked up at him. He might have been thinking the same when his gaze met hers. How unlike a pirate he appeared at this moment. More like a member of the English gentry with his tricorn hat, his strong thighs encased in brown velvet, a cream, linen waistcoat beneath his coat, a white cravat knotted at his throat, stockings, and leather, buckled shoes. But then she looked deep into his blue eyes which sparkled with a lust for adventure and revealed him to be no ordinary man.

“You’re coming to England with me, aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

“Right to your cousin’s estate, sweetheart.”

“Oh, no, Jack!” She tamped down a shiver and turned her gaze to the rolling swell forged by the bow as his arm came around her. He meant to comfort and reassure her she supposed, but failed. She was consumed with fear. “We might go back,” she ventured, leaning into him. “I was happy there.”

“Shame on you, sweetheart,” Jack said with a faint smile. “Is this not a fine adventure?” He hugged her close, and they fell silent.
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Chapter Sixteen


They had been almost two weeks at sea when Bruno’s sloop tacked around the small islands that formed the Scilly’s. Within the hour, they sailed into the rockbound harbor of St Mary’s, the early morning light falling on granite rocks where a pod of seals gathered, filling the air with their strange barking. The ruin of Star Castle stood on a hill above the cove, built by Queen Elizabeth in the sixteenth century after the Spanish armada attempted to invade England.

But what was of most interest to Jack, was that England now lay less than thirty miles away. They planned to arrive in the early evening as clear weather and a full moon were expected.

He was eager to bring this tedious and tiring journey to a close for Lydia’s sake. She had remained cheerful and uncomplaining, but she was clearly exhausted, the small boat had been restricting and uncomfortable. He was only too aware of the anxiety she suffered, which he suspected was more about him and Malik, than herself.

As they waited on the wharf, Bruno brought his cousin, Carlito, to meet them. After a hurried negotiation, Jack paid for the last part of their journey. They were to land at Mousehole, a Cornwall village popular with the smugglers.

“Excise men are always around,” Carlito said. “But the smuggling goes on in plain sight. The villagers support us. Should the excise men attempt an arrest, they are given a hard time. One of them was stoned a few weeks ago.”

Excise men did not bother Jack. He was more interested in finding an inn where they might get some rest. In the morning, he would hire a carriage to take them to the baron’s home some miles from Plymouth.
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Although filled with trepidation, Lydia still found beauty on their sea voyage to the Cornish coast. The way the moonlight shone a gleaming silver path over the black depths and how the stars hung brightly in the sky, made her long for home. But as the small boat ploughed through the swell, she realized her adventure was about to end. And the future that awaited her would be bleak without Jack.

They slipped quietly into Mount’s Bay and anchored in the harbor where candlelight flickered from the stone houses in the small village of Mousehole. Two fishermen mended their net on the quayside by lantern light, their Cornish language almost indecipherable. The strong smell of fish rising into the warm air made Lydia’s nervous stomach roil.

“Best you wait here. Keep out of sight,” Carlito said. “As you have no papers, and there is sure to be excise men sniffing around.” He held out a hand. “Give me some blunt and I’ll go see the landlord at the Ship Inn. He’s a mate of mine. He’ll see you right with a meal and a bed for the night.”

An hour later, Carlito returned. “It’s all set. But I saw one of them customs men lurking around, so be careful.”

As they left the wharf and hurried up the road, Malik’s hand in Lydia’s, a man in a greatcoat and tall hat approached them. Lydia’s breath caught in her throat.

“Keep walking,” Jack said.

The man eyed them carefully as he passed, then he strode on.

They hurried over the pavement, and within minutes, were inside the two-story inn and being shown to their bedchambers.

Her stomach still churning, Lydia made a poor effort of eating the fish soup and bread served in the small parlor.

When she finally tucked the sleepy Malik into the truckle bed in her bedchamber, she found herself wide awake. Tomorrow seemed to loom large in her mind.

A soft tap at the door sounded, and Jack slipped inside.

With a sigh, she held up the blankets. He stripped off, his clothes and joined her, taking her in his arms.

“Sweetheart,” he murmured, kissing her neck.

His warm body against hers, she slipped her arms around his back, loving his strength and the muscles beneath his smooth skin. She tried not to think this would be the last time they’d be together intimately.

“My love,” he murmured, and framing her face with his hands, pressed his mouth to hers.

They made tender love and fell asleep in each other’s arms.

Lydia woke to daylight, the space beside her empty. A chambermaid bearing chocolate and warm rolls entered the room. On seeing Malik, who was still asleep, her eyes widened. She placed the tray on the table and left without a word. Was she doing the right thing bringing him here? There was no answer to that. Only that she could not have left him behind.

She dressed in a demure, apricot silk gown and was dressing her hair when Jack knocked.

He swept off his tricorn hat with a grin and bowed. She put a hand to her mouth. He wore a coat of aqua silk, a darker blue waistcoat, his breeches were fawn colored with silk stockings, and his low-heeled black shoes. A large emerald dressed a finger, and an emerald and diamond brooch was pinned to his coat. The gold ring in his ear was gone.

“Jack!”

“You look very fine, madam,” he said.

“Not quite as fine as you.” She was struck by how well the clothes suited him.

He chuckled.

Malik nodded approvingly. His red coat and breeches were grubby and showing signs of their long, rough journey. First chance she got, she would purchase some new clothes for him.

Pleased nothing had come of their encounter with the man on the street the night before, they left the inn and climbed into the chaise Jack had hired to take them to Bromley Court in Buckfastleigh.

Through the window, Malik watched the villages and farms of thatched-roofed, whitewashed cottages and the verdant countryside pass by as the carriage wound its way over the final lap of their journey. Lydia longed to ask Jack what he had planned. She had never actually obtained a promise from him to leave her and Malik at the gate and drive on.

It was well past noon when they entered the market town of Buckfastleigh and crossed the stone bridge over the River Dart.

She pointed out the medieval spires of Buckfast Abbey in the distance. “It’s not far now. Will you please leave me at the gate? I know my cousin will take us in.”

“You can’t be sure of that, Lydia.”

She wanted to yell at him, to force him to agree. She feared he was walking into a trap, that even a man of Jack’s courage and ingenuity would fail against the harsh laws which ruled England. But a glance at Malik’s frightened eyes rendered her silent. It would be futile to argue with Jack, anyway. He was like a rock when he made up his mind. His strength of will had kept him alive through the years, after all. But still, she wished he would see the sense of it. If he left now, he could return to Mousehole and be back at sea before anyone was the wiser.

Her pulse raced as the carriage approached the ornate, wrought-iron gates of Bromley Court. Lydia sat forward, wondering what awaited them. Would Charles be lenient? Was he the kind man she remembered? Or had he changed? He was about to be married when she was here last. She’d never met the lady. Would the baroness look down her nose at her? Lydia could no longer be called a gently reared young lady. She was as disreputable as Jack. And what would the baroness make of Malik? If she ordered him gone, Lydia would go with him.

“We need to tell the same story,” Jack said. He went on to outline what he thought they should say.

She nodded, fearing suspicion might still fall on him. That the ruse wouldn’t hold up. The horses were reined in, and the coachman had words with the gatekeeper. Then they were through the towering gateposts, winding their way up the long driveway bordered by gnarled oaks. Ahead was the rambling Elizabethan mansion, the home of her cousin. Charles was ten years older than her, but she’d always liked him. They hadn’t seen much of each other after he’d gone away to university. And then her uncle died, and Charles inherited the barony.

When her father grew ill, Charles had written to kindly offer her a home with him and his future wife, but her father’s dying wish was that she remain with Alex and accompany him on his travels. Unfortunately, she’d honored his wishes—which brought her back to the present predicament she found herself in.

In a matter of hours, she and Jack would part forever. She clutched her hands together as her heart ached with the pain the impending loss.

The carriage pulled up in the turning circle before the front entrance. A footman emerged and put down the step.

Holding Malik’s hand, Lydia stepped down as Graham, her cousin’s footman, greeted her, surprise writ large on his face.

A sharp bark sounded, and a silvery body raced at great speed to greet them. Lydia spun around. “Hugo!”

The dog joyfully leaped up at her, almost knocking her over, while Malik darted away with a cry.

“He won’t hurt you, Malik,” she called. “Come and give him a pat.”

When Jack patted the dog’s silky head, Malik cautiously did the same.

Charles’s butler, Pease, stepped onto the porch. Before he could greet her, a man shoved him aside and ran down the steps. “Lydia!”

“Charles, how very good to see you.”

He came to kiss her cheek. “Caroline is away visiting her sister. She will be sorry to…” His eyes alighted on Malik. “But who is this?”

“It’s a long story, Charles. I’d like to introduce you to Mr. Stirling. He has very kindly escorted me home. A long journey and we’re rather tired.”

Discovering Jack was not her husband, Charles recovered quickly. He shook Jack’s hand. “How do you do, sir? I am exceedingly grateful to you. Please come in, you must be parched. Such a warm day.” He turned to Lydia. “Alex didn’t come back with you? Couldn’t you get him to leave his beloved jungle?”

“Alex died, Charles,” Lydia said, her voice trembling, and to her horror, she burst into a torrent of tears.

“Oh, no. Oh my lord,” Charles murmured. He nodded to Jack who stood quietly by. Taking her arm, her cousin led her into the house. “You shall tell me all about it when you have had time to compose yourself.”

In the salon, Malik discovered a ginger cat by the fire. He rushed over to stroke it, but it arched its back and hissed at him. Confused, he retreated to Lydia’s skirts while she sat with a glass of wine and relayed the story which she and Jack had agreed upon. Jack had been in Africa on a hunting expedition, and when Alex was stabbed by the slave trader, he had rescued her and brought her back to England.

“How fortunate you were on hand, sir.” Charles shook his head. “I don’t approve of the slave trade. Poor Alex. He should not have stood up to them.” He glanced at Malik. “It was because of the lad?”

“Yes, but also, he was protecting me,” Lydia said quickly.

“Still, you should not have brought him home to England, Lydia.” He sighed. “I suppose he can stay. We’ll make a good page out of him. I’ll send him to the staff quarters.”

“No!” Lydia rose to her feet and put her arm around Malik, fearing he would understand what was said. “He is very much attached to me.”

Charles’s eyebrows rose. “But my dear girl, you cannot raise him as your own. Haven’t you already caused enough scandal?” He suddenly became aware of Jack, who she thought remarkable in his restraint. “My dear, sir, you must forgive us quarrelling in your company. What are your plans?”

“He is about to leave, aren’t you Jack!”

Charles stared at her. “There is much you are not telling me. I should like to hear more of it.”

Before Jack could answer, a servant came in. “Milord, Lord Pleasance is here to see you.”

“Oh?” Charles glanced at her. His manners got the better of him. “I shall receive him in the library, James.”

Apparently, Lord Pleasance disregarded the order, for a thin man in cream silk and lace, a curled white wig upon his head, entered the room.

“My lord.” With a frown of dismay, Charles quickly rose to greet him. “How fortuitous! Allow me to introduce my cousin, Miss Bromley, to you. She has just returned from Africa.”

“Africa?” Lord Pleasance looked down his thin nose at her. “Well, my goodness Miss Bromley! You must have some fascinating stories to tell.” He bowed but his gaze flickered to Malik.

Lydia sank into a curtsy.

“Please meet Mr. Jack Stirling,” Charles said. “They met in Africa while Lydia was staying with her brother, Alexander, a botanist studying the country’s flora. Mr. Stirling has kindly brought Lydia safely home to us after Alexander sadly met with a terrible fate.”

“Please accept my sympathy for your loss.” Lord Pleasance bowed low and waved a square of lace-edged linen. “How dreadful! But to go to that heathenish country, one would expect to be in terrible danger.” He shuddered delicately. “But you did not accompany the Bromleys in their travels, sir?”

“No. Safari.”

Lord Pleasance looked taken aback by Jack’s brief reply. “What were you er, hunting?”

“Lions,” Jack said. “Bagged a couple.”

Lydia frowned a warning at him, but he ignored it. He obviously hadn’t taken to this man.

Lord Pleasance dabbed the handkerchief on his cheeks as if he’d become slightly faint. He sat on the sofa and accepted the glass of wine offered him by a footman with obvious relief. After a deep sip, he turned to Jack. “How courageous of you.”

Jack shrugged. “The lions will attack the bearers before they get to me.”

Charles coughed.

Lydia’s lips trembled. She refused to meet Jack’s gaze.

“Well, that is fortunate, at least.” Lord Pleasance edged forward on the sofa next to him. He studied Jack’s face. “Stirling, I don’t think I know the family…?”

Lydia’s body went rigid.

Jack shook his head. “I doubt you would, sir. They are all dead.”

Pleasance nodded, but looked skeptical.

A few moments later, he took his leave.

When Charles returned from seeing the fellow off, he took his seat again. He glanced at Lydia. “You are very pale, cousin. Shall I call for more wine or a hot drink?”

“No… I am a little nervous.”

“I have nothing of importance to do today,” Charles said, tapping the arms of his chair with his fingers. “We shall have more of that excellent claret while you tell me all.”

Lydia shook her head.

Jack held up his hand. “I think Charles deserves the truth, Lydia.”

As she sank down again, Charles nodded. “I am all ears. But first, Malik, if you will? He gestured to the bell cord and made the motion of ringing it.

Malik rushed to obey.

“Pretty lad, isn’t he,” Charles said. “And smart by the looks of it.”

The door opened and more wine was called for.

“Now, please begin,” her cousin, his brown eyes alight with curiosity, sat back in the brocade chair.

Jack’s fingers stroked the scar on his temple. He talked of being press-ganged into the navy, of their ship being attacked by pirates.

Lydia almost jumped to her feet. She sent him a pleading look.

Jack merely smiled at her. “I and many of the crew had no redress but to join them or be left for the sharks. I have been a pirate since. I am captain of a fine ship.”

“A pirate? Then I gather you do not have a Letter of Marque,” Charles said, showing remarkable composure. After all, he was entertaining a dangerous man in his salon.

“I do not,” Jack said flatly.

“He rescued Alex and me from the Voudon,” Lydia rushed to say. “And then when Alex was struck down, Jack came to get me. He has put his life in danger to bring me home.”

“Why didn’t you just return home and sort this out when the fleet returned to England?”

Jack frowned. “They would believe the words of a pirate? I could not put a case before them when I had no knowledge of who I am. I lost my memory. I still don’t remember what happened before that day.”

“Jack never recovered from the knock on the head.” Lydia’s voice trembled, and she put a hand to her breast where her heart beat madly. “Do you think if the truth is revealed, Jack would be pardoned?”

Charles frowned. “Difficult.” He glanced at her. “You are on intimate terms, I gather.”

She flushed.

“That is not your concern, Bromley,” Jack said, half rising from his seat.

Charles urged him to sit again. “I have no interest in it. Apart from being relieved that Lydia has found love when her father and brother worked so hard against it.”

“Oh, that is generous of you, Charles.” Lydia felt hot with relief.

“But it really doesn’t matter what I think.” He formed a steeple with his fingers. “We must decide what to do. But first, you must tell me what you both want.”

“Thank you,” Jack said. “If you would be so good as to provide me with a night’s accommodation?”

“Happy to,” Charles said. “And more should it be necessary. But I’m sure you’re aware of how dangerous it is to remain here overlong.”

“I am quite prepared to leave this minute, should you wish it, Baron.”

“Call me Charles. And no, you are safe within these walls. We shall enjoy a good dinner, and a game of whist, and who knows? Tomorrow might bring a better way forward.”

Lydia came to kneel beside his chair. She kissed his hand. “Thank you, Charles.”

“Nonsense. As I’ve said, I confess to being intrigued.”
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Chapter Seventeen


Jack rose early the next morning, having decided to return to Mousehole immediately. He had no intention of bringing condemnation down upon the baron’s head. A decent fellow by all accounts. Better that Jack go and allow Lydia to settle into her life again.

But as he put forth his plan to Charles alone in the breakfast room, the baron stopped him. “Something occurred to me during the night. I’d like to explain it to you after breakfast.”

But as they settled in the library with coffee, the rattle of a carriage sounded outside.

A moment later, the butler announced Lord Pleasance and another gentleman, a Mr. Stapleton.

Jack was on his feet. “If you can direct me to another way out, I’ll take my leave.”

Charles shook his head. “Don’t go dashing off. Through that door is an antechamber. Wait there.”

Jack strode to the door. He stepped inside while leaving it slightly ajar. He heard Charles instruct Pease to show the men in.

“My lord,” Pleasance’s voice came clearly through the door. “I’d like to introduce you to Mr. Stapleton. He was the estate manager for the Earl of Chesterton for some years.”

“How do you do. Please be seated gentlemen,” Charles said. “How may I help you?”

“Where is Mr. Stirling?” Pleasance asked. “I had hoped to find him here.”

“May I ask why?”

“Something nagged at me after I saw him yesterday. He reminded me so much of someone. I racked my brains during the night. I think I have the answer!”

“Oh, and what is that?” Charles asked in his smooth, cultured voice.

“I should very much like Mr. Stirling to hear it. Is he here?” Pleasance asked again.

Before Charles could deny it, Jack opened the door and walked into the room. “Good morning, Lord Pleasance.”

Pleasance smiled. “Ah, here you are, Mr. Stirling.” He turned to Stapleton who stared at Jack open mouthed. “Didn’t I tell you so?” Pleasance said in a pleased voice.

Stapleton shook his head. “The likeness is amazing, milord. The eyes especially. A Chesterton undoubtedly.”

Jack took a seat and crossed his legs. “I am afraid you leave me somewhat bewildered, gentlemen.”

The door opened, and Lydia poked her head in. “May I enter, or are you discussing business?”

“Business of a kind, Lydia,” Charles said. “Come in, my dear. You should hear this.”

Lydia stepped inside. “Please be seated gentlemen.” She cast an anxious glance at Jack.

“I doubt you would have heard the story, Miss Bromley,” Pleasance said.

“I shouldn’t think so, my lord. What story would that be?”

“The moment I saw Mr. Stirling here, I knew I’d seen him before or someone very much like him. It made me toss and turn on my bed until I arrived at an answer. You, sir, are the image of the Earl of Chesterfield,” he said to Jack. He turned to Charles. “You knew the earl, did you not, Charles?”

“Yes, of course, but I don’t see…” Charles said doubtfully.

“Why he has the earl’s face and build and his dark blue eyes.” Pleasance nodded. “Which are rather unusual, I must say. I brought Stapleton to confirm it. Knew the heir as a boy didn’t you, Stapleton?”

Stapleton nodded, his eyes fixed on Jack.

Charles raised his eyebrows. “You may be right,” he said cautiously.

Jack glanced at Lydia who had gone very pale. “I’m afraid I don’t know of the earl.”

Pleasance moved to the edge of his seat. “You don’t know the story? It’s quite a mystery!”

“A mystery?” Jack grew more interested by the minute, although a glance at Lydia told him she was struggling to hide her consternation. “I should like to hear it.”

Pleasance crossed his legs. “The earl’s son disappeared. Quite some years ago now. In Plymouth.”

“The earl’s son?” Lydia asked, mouth agape. Jack frowned at her.

“Yes. The earl’s gone now. And the earldom with it, sadly. No male heir left in the family to claim it.”

“Is it known what happened to the son?” Jack asked.

“Ran away from his mother’s funeral and disappeared. Not heard from again. Of course, the earl moved heaven and earth to try to find him. Had agents making all sorts of inquiries. Sadly, nothing came of it. The lad should have been spared the funeral, but his father insisted. Heart-broken he was. Lady Chesterton had died in a riding accident. His son, John, had been with her.” He paused and looked at Jack. “Strange how similar the name is to you, is it not? Jack and John.”

“I don’t see it myself,” Jack said casually.

“Where is the estate?” Lydia asked, apart from the rush of pink on her cheeks, she displayed nothing but idle curiosity.

“Chesterton Park is less than a day’s ride from here. The earl only died recently. They’ve put caretakers in. The house and lands are to be sold,” Stapleton said.

“A sad story,” Jack said, fighting to sound calm while his head spun.

“Indeed,” Pleasance said, studying him closely, but he was too well mannered to question Jack further. He rose. “We shall take our leave.” He bowed with a flourish. “So good to meet you again, Mr. Stirling, Miss Bromley.”

Charles went with them to the door. “I’ll see you out, there’s something I wish to ask you, Pleasance. A thoroughbred I have my eye on at Tattersalls…” They retreated down the corridor.

Lydia rose and came to sit next to Jack on the sofa. She threaded her fingers with his. “Are you all right?”

“A little shocked. But hush, Lydia, we’ll talk later.”

She retreated to her chair.

The door opened and Hugo bounded into the room with Malik.

Charles took his seat again. “I should very much like to hear the full story,” he said. “If only you might remember it, Jack.”

“If only,” Jack said, ruefully.

[image: * * *]

“I’m inclined to believe it to be true,” her cousin said. “That you are the earl’s long-lost son. The question is, why you remain reluctant to claim your heritage.”

“First, I didn’t know I had one to claim,” Jack said. “And if Pleasance is right, it still appears far out of my reach.”

Lydia stared at him. Before he could prove it, he would place his neck in a noose. The authorities would soon discover he was a pirate.
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Chapter Eighteen


The next day, Jack knew what he needed to do. “If it’s possible, I should like to see my childhood home, if indeed, it is my home.”

Charles nodded. “But of course. I shall call for the carriage. But first, luncheon.”

After a light meal of brawn and cold beef, salad, coffee, and garnet sugar cakes, that Malik enjoyed, the carriage took them to Chesterton Park which lay ten miles from Plymouth.

In the late afternoon, the sun retreated behind the clouds. Rain began to fall as they entered the elaborate gates. The grand, two-story stone mansion sat within a fine park of ancient trees. When they alighted, Lydia squeezed Jack’s hand reassuringly as they walked up the steps of the columned portico.

A grizzle-haired man opened the heavy oak door. He stared at them each in turn, his gaze returning to Jack. “The house is unoccupied. Who would you be wanting?”

Charles stepped forward. “This gentleman is Earl Chesterton’s son. Be good enough to show us the house.”

The caretaker opened his mouth and stared at Jack. “The earl’s son? That mean’s your….” He shook his head. “It cannot be, he died years ago.”

“But it is.” Charles pushed past him. They followed him inside.

The lofty grand hall echoed under their feet. They wandered through the reception rooms, the furniture under covers. Then into the magnificent library with the gilt-edged books still on the shelves.

Mr. Perkins, as he introduced himself, explained that all was to be sold. But perhaps not, for it was heartening news indeed to have the house occupied by a Chesterton again.

His past life suddenly flooded back as Jack walked through the rooms, the stark memories of the tragedy unfolding before him. As he watched helplessly as his mother lay dying, then the blame his father burdened him with. It was not his fault, he knew that. His mother had ridden ahead and taken the jump without any urging on his part. He had been in awe of her, however, and loved her dearly. The pain of her funeral, which his father insisted he attend, and then, when returning to the carriage, his father crying whilst berating him until he couldn’t bear it. He’d run away.

They stood before the marble staircase which swept to the upper floors. “I used to slide down that bannister,” he said to Lydia.

Her eyes flooded with tears. “Oh, Jack, you remember.”

He held out his hand. “Come with me.”

“I’ll wait here,” Charles called as Jack drew her up the stairs. They dallied in the long gallery where his ancestors and his father’s portrait hung. “You do look like him, Jack,” she said.

There was one of him, too, sitting with his mother. The sight of her lovely face made him fight off tears.

“She was beautiful,” Lydia said softly.

Jack cleared his throat. “Come, I’ll show you my bedchamber.”

It was just as he had left it. His favorite paintings of horses hanging on the walls. “I was horse mad. I had a pony called Jethro. I wonder where he is?” he asked. “Malik might like to ride him. Ponies live to a great age.”

“Then you’ve decided to stay,” Lydia said, her voice trembling.

Jack kissed her. “Pete will make a great captain.”

She placed a hand on his chest. “Yes, but, darling, I’m afraid for you.”

“You do see that I must try, Lydia.”

A sense of peace settled over him. At last he knew who he was. There were no blanks, he remembered the last years of his life with perfect clarity. This was their chance to be together. And maybe, despite everything, it was his chance to make something respectable of himself.

Lydia and Malik wandered the magnificent gardens with him, Charles in tow.

“They are well kept.” Lydia stopped to admire the rose arbor. “The garden beds have been recently weeded.”

Jack nodded. “Our head gardener was called Thomas. I wonder if he still lives.”

He led the way to the stables, knowing it would be empty. His father’s thoroughbreds long gone.

As they emerged from the lime walk onto the drive, a bowed fellow carrying a spade walked toward them.

Jack released Lydia’s hand and hurried forward. “Thomas!”

The gardener stopped in his tracks. He peered at Jack myopically. “Can it be you, Lord John? You’ve grown to be the dead spit of the earl.”

“Yes. Tis I.” Jack seized his gnarled hand and pumped it. “How good to see you, Thomas.”

“And you, sir. Alive I do declare!” His old eyes teared up, and he shook his head. “If only the earl, your father, lived to see it. He was a very sad man after you disappeared, if I may be so bold as to say so.”

It appeared his father had mourned him. Perhaps he’d come to regret his unfair treatment. Jack hadn’t wanted him to suffer. He understood what grief was, how it could send a person mad.
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Lydia sensed his despair, and took his hand as they walked on to the stables. The smells of dust, saddle oil, and hay lingered in the air as she waited while Jack roamed the empty horse boxes, no doubt remembering the string of hunters which once occupied them. She could see the newfound knowledge of who he was had already brought about a change in him. He seemed more at peace. The earl he would become, if the fates decreed it. She took in a shuddering breath and sent another prayer to heaven.

“We need to be clever about this business,” Charles said, dusting his hands distastefully. “But let us return to the house and consider it.”

In the elegant blue and gold drawing room with it’s fine mirrors and paintings, they sat around the marble fireplace on velvet and gold damask-upholstered furniture. The caretaker’s wife provided them with tea and a freshly baked cake. Lydia, her nerves preventing her from eating a bite, took up the teapot and poured more tea into the delicate, painted china cups.

“It is necessary to act quickly, in case Pleasance stirs up trouble.” Charles took his cup and saucer from her and stirred in a sugar lump. “The first thing to do, obtain a Letter of Marque,” he said, taking a sip. “I know of someone who can help with that.”

Lydia tried to tamp down a rush of optimism. A Letter of Marque would ensure Jack would not immediately be flung into prison, but it still seemed so uncertain.

“The king might see fit to refuse it,” Jack said. “He has before.”

“Not if one of his closest advisors suggests it be granted,” Charles said.

“But why will Jack need it once he is declared the earl?” she asked, her stomach churning. “He won’t return to sea.”

“A sensible decision,” Charles said, glancing around the fine room. “But we must legitimize what Jack has been doing these past years. He must also apply to the Committee of Privileges to confirm he is the rightful heir. They are usually thorough in these matters, but it will take some time.” He forked up a piece of the iced carrot cake. “This cake is delicious. I might steal the cook.”

“I agree with your plan, Charles,” Jack said. “But while the process goes through, we cannot stay here. I shall rent a house in the vicinity.”

“Nonsense. You will stay with my wife and me. But I do hope you intend to marry my cousin first,” Charles said faintly. “Caroline isn’t prudish, but she may draw the line at that.”

“You might have waited until I asked Lydia,” Jack said, turning with a smile that set Lydia’s heart racing. “I’m not sure she will have me.”

Lydia grinned foolishly at him.

“I believe she will.” Charles rose. “And as I find myself superfluous, I’ll take my leave.” He held out his hand to Malik. “Come, my lad. I believe there is a lake and ducks, perhaps the cook has something to feed them. We’ll give these two lovebirds a moment to themselves.”

Malik looked for reassurance at Lydia. She smiled and nodded.

When the door closed behind them, Jack joined her on the sofa. “Charles has stolen my thunder, curse the man.”

She reached up and stroked his jaw. “I can forgive him anything.”

“Yes, and I.” An arm around her, he kissed her. Taking a deep breath, he moved away. “But perhaps we should wait until it’s a fait accompli. If this doesn’t work out Lydia…”

“You won’t get out of it that easily,” she said with a laugh.

He sighed. “I’ve wanted you since I first set eyes on you. But never thought I was a worthy husband for you. I still don’t.”

“Oh, what nonsense you speak,” she murmured, placing a finger on his lips. “You are my one and only love.”

He slipped down and kneeled beside her. “I love you, Lydia. Will you marry me, my love?”

She reached down and drew him up to her. “Oh darling, of course I will.”
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Epilogue


Chesterton Park, a year later.

As the door opened, Jack looked up from his desk where he sat with Branston, his estate manager. His adopted son, Malik, slipped inside with a sly grin, dirt on the knees of his breeches.

“Where is your tutor, Malik?” Jack asked, leaning back in his chair.

Malik’s white teeth flashed. “I lost him. Professor Maudling is somewhere in the shrubbery. He was going on and on about the ancient Greeks.” He shrugged. “What possible good is that to me?”

Branston suddenly struggled with a coughing fit.

“I will be the judge of whether it’s good for you or not, Malik,” Jack said with a stern glance at Branston.

The newly christened Malik John Chesterton shuffled forward. “Papa, I’m too old for a pony now. And Jethro is getting old. Might I ride the roan?”

“Find your tutor. Learn enough about ancient Greek to put into a paragraph. Then come back and we’ll discuss it.”

With a grimace, Malik left the room rather more subdued than when he’d entered it.

“I had thought it better to keep him here, but I wonder if I should send the lad to Harrow before he enters university.” Jack rubbed the scar on his temple.

As it was more of a rhetorical question, Branston wisely didn’t offer an answer.

The door opened again. Jack threw down the papers he’d begun to read again with a look of impatience. “Doesn’t anyone knock in this house?” His frown smoothed away at the charming sight of Lady Chesterton dressed in a becoming gown of purple and cream stripes.

“You may go, Branston,” he said, his eyes on his wife.

Branston gathered the papers, and with a small bow, left the room.

Lydia crossed the Axminster carpet. Smiling, she trailed a finger along the carved edge of the desk and came to stand beside him.

“You are after something,” Jack said with a wry smile.

“Am I so obvious?” she asked, frowning a little.

He patted his lap. “You are. I can read you like a book.”

“Oh! You cannot! You are teasing…”

Jack grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap, circling her waist with his arms to stop her escape. He nibbled her ear. “I am teasing, you are completely bewildering. It is one of the things I most love about you.”

Lydia laughed and kissed him.

He placed his cheek against hers, a hand on her breast. “You’d best tell me what it is you want, Lydia, or we’ll end up scandalizing the staff by making love on the carpet.”

“There’s a very comfortable couch over by the window,” she said helpfully.

He chuckled and pushed her off his lap as his body grew far too interested in the prospect. “You are shameless.”

Her eyes widened. “I believe I am.”

“I am entirely in approval,” Jack said with a wicked grin. He folded his arms. “I have a lot of work to do, my sweet. This estate doesn’t run itself. I’m glad my father did teach me something about estate matters, but there’s so much for me yet to learn.”

“You are doing splendidly.”

“I have excellent staff.”

She put a hand on the slight bulge of her belly, then slipped into the chair opposite. “I shall need to engage a nanny and nursery staff soon.”

“Are you feeling well, my love?” He searched her face. She appeared to be in the bloom of health. He’d never seen her more beautiful.

“I am perfectly well. I should like to ride this afternoon.”

He frowned. “You know my wishes on that front.”

“I am aware of it, darling.”

He nodded, realizing the futility of such an argument. He would let her have her way for the time being. “I shall accompany you. Malik, too. He’s complaining about being forced to learn Greek.”

“He doesn’t like being cooped up. You can understand it, Jack. He wants to ride the roan.”

“So he has informed me.”

“He really is a competent rider. He’ll be as good as you in time.”

“Yes, I’m sure he will be.”

“I know why you’re reluctant, darling. It’s because of your mother, and your father’s unfair accusation that you caused her to fail at that jump.”

Jack’s chest tightened at the memory. His beloved mother, so irrepressible and filled with life, sometimes to the point of recklessness. His father had struggled to control her ebullience at times. Jack had come to realize his father blamed himself for her death, because she had warned him she’d take that jump, and he did not accompany them on that fateful day.

“I’m sorry, darling,” Lydia whispered, coming to stroke his cheek. “I know it hurts you to think about it.”

He took her hand and kissed it. “Not so much now. And you’re right, Malik should have a mount of his own. It will teach him to care for it. I’ll engage an instructor for him.”

“You’re going to be such a good father to your heir,” she said mistily, wiping away a tear.

“My daughter,” he said firmly. “And later, my heir and the spare of course….”

“My goodness!” She threw up her hands and made for the door. Blowing him a kiss, she left the room.

Jack gazed out the window at the breeze ruffling the leaves of a chestnut tree. It had been quite a year. Their rushed wedding with Charles and Caroline as their witnesses. Then the wait at Bromley Court for news. The Letter of Marque was finally issued. The newspapers got wind of it, but their telling of the story was entirely inaccurate. In their account, Jack had become a corsair in service of the Crown during England’s spat with Spain.

Jack sent a man to the Azores to pay his kind servants handsomely and leave a letter for Pete for when the Golden Orion called in there again.

Lydia asked him if he missed the life. At times he did, but did not long for it. His life was very full now.

Some months after he’d sent the letter, Oskar was delivered in his cage along with a battered crate containing Jack’s books and his other keepsakes, his chess set, and his telescope, which Malik promptly claimed as his own. Jack didn’t know how Pete had managed it, or how he fared, for no letter accompanied it. He liked to think of him standing on the poop deck enjoying his time as captain. For he surely would be, and a very fine one indeed.

While Malik was delighted with the bird, Charles couldn’t stand it. “It’s foul-mouthed,” he cried, outraged after Oskar uttered a string of expletives. “We can’t have it in the same room with ladies.”

Jack thought the ladies quite enjoyed Oskar, he made them giggle, but he was relegated to Malik’s chamber.

It took six months for the Committee of Privileges to confirm his earldom. Then another three months to hire staff, find some of their old retainers, and make repairs to the rundown mansion. He’d left Lydia to deal with that side of things, engaging a housekeeper and so forth. She was in her element having run a house before and seemed to enjoy it. He was thankful that it now ran like clockwork.

Colorful stories still abounded. Mystery continued to surround them which made them an attractive couple for hostesses, their social calendar always too full for his liking.

But Lydia enjoyed it all, London, the balls, soirees, and entertaining guests. She’d been so long kept from society, he put up no objections. But he would enjoy some peace during her lying-in. If she agreed to one! But what he knew of Lydia, he had reason to doubt it.
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Lydia and Caroline took tea in the small salon. She had become Lydia’s closest friend, advising her in all things a countess needed to know, especially in matters of etiquette and dress. Caroline was in her seventh month of pregnancy. They laughed together over their husband’s fussing around them as if they were as fragile as crystal.

“We women are stronger than our men give us credit for,” Caroline said, after Lydia gloomily predicted her riding days were almost at an end.

“I shall ride for another month at least,” Lydia said.

Caroline giggled. “I wouldn’t push your husband too far, Lydia. Remember what he used to be.” She gave a huge sigh. “And how lucky are you?”

Lydia smiled. Yes, she was very lucky indeed.

THE END


About the Author


Maggi Andersen has a BA in English and a Master of Arts Degree in Creative Writing. Apart from historical romance, she writes contemporary romantic suspense. Her Regency series are bestsellers and have been nominated for several awards. She lives with her husband, a retired lawyer, in country New South Wales, Australia, and support the RSPCA. You’ll find animals often feature in her books.

OEBPS/Images/cover00090.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00089.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00088.jpeg





