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Chapter One



Captain Alexander Kidd hooked his sapphire-ringed finger into the narrow handle of his jug of rum and brought it to his lips. The woman spread on the table beneath him looked up and moaned while she spread her palms over his sculpted chest. He wiped his mouth and looked at her. The hunger in the slow, salacious smile he lavished on her made her drip around the base of him. He ran his hand up her thigh, withdrew from her hot body, and then drove himself deeper into her, biting down on her pink nipple. Ah, but there was nothing better than warm rum and an even warmer whore. Plundering a ship was a close second, but he’d done that already this morning. He laughed and the wench tightened her legs around his waist. He tipped his jug and drizzled his rum over her breasts and her belly, watching with dark, hungry eyes.


He wasn’t sure of her name. He didn’t need to know it. He paid her to please him and she did.


He heard the sound of fighting from beyond the door of the candlelit room. Fighting was good, but now was the time for pleasure. He bent forward and drank from her behind his veil of dark hair.


He sank into her, deep and slow, then withdrew almost completely. Teasing her with what she wanted, he spread his palm over her belly and pulled cries from her throat with the gyration of his hips. His smooth thrusts arched her back and brought them both to climax.


Done, he pulled back, fastened his breeches, and took another swig from his jug.


“Will I see you again?” the wench asked when he stood over her, covering his tattoos of Neptune and Poseidon with his shirt.


He looked at her and shook his head. The last thing he wanted in his life was a woman. His father taught him to trust no man, but he’d learned firsthand not to trust a woman. He’d never make that mistake again. He never returned to the same wench’s bed twice, providing no hope in forming attachments.


Pity, this one was a lovely thing with eyes as dark as coal and long raven hair. She was likely a native of the Americas and brought here to New York as a slave to work in this backstreet brothel.


He plucked an extra coin from a small pouch tied into his sash and tossed it to her, then stepped out of the room and out of her life, and into a brawl that sent his quartermaster flying across the full length of the front room.


Alex downed what was left in his jug, then smashed the clay vessel over the head of the man who’d done the punching. He watched the culprit go down, then cupped his groin and readjusted. A woman at a table at the other end of the room smiled at him and waved. He returned the salutation but headed to a larger table, preferring, for now, to share drink and laughter with the drunken, rowdy seamen who helped him sail his ship. He tucked in his shirt then slipped into a chair and ordered another jug of rum.


“Cap’n.” His tanned, one-eyed first mate turned to him. “Tell this scab-pickin’, bottom feeder”—he hooked his thumb over his shoulder, pointing it at another sailor who looked insulted enough to start killing people—“who among us plays the better jig on the pipes?”


“I’ve already told ya, Mr. Bonnet,” Alex answered, giving his attention to his brocade coat and feathered tricorn hat resting where he’d left them on a chair to his right. “I prefer Simon’s jigs over yars. That’s why he’s the ship’s musician and ya’re me first mate.”


Alex paid his one-eyed comrade no mind when Mr. Bonnet cursed him for breathing. He didn’t put it past his crew to turn on him if doing so gained them something they wanted bad enough. They were pirates, and just like any pirate, they were loyal to the coin in their pockets and the food on the table. He looked up instead at the man who’d sailed by him a few moments ago.


“I think me tooth came loose that time.”


This man was different though. Alex had known his quartermaster, Samuel Pierce, for more than eight years now. Sam was a loyal friend, there with Alex when he learned of his father’s arrest, at his side during his father’s hanging, with him when Alex’s heart was broken, the first and only time, by a woman. They’d plundered many ships together and fought many battles, watching the other’s back. Alex trusted him with his very life and loved him like a brother. “The gold one?” he asked, eyebrow raised.


Three of his men who had been deep in conversation stopped talking and turned to eye Sam.


“Not the gold one,” the quartermaster growled at them. “But if any of ya be wantin’ to try to pry it loose from me jaw, just stick yer fingers in there if ya have the balls.”


Alex laughed and swigged his rum. “Robbie Owens there doesn’t have ’em.”


It was true, poor Robbie had lost his balls two summers ago when the mother of two of his children caught him in her sister’s bed. Fortunate for Robbie the ship’s carpenter, Harry Hanes, knew how to stop bleeding and sew a man up good as new. Well, perhaps not like new.


“Captain Kidd?” A stranger appeared at the table, drawing all the men’s attention to him. Another man would have taken a step back, or at least reconsidered his decision to make himself known to them as pistols came into view, along with blood-stained daggers.


But not this man. He remained unflinchingly cool in his drab but costly attire, clean hands folded in front of him.


“Who’s askin’?” Samuel said, reaching for the cutlass tucked into his boot.


“My name is Hendrik Andersen. I was a friend of the captain’s father, William Kidd.”


“Me father had no friends,” Alex corrected, reclining in his chair and slamming his booted foot on the table. “None who were worth more than bilge rat shit.”


“I’ve been looking for you for several years now,” the stranger continued as if Alex hadn’t spoken.


It didn’t bode well for Alex that he’d been searched for and found.


“What do ya want?” Alex asked him. “Make yar plea convincin’ or I’ll kill ya where ya stand. I should do it now fer claimin’ to be a friend to me father. None of his crew stood by him when he was arrested. None watched him die. All had abandoned him.”


“But not you.”


Alex slowly removed his leg from the table and sat up in his chair. His movements caused Sam and several others to draw their daggers, others their pistols, and they begged Alex to let them fire.


Aye, him, too. He’d abandoned his father along with the rest of them. Oh, he’d been there in the crowd that day in London to watch his father swing, but Alex had abandoned him long before that. And what made it worse was that he’d done it for a woman.


No one but Sam had known that Alex was present at his father’s execution. His father hadn’t even known. William Kidd began his career as a privateer, authorized by the government to attack foreign or enemy vessels at sea. He never admitted to being a pirate. But Alex knew the truth and had followed in his footsteps, another fact his father had kept secret to his grave, loyal to his outlaw son upon death.


“What is it ya be wantin’ to tell me?” Alex demanded quietly.


Andersen didn’t bat an eyelash. “I would speak to you alone.”


“Nay,” Alex said, not risking a stab in the gut the instant they were alone. Anyone could have sent Andersen to hunt Alex down, the Royal Navy, any number of governors from New York, even the throne. They believed Alex knew where to find the treasure that cost his father his life. Sadly, they were mistaken. “Say what ya would now and say it quickly. Ya’re tryin’ me patience.”


The man cleared his throat and glanced at the others. “Very well, then. May I sit?” When Alex nodded, he pulled out the chair nearest Alex’s coat and hat and sat down on it. Alex watched him catch his hat before it hit the floor and then place it, with the due respect a captain’s expensive leather hat deserved, back on the chair. “I was your father’s boatswain. I was with him when he captured the Quedagh Merchant.”


Everyone at the table grew silent. They all knew about the rumors of the Quedagh Merchant, the infamous Armenian ship said to be loaded with gold and silver, gems of every size and color, not to mention satins, muslin, and priceless East Indian goods, including silks. It was a treasure any pirate worth his weight in salt would kill for… or die for. His father was rumored to have captured it shortly after Alex left him to begin his own life of adventure and piracy. Since Alex didn’t remember ever seeing Andersen on his father’s ship, he concluded that the Dutchman would have had to have joined his father’s crew right after he left.


No proof was ever discovered against William Kidd but Alex didn’t doubt that his father had indeed captured the ship. What he didn’t believe was that his father had trusted anyone with its whereabouts.


“Are ya tellin’ me ya know where the Quedagh Merchant is?” Alex wouldn’t have believed him if Andersen answered with an aye. The first Captain Kidd had been tried and hanged for piracy and murder rather than give up the location of that ship. Since Alex hadn’t been with him when he took it, nor had Alex seen him alive since, he didn’t know its whereabouts either.


“I’m telling you nothing of the sort, but…” Andersen paused and looked around. When Alex nodded for him to continue, he obliged. “There is a map.”


A map. That sounded quite plausible, Alex decided, trying to keep his heart beating at a steady pace. His father may have denied his true profession, but he wouldn’t have gone to his grave without a map to his greatest treasure. What if somehow he had come out of the trial alive? His father would have made certain there was a map. Who would he have given it to for safekeeping? He’d told his son that there was only one other man whom he trusted but not who the man was. Was it his boatswain?


“Where is this map?” he asked his guest casually.


Still reluctant, Andersen looked straight at Mr. Bonnet’s patched eye and the scar running down beneath it. “You trust these men?”


“Not always, but I need them, same as they need me. Where is the map? Who has it?” If there really was a map, Alex wanted to know who had it. He wouldn’t try to steal it. He didn’t deserve it. Whoever had it did.


“Scotland.”


“Where in Scotland?”


“I have a condition, Captain Kidd,” Andersen was foolish enough to announce.


Half the men at the table readied their daggers and aimed their pistols again. Metal gleamed against the firelight coming from the hearth.


“If yar condition isn’t that ya walk out of here alive”—Alex tipped one corner of his mouth up—“then I’m afraid I must refuse.”


“I wish to sail with you.”


Alex shook his head. “I already have a boatswain. I don’t need any more men.”


“You need me.”


Alex laughed. “Kill him,” he told Sam, rising from his chair.


“You need me to find the people who have your map,” Andersen exclaimed as Sam’s dagger edged along his throat.


Holding up his hand, Alex halted his quartermaster’s next move. Not that his friend was truly going to kill Andersen. At least, not while he knew the whereabouts of this alleged map. After that…


“I was born in Scotland. I don’t need ya to find me way ’round. Now tell me who has it.”


“Will I sail with you?”


Regaining his seat, Alex narrowed his eyes on him. It was obvious that this man who claimed to be a friend to his father wanted the map for himself. But why not just go to Scotland and get the map himself if he knew where it was? Why did he need Alex?


“You will never find them on your own, Captain,” Andersen forged ahead, undaunted by Alex’s scowl. “And if you do, they will kill you before your feet touch land. They are hidden in the mists in the Highlands.”


“They?”


“The MacGregors.”


MacGregors. Alex had heard of them. “They are outlawed, are they not?”


Sam nodded. “King William re-enacted the proscription against them when he gained the throne.”


“Their reputation of savagery precedes them,” Alex said, remembering tales he’d heard about them.


“Your father knew the clan chief,” Andersen told him. “He took a few others and me with him as witnesses when he brought the map to them to guard. The chief agreed to surrender the map to you… and to you alone.”


“What do ya mean to me?”


“It was your father’s map,” Andersen said. “He left it to his son.”


Alex leaned back in his chair and took in what he was hearing. His father had found the Quedagh Merchant and left the map of its whereabouts to him? Had William Kidd forgiven him for leaving? Nay, he couldn’t absorb it all now. Perhaps tomorrow…


“So when do we leave?”


Alex smiled at him. “Bring to me mind the reason I need ya again?”


“Because the chief doesn’t know you, or whose son you are. If you happen to find them on your own you will have no way to convince them of your identity. They’ll kill all of you for finding them. They value their privacy highly.”


“So ya intend on provin’ me identity?” Alex asked him. “How?” he asked when Andersen nodded his head.


“A letter.”


Alex cocked his brow. “A letter?”


“From your father to the chief, stating that you are his son and the map should be handed over to you. I have been made privy to things about you that can prove who you are. And because I traveled with your father and already met them, my word will validate.”


Believable and clever on his father’s part. Alex would take this Dutchman with him. He wondered how much Andersen knew about him. He hadn’t seen his father in a little under a decade and he’d changed much in that time. How could anyone prove his identity?


“And what of these folks who have the map?” he asked. “How do ya know they haven’t already looked fer the ship?”


“They are Highlanders, not pirates. Their island is their treasure and they guard it unceasingly.”


Alex thought about everything he’d been told so far. He shared a look with Samuel. As his quartermaster, Sam had as much say in what treasures they sought and plundered as the captain. If Sam didn’t feel right about Andersen and his claim of a map, Alex wouldn’t ask the crew to go with him on his voyage to Scotland.


Sam ran his fingers through the blond waves on his uncovered head and nodded.


“I’ll let ya board me ship.” Alex turned back to their guest. “But I have a few conditions of me own. First, ya’ll take four successive watches fer the first three nights at sea while we travel to Scotland. The crew can use the rest to recuperate from our time ashore. Second, ya’ll aid our navigator and cook, Mr. Cooper, in any way he commands to get us to our destination as safely and as quickly as possible. I inherited my father’s enemies, from the Royal Navy on up to the throne itself. If word of a map… nay, a whisper of it, reaches their ears, we will have to fly over waves or hoist our flag and kill some soldiers. I’m prepared to do either. Are ya?”


“If you command it.”


Alex grinned at him and sank languorously into his chair. “I’m almost certain that at some point in our journey we’ll discover if ya speak true.” He held up another jewel-encircled finger to quiet him when Andersen would have spoken. “Next, I want the letter me father wrote and would hear of his adventures from ya. We parted long ago.” Alex missed his father. Captain William Kidd had been an ornery man, wary of every sailor in his company. He taught Alex everything he knew about ships and sailing.


“He spoke of you often,” Andersen told him.


Hell. What would he have told this man? That his son never returned to his father’s ship after their brief anchor in Lisbon? That his son never tried to find him? But Alex had tried at first. “Ya will tell me what he said.”


Andersen nodded.


“Very good. Then I’ve one last condition before I allow ya aboard me ship.”


“What is it?”


“Pay fer our drinks. Do ya agree to these conditions?”


“Aye, Captain.”


Alex grinned at him. “Then welcome to Poseidon’s Adventure. We sail at dawn.” He cut his dark gaze across the room, to the woman who had waved at him earlier. She crooked her finger at him now. He sprang to his feet with the grace of a great cat and smoothed back any stray strands of chestnut hair that had fallen over his forehead. Tonight was a good night. He felt redeemed, released from a weight he’d carried for years. He wanted to celebrate. “Andersen,” he said on his way. “Ya’re in charge of me coat and hat. Guard them well, or ’twill cost ya a finger.”


He grinned, turning fully to address his crew. “I’ll meet ya all in an hour to stock the ship. Until then, enjoy yarselves. Who knows when we’ll be ashore again?”


He smiled at the woman rising from her chair at his approach. She was eager to be pillaged and he was willing to oblige.














[image: image]



Chapter Two



Caitrina Grant hurried toward her father’s solar, her blood thrashing like a storm through her veins. It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t. Her father would never have consented to a marriage between her and Hugh MacDonald, and never without telling her!


She paused a moment in her tracks. What if her father was tired of her refusing every offer of marriage that came to her? What in blazes would she do if it was true?


She came to the solar door and heard her parents laughing inside. She knocked and then, without waiting for an invitation, she plunged inside.


Her parents were locked in each other’s embrace and came apart slowly upon seeing her. Caitrina was used to seeing them showing their affection for each other. She hated to be the one to ruin their evening but they needed to talk.


“Tell me it isna’ true,” she pleaded, moving like a rushing wind toward them. “Tell me ye havena’ promised me to Hugh MacDonald.”


When her father looked away, guilt plaguing his vivid blue eyes, she knew it was true. “How could ye?” she demanded. “Ye know I dinna’ want to wed anyone!”


“Cait, sit doun,” her mother offered. “Let us speak of this like—”


“I dinna’ wish to sit,” she insisted, desperation marring her voice. “Mother, we have spoken of this already. I want more than to be a wife and a mother. I want to know what else is oot there fer me!”


“Daughter,” her father tried a bit more soothingly. “Ye don’t know what the world is like beyond Skye.”


“I wish to find oot.”


“There are dangers at every turn,” he continued over her. “I cannot… I will not take the chance of any calamity befallin’ ye. We love ye and we don’t want to see ye alone. Ye need a good, strong man to see to yer comfort and yer protection. Ye’ve turned down everyone who has asked fer yer hand, but ’tis time—”


She shook her head and went to her father. “Papa, please,” she begged him, taking hold of his sleeve. “Dinna’ sentence me to a life of such tedium. Ye know I dislike sewin’. I canna’ cook. I dinna’ want to read aboot other peoples’ adventures. I want to live them fer myself.”


Connor Grant let out a long sigh and turned to her mother. “She’s just like ye, Mairi.” His wife nodded her head, which did little for Caitrina’s cause since, if all the tales she heard were true, Mairi MacGregor had once been an active spy with a group of militia who hunted down those who tried to maintain their doctrine as sole religion in Scotland.


“We’re proscribed, Caitrina,” her father reminded her. “The instant ye leave Camlochlin yer life would be in danger. I’m sorry, but I cannot allow ye the life ye desire.”


Her eyes filled up with tears and she looked toward her mother for help. None came. No! She loved her parents but she would not obey them in this. Not this.


She ran from the solar and out of the manor house. She would figure something out, think of a way to convince them that she would be safe away from Skye. She had to, or she would go mad.


Sometime later, she stood on the rocky shore of Loch nan Leachd and set her gaze over the water toward Loch Scavaig in the distance. Beneath the late setting sun her eyes matched the tumultuous blue depths swelling and breaking before her. The song of the waves crashing against sheer walls of rock played like a hypnotizing symphony to her ears. She closed her eyes and slowed her breath to rein in her riotous heart. It wouldn’t do to begin her night aching for something indefinable and unrealistic.


It wasn’t the water that pulled her in but what lay beyond it. Directions. So many of them, it made her head spin thinking of the different paths her life could take. Oh, she couldn’t marry Hugh, or anyone else for that matter. She sought adventure, felt curiosity burning through her veins. She wanted to meet new people, learn new customs, live vicariously without the net of home to guard her. But her father would never let her leave.


No one left Camlochlin. Not for good. Nor would she. It was home, a mother’s love, a promise of safety in a treacherous world. Caitrina loved it as much as anyone else. But she wanted more. She might even want a little danger.


“Dinna’ smile at the water lest ye tempt jealous sirens to swim ashore and kill ye.”


She opened her eyes and sighed at her cousin, who wasn’t there a moment ago. “Kyle, ye really must learn to announce yerself. Ye’re too quiet.”


“I thought ye might have heard Goliath and Sage barking up the slope,” he answered. When she shook her head and looked over her shoulder at the giant mixed wolfhounds racing up the side of Sgurr na Stri, he offered her a knowing look. “Ye lose yerself too deeply to yer thoughts, Trina.”


“Kyle,” she said, ignoring his warning, “did ye hear aboot my betrothal to Hugh MacDonald?”


“Aye,” he said softly, not pushing her as to whether or not she would go along with it. He knew her, perhaps better than anyone else did.


“Do ye think my faither will allow me to travel to France if I agree to wed Hugh upon my return?” One adventure. Was that asking too much? “To see our grandparents,” she added after he began shaking his head.


“What’s in France, Trina? And dinna’ say our grandparents. Ye’ll be seeing them in a month.”


She shrugged, turning toward the loch. No sense in lying to Kyle. He could see right through deceit. Besides, she loved him too much to lie to him. “The same thing that’s in England, I suppose. Stuffy nobles and feigned smiles. But I dinna’ want to spend my last free summer before I’m forced to be someone’s wife hunting deer and rabbits, or embroidering, or even reading!”


They looked at each other, Trina expecting the scandalous arch of Kyle’s brow. Most of her cousins adored books as much as swords. Not her, unless the books were about adventure—or archery. She loved arrows; the height and the distance they reached on the wind. The precision achieved by dedicated practice.


She quirked her mouth at him. “Come now, Kyle, ye know how I feel aboot living nestled away in the mountains while the world—which I learned aboot from books—goes on withoot me? And now I’m to be saddled doun with babes…”


A veil of mist passed across his cerulean gaze, briefly transforming him into the cool, calculating performer who could sniff out the truth better than a hound on the trail of its prey. “Ye’re trouble fer some poor sot oot there, Caitrina Grant, and I dinna’ believe ’twill be Hugh MacDonald. Ye’ll go to France and not return fer a year or two.” He wouldn’t tell her parents her plans. Kyle would never betray her. Even as children he had protected her, though she had brothers who were more than happy to do so. Kyle had kept all her secrets, even when she practiced swordplay with the boys when she was supposed to be learning to sew.


The veil lifted; his smile on her was soft, indulgent. “Come now, the others are waiting.”


She nodded and followed him on the path behind the mountain as the mist began to roll in from the Cuillins to the north.


“Speak to yer faither, Kyle. Please.”


“Aboot what?”


“Aboot speaking to my faither aboot me going to France to see our grandparents. I’ll return. I promise.”


He shook his head as he made his way over the steep rocky incline. His steps were sure and silent enough not to disturb the others waiting for them… or the deer they meant to hunt. “Yer faither willna’ let ye go alone, Trina. No matter who speaks to him.”


“Come with me then,” she offered, holding back his wrist before they reached their hunting party. “He’ll let me go if ye’re with me. He knows that ye’re clear-headed and confident, and ye could fight us oot of trouble if ye need to.”


He laughed, cutting her off. “He also knows that I’m Colin’s son, driven as my father was to discover the secrets in men’s hearts. I’m the last person yer faither wants traveling with ye to France. Who the hell knows what we would get ourselves into before we even reached Brittany and our grandparents?”


She sighed rather than give voice to the endless possibilities his query stirred. She had no doubt that they would find adventure on their journey together. Kyle was the reason for her sanity. He spoke true about his desire to learn everything there was to learn about everyone in Camlochlin. He did it well, and without truly letting them know everything about him.


But she knew.


She knew he was bored playing his wee games with the same minds. There was nothing left to learn, not here.


“Think of the interesting people we will meet.”


He blinked at the gossamer mist descending on them. “If tragedy befell ye I would no longer wish to live. And yer faither would see my wish fulfilled.”


“Ye insult me.” She brooded instantly and pushed ahead of him. “Ferget my offer. I dinna’ want to journey with someone who believes my life is in anyone else’s hands but God’s and my own.”


“Fine,” he called out, staring after her. “I didna’ want to go with ye in the first place.”


She let her mouth fall open since she wasn’t facing him. She snapped it back shut before she pivoted around and marched back to him.


“Because ye dinna’ want to have to protect me. Is that it?” Before he answered she poked him in the shoulder. “’Twould more likely be me protecting ye, Kyle MacGregor!”


He smiled, either afraid of her or confident enough not to laugh right in her face. No one in Camlochlin fought like Kyle. He’d mastered every weapon he put his hands to and practiced with his father every day without fail. Why? She wanted to ask him many times… especially now. What was his purpose at becoming the best? Who was he planning on fighting on Skye?


“Kyle.”


“What?”


“Help me with this endeavor!” she pleaded, knowing no one but him would offer to go with her. “I will go mad if this is all there is to my life! I’ll be married by next summer and fat with bairns by the summer after that! Help me, please. I will not allow myself to be injured. I vow it. Dinna’ fret over me.”


She wasn’t certain if he was smiling or not. The mist was thick and the moon was behind them, over the water.


“I’ll always fret over ye. But I’ll do what I can to help ye.”


She squealed and flung her arms around his neck. “Thank ye, cousin.”


“Och, Kyle,” a voice called out from a few feet away. “What did ye promise her now?”


Caitrina released Kyle and turned to offer her younger brother a smug grin—one that he couldn’t see in the dim light. “Mayhap, Cailean, if ye were more willing to assist me in my endeavors, I would not have to rely solely on Kyle.”


“If yer endeavors continue to shock no’ only our clan but the other four clans we share this island with, then I fear my aid willna’ be forthcoming.”


“If by shock,” she said, pushing him out of her way so she could reach the others, “ye mean my refusal to marry Kevin MacKinnon last winter, I—”


“And Alistair MacDonald the summer before that.”


“And dinna’ ferget Jamie MacLeod the spring before that.”


Caitrina turned around to glare at Kyle for jumping into the fray.


“Should I wed men I dinna’ love?”


“Nae, ye should not,” Kyle answered her, his smile audible in the fog. “Now quit fretting over it and let us show these lads who the better hunters are.”


“We already know, Kyle,” said Braigh MacGregor, youngest son of the MacGregor chief. “They are ye and Edmund.”


“Nae,” Tamhas, Braigh’s paternal sixteen-year-old twin, argued. “The best are Malcolm and Cailean. Uncle Connor and Aunt Mairi made certain they practiced weaponry every day.”


“And I was there with my brothers at the end of each day,” Trina reminded them. “’Twould do well fer ye both not to underestimate any lass in this holding. Fer if ye do, ’twill be doubly difficult to accept the next clan chief.” She said nothing more but left them to whatever they thought of her prediction. She stepped through the frail curtain wall and disappeared in the mist.


She knew she was fortunate to live with men who, because of women like her grandmothers, Claire and Kate, and Mairi, her mother, respected women. But there were still restrictions, like not being able to travel off Skye without escort, and having to marry men their fathers chose for them because their fathers thought they needed protecting.


She heard Kyle’s footsteps behind her. Even he didn’t think she could protect herself. Was that why he always seemed to be tailing her? She clenched her teeth, wanting to prove to him that she was no defenseless maiden in need of a champion. Och, those books about knights in armor, courtly love, and butterflies and unicorns were ruining her life!


She moved left, then backtracked a dozen silent steps, passing her brother and her cousins on their way to the hunt. She’d scouted the braes and glens all day yesterday and tracked deer prints. She knew where to go. She would bring home the biggest prize on her own.


Soon, she heard the call of the sea in the distance, beyond Loch Scavaig. She listened only for the sound of movement in the fog, ignoring everything else. She had a point to prove. She couldn’t track prints presently but she’d memorized the path, and raced farther up the craggy slope. The chill of an early spring numbed her face and slapped her dark hair behind her. It wasn’t that she didn’t love this place. She loved it with her all heart. In its vast, wide-open magnificence she’d learned to run, to fly.


It was only natural to want to fly away, wasn’t it?


She slowed, trying to concentrate on her task. She heard a sound and stopped. She remained silent, waiting… waiting. When no other sound came, she continued on. Reaching the crest, she paused again at the odd sound of creaking wood reaching her from what seemed another plane. She turned toward the loch and the mist rolling over it beneath her. She blinked at the sight of something dark drifting across the shallows, its high peaks—were they masts?—piercing the fragile mist.


A ship? What in blazes…? She inched forward. It couldn’t be what she thought it was. Ships didn’t come to Camlochlin without invitation, and never at night, unless they meant harm.


Whatever it was, it disappeared in the fog. Should she alert the others? To what? A shadow? They would tease her and accuse her of creating a distraction because she hadn’t caught anything. She wanted to continue on and win but she should investigate. She began to descend the slope, doing her best to do so as quietly as possible. No reason to frighten away any potential game she could hunt later.


A movement along the shoreline caught her eye. Immediately, she nocked her arrow and raised her bow. Taking aim, she waited with a pounding heart. It could be a deer, or it could be something else. Her heavy breath thundered in her ears and she fought to control it. She kept her eyes on the shoreline and her ear inclined for any sound of her kin returning. She couldn’t lie; part of her wished they were there, at her back.


Being afraid caused her no shame. Acting on it would though.


She braced her legs and narrowed her eyes against the brisk wind. A moment passed with the parting of clouds and the full, milky moon spreading its light upon the darkness, and for an instant, on a man prowling along the rocks.


He was dressed in breeches and a long coat; she knew he was no inhabitant of Camlochlin. Neither did the long, curved cutlass dangling from his hand and catching light from the moon prove him a Highlander.


He looked up, but Trina didn’t have time to catch sight of his face beneath the wide brim of his hat. Heart pounding, she released her arrow, wishing she could look upon him and either recognize him or kill him.


His tricorn flew off his head, stabbed by her arrow and carried off into the loch. Mist shrouded him when Trina looked again. He disappeared. Her breath came hard and heavy. This was no deer she was hunting. Who was he? What should she do? Did he come by ship? Dear God, her kin could be under attack right now and here she was wasting moments on questions.


She leaped a few feet down the slope and landed on bent knees and legs ready to fly her to where she wanted to go.


“What kind of coward seeks to kill at such a distance?” A deep, downy male voice called up to her. “Meet me on less foggy ground and let us draw swords on more equal footin’.”


His challenge was issued with arrogance, as if he feared nothing. Not even MacGregors. Fool.


She moved forward, nocking another arrow in place. “Who are ye?” she called out.


“Ah, a woman,” he said, his smile evident behind the silvery curtain that concealed him. She didn’t need to see him to feel the effect his rich voice had on her. He wasn’t Scottish. English perhaps. His clipped cadence was softened by a slow, deep drawl that coursed through her and down her spine like heat on a sultry summer night.


“A dead man,” she countered, ignoring how he sounded, “speaking but saying nothing that will convince me not to shoot him in the face this time.”


He laughed and the heat returned for a moment.


“We have a law at sea.” His warm breath fell against her lobe, causing her to twist around, stunned to find him right there behind her. She hadn’t sensed his movement. Now, he was so close she could see the contours of his face, the shape of his mouth over her as he came in close and took hold of her bow. “If ye’re goin’ to kill a man, look him in the eyes when ya do it.”


Trina tried not to show her fear, but that didn’t mean her knees weren’t knocking together. She’d never killed a man before and doing so at close range, close enough to look him in the eyes, would be difficult, mayhap impossible. She was thankful for the mist. Getting a good, clear look at this man might slow her reflexes, but she had to do something. She blinked and rammed her knee into his groin, or rather, because of the blinding dimness, his upper thigh. She was about to run when a familiar voice stopped her.


“Back away from her or ye’ll suffer a dozen arrows. We never miss!”


Relief flooded through her at Kyle’s confident declaration breaking through the fog and the sound of rushing waves. No one ever saw Kyle coming.


“I surrender peacefully,” the intruder called out with a graceful sweep of his cutlass before him and a gallant bow.


“Who are ye?” Kyle demanded.


“I be Alexander Kidd, captain of Poseidon’s Adventure, and only son and heir of William Kidd, most infamous pirate to sail the high seas.”


A pirate? He was a pirate? Trina didn’t know whether to believe him or pick up a rock and smash it over his head. She’d never seen a pirate before. She wanted to take another look at him. He had to be lying. Why would a pirate come here? It was more likely that he was a captain in the Royal Navy come to arrest her uncles and brothers for something they did on one of their excursions to the Lowlands.


“We should shoot him,” she called out to her kin. “Set the dogs on him.”


She could feel his eyes on her, hard, dark eyes that cut through the moonlight.


“After I’ve surrendered?” he said in her direction, sounding disappointed.


“Caitrina, step away from him,” Cailean commanded, provoking a deep-throated growl from the wolfhounds at his feet.


“What d’ye want?” Kyle demanded, slowly moving closer.


“I want an audience with yar chief,” the intruder announced. “He has somethin’ that belongs to me.”


Trina laughed and began to step away from him. “Kill him and let us run home and warn—”


The remainder of her words was cut off by one arm coiling around her waist and another around her throat. The cool edge of a dagger against her throat set her heart to pounding against his hard angles.


“Ya’re beginnin’ to tempt me to take more than just me map.”


The husky timbre of his voice along her neck sent bolts of charged, fiery energy through her. Caitrina closed her eyes, hating her body for betraying her.


“Now, be a good little lady and call off yar lads or me men will open fire.”


She blinked at the mist as shadows began to appear, one after the other. He was telling the truth, at least about having a small army at his back. She opened her mouth to call to Kyle when her captor sank to the ground behind her, hit in the head by a rock from Braigh’s sling.


The shadows hurried forward. Hell, Trina had to think quickly! Her small troupe couldn’t fight the Royal Navy or a shipload of pirates. But there was a way to hold them off. She drew her dagger and reached down, taking the unconscious intruder by the hair.


“Stop!” she called out, holding the dagger to the captain’s throat. “Any one of ye takes another step and I’ll leave him to the seagulls!”
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Chapter Three



The sun rose quickly, spilling light into one of the most cavernous great halls Alex had ever been in. The place had to be big in order to accompany the giants it housed. Even their dogs were huge, six in all. Ugly, scruffy looking beasts that growled under their breath if he all but looked at them. He didn’t remember other Highlanders being this tall and broad of shoulder. Even with his entire crew, Alex doubted any kind of victory over these men. Presently, he didn’t have his crew. None of his men were allowed entry into the castle save for Samuel and Hendrik Andersen.


Despite the growing knot on his head and the pounding that accompanied it, he managed a smile for a pretty red-haired lass who set a cup down on the table in front of him.


“The chief will see ye shortly,” she said, or rather sang.


One of the Highlanders seated at the table tugged on her skirt and she inclined her ear to him. She smiled behind a veil of sunset and fire curls and turned to Alex. She nodded at what the man was whispering to her. Alex didn’t need to hear what the lad was saying. When one grew up at sea, sometimes with raging winds snatching voices from the air, one learned to read lips.


When the girl covered her mouth and giggled, Alex’s lips cocked to the left, as did his head. He didn’t mind folks thinking him a scoundrel, but he wouldn’t tolerate them thinking him lily livered. “I assure ya,” he corrected the lad at her ear, “I have not shit meself since I was a babe. Even if yer chief sports two heads and a bolt of lightnin’ shootin’ out of his arse, me streak will remain unblemished.”


Beside him, Samuel laughed softly and shoved at Alex’s shoulder. “Remember that wench in Tonga who pushed a snake out of her—”


Alex silenced him with a heel to Sam’s toe under the table, then softened his smile on the couple. “Pardon me quartermaster.”


“How did ye know what I told her?” the lad who’d whispered asked, a glint of steel, reflecting from the drawn dagger in his lap, lighting his blue-green eyes. “Did ye read my lips?”


“I did,” Alex confessed, recognizing this one’s voice from the hills. “’Tis a skill vital in me profession. Be ya the one who struck me?”


“That was my cousin, Braigh. I’m Kyle. This is Mailie. Mayhap ye could give me a lesson before ye leave?”


“If I get what I came fer then I don’t see why not. Only it will take more than one lesson to learn to read a person’s lips.”


“Well, my uncle Rob might kill ye tonight. One lesson is all I might be afforded.”


His uncle, the chief. The man his father trusted to guard his map. Alex looked the chief’s nephew over. Kyle MacGregor appeared to be about a score years, perhaps a little younger, but he was every bit as arrogant as rumor claimed his kin to be.


He had no more time to contemplate the lad when the scent of wild heather and smoky peat filled his senses. He turned, remembering the fragrance of the archer who owed him a hat.


Caitrina.


“Bring them,” she told Kyle, who, with a dozen or so men, rose from the table and escorted him, Samuel, and Andersen out of the Hall.


“Ye have Kyle to thank fer yer life,” she slowed to tell Alex. “I thought we should have killed ye.”


Seeing her face through the delicate mist was one thing, seeing it clear and drenched in firelight was another thing entirely. If she was an example of Highland women, then what the hell had he been doing in other parts of the world all these years? He wanted her instantly, even before he paused his steps to take in the even sway of her hips and the roundness of her rump as she charged on ahead of him. He wanted to stare into her glacial blue eyes and watch while he set her afire and conquered her like the beast he’d become at sea all these months.


Someone behind him gave him a harsh shove forward.


Alex was no fool. She was a prize he wouldn’t win. In their fur-clad capes and long hair, the lot around him looked perfectly able, and, he’d go so far as to venture, a bit eager to cut him to pieces and question him later. The MacGregors. Every child growing up in the Lowlands heard of the MacGregors once or twice before bedtime, ensuring proper obedience to his parents.


Alex didn’t give a damn about tall tales. The chief had somehow earned his father’s trust. That said enough for him. But the map belonged to Alex and he would have it. His father had gone through much trouble to see that he got it and he intended on seeing his father’s plan through. If it meant finding himself having to kiss the arse of a fine wench instead of dragging her to his bed, he’d be happy to do it.


He followed his escorts to the second landing and down a long corridor, then down another, lit by tall candle stands and flickering torches. He looked over his shoulder at Samuel and Andersen walking amid more of the tall, daunting-looking Highlanders who were escorting them. Were they being brought to the chief or to some far off room to be murdered?


They finally arrived at a heavy wooden door upon which Caitrina knocked.


Stepping inside the chief’s private solar was like walking into the embrace of a loved one. Fire from the great hearth bathed the chamber in warmth and soft, golden light. Thick, colorful tapestries hung from three of the four walls, adding to its coziness. Two ornately carved tables stretched out beneath the windows, each hosting an array of books, vases of bunched heather and orchids, a flagon of beaten bronze, and a polished chess set. It was a good room, as far as rooms on land went. The best things about it were the women, four of whom sat in a half circle around the fire. Alex couldn’t decide who was the most beautiful. The one in the third overstuffed chair, he told himself. With hair the same color of rich mahogany and eyes bluer than any charted body of water, she could only be Caitrina’s mother.


Hell, he could be happy here.


These people weren’t savages. He was glad. It would make getting his map easier.


“Captain.”


He turned to the deep voice and rethought his initial assessment. The man rising from his chair where he’d been relaxing with a number of others in the farthest corner of the room looked quite able to take on all of England if he wanted to.


“I am Robert MacGregor, clan chief of the MacGregors of Skye. I have taken the men who came ashore with ye captive. They will be killed and dumped in the loch if I’m no’ satisfied that ye are who ye claim to be. Yer ship also will be blown oot of the water.”


Alex found Kyle by the window and offered him a confident grin before turning back to the chief. He would admit the lad’s uncle could probably scare the piss from a man. Still, for Alex, that day hadn’t arrived.


“Then ’tis fortunate that I can prove me claim.” When he shoved his hand inside his coat, he found three daggers at his throat. He held up one hand to ward off the three men who had been sitting with the chief. “I mean to present a letter from me father.”


They waited while he produced the parchment and handed it to the chief, who surprised him again by sitting back in his chair and reading the letter with no help from anyone else.


When he was done, the MacGregor handed him back his letter and shook his head. “Anyone could have written it.”


“I bore witness to the penning of the letter by Captain Kidd.”


Everyone turned to Andersen, who hadn’t spoken a single word until then. The chief eyed him for a moment or two, then crooked his finger at him. Unruffled, Andersen stepped forward.


“I remember ye,” the chief said. “Ye were with the captain when last he visited.”


“I was,” Andersen told him. “Just as I was with him before he was arrested. His wish was for his son to have the map. Now that I’ve found him, I will fulfill his father’s wishes.”


“And how d’ye know this man is the captain’s son?”


Indeed, how did he?


“I have been searching for Alexander Kidd for some time and I’ve discovered much about him. For instance, he has many enemies in the Royal Navy and in many homes in New York City. If a man is going to live by a false name, surely he would choose one less notorious. Still, the best proof I can offer is Neptune’s trident,” Andersen said, then explained further when the chief quirked his dark brow. “A tattoo on his upper left arm. The trident is missing a point. His father told me of it…”


With nothing else to say while Andersen established his identity—and hell, but he knew a lot about Alex—Alex glanced around the solar. His gaze roved slowly over the faces staring back at him. He found Caitrina standing close to a pale-haired beauty of roughly the same age. He smiled at them. Neither smiled back.


“Captain Kidd,” the chief called to him, breaking the spell Caitrina’s gloriously big blue eyes had on him. “I would see the trident missing a point.”


Alex obliged. He would have stripped naked if it meant gaining possession of the map. He removed his coat and handed it over to Andersen. His shirt followed—to a symphony of little female gasps—as he turned his muscled arm toward the flickering light.


The chief nodded. “I’m convinced that ye are whom ye say and therefore will turn over yer map. Yer faither was a good friend. Ye and yer companions here are welcome to stay and break fast with us. Fill yer bellies and then be on yer way.”


Alex bowed, then replaced his shirt. Liking a room was one thing, but he’d wanted to leave an hour ago. He wasn’t formed for land. His heart longed for the undulations of the bucking, surging beast beneath his bare feet, the spray of the ocean all over him. Someday though, if he lived long enough, he might want to settle down his feet. Camlochlin tempted.


But Alex didn’t have time to make friends now. He had a treasure to find. “That’s good of ya, my lord, but I wouldn’t risk the Royal Navy followin’ me here. We’ll be leavin’ once I have the map.”


“Stay and break fast with us,” one of the men seated with the chief said. He didn’t ask. He rose from his chair directly before Alex and fixed his level gaze at him.


“My brother, Colin MacGregor,” the chief introduced.


Kyle’s father, Alex knew right away, if resemblances meant anything. But for a harder cut to his eyes and a dash of salt at his temples, he could have been Kyle’s twin.


Colin tilted a corner of his mouth.


Only darker.


“The navy won’t follow ye here.”


“Why wouldn’t they?” Alex wanted to know.


“Cannons,” Colin told him, then stepped around Alex and moved toward the center of the chamber, arm extended.


One of the four women around the hearth rose and met her husband, a blush stealing across her nose like a newly married maiden, fresh from their bed.


“My sons and nephews,” the chief continued, demanding the return of Alex’s attention, “will escort ye back to the Hall. Adam, Edmund,” he motioned to the two men appearing at Alex’s shoulders. “Malcolm, Lucan, Patrick, take them back with the rest of ye. I’ll be there shortly.”


And just like that, Alex, Samuel, and Andersen were whisked away without another word.


“So what then?” Sam asked, eyeing the group encircling them. “Are ya all related? Married to each other?”


Alex tried to pay attention for as long as he could while they all explained who they were and what their relationship was. He lost track soon into the genealogy and turned while he walked to look Caitrina over.


Neptune take him, but she was beautiful. He let his gaze skim over her from head to foot. The milky mounds of her bosom drew his attention and ignited fire in his blood. The long column of her throat seduced his mind with thoughts of kissing it, biting it.


“Be there any hat makers here?” he asked her, lifting his eyes from her lips.


“Nae.” She swept a cheeky, gloriously dimpled smile over him, dashing to pieces his resolve not to sweep her off her feet and kiss her, and to hell with the consequences. He’d leaped out windows before to escape hounds on his arse. Kissing her might be worth it.


“We have nae hat makers, but we have a few trusted physicians. And since ’twas either yer heart or yer hat I needed to remove from yer body, I thought ye’d prefer to lose yer hat.” She stopped moving forward and set her cool gaze on him. “Was I mistaken?”


He shook his head, fired up by her saucy mouth.


“Good.” She continued on, pushing past him. “Ye can thank me fer my thoughtfulness some other time.”


“I will.” And he meant it. He’d love to stay and thank her long into the night, but a kiss or two before he left would have to do. “That’s a promise.”


“So,” another voice said, as Kyle came to stand at Caitrina’s back, his sudden appearance jarring her a bit—or was it the interruption of their not so cool smiles that made her glare at Kyle when she looked over her shoulder at him? “What kind of treasure did yer faither hide?” he asked.


“If I told ya,” Alex said, swinging back to the forward direction, now at Caitrina’s side, “I would have to kill ya.”


“’Tis a ship,” Caitrina told her cousin, then proceeded to completely ignore Alex’s surprised gaze on her. “’Twas called Quedagh Merchant and later Adventure Prize.” She finally met Alex’s eyes and shrugged a shoulder. “I listened when yer faither visited and spoke of it.”


Why? he wanted to ask her. Women weren’t interested in the sea or in what pirates had to say about it. But what did it matter? He stopped himself from trying to work her out in his head. He’d be gone in a few hours and Miss Caitrina Grant would be forgotten.


Today, he would eat, drink, and enjoy the company of his hosts. After that, he would set sail for his treasure and make Camlochlin a memory.
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Chapter Four



Trina thought she might go mad at the constant struggle she endured during breakfast. She found that keeping her eyes off Alex Kidd was the most challenging endeavor she’d ever had to perform. The worst part was that she failed—along with almost every unwed female in the Hall. How could anyone succeed when he smiled with the arrogance of a prince and the danger of a wolf? Och, how she wished they were still in the dark outdoors so she couldn’t see the spark in his sultry dark eyes, the deep cleft that dimpled his strong chin. And Lord, she’d never seen a man wearing earrings before, but his thick golden hoops and shoulder-length hair somehow added to his dangerous appeal. Even if she never looked at him again, the memory of his bare torso when he removed his shirt for her uncle would haunt her for ten lifetimes. Cut to absolute perfection, his chest and upper arms were crafted in hard, twitching sinew that boasted power and lissome strength. His tanned, flat belly made her curious to touch him. She blushed, thinking of having never touched a man in such a way before. He strode like a conquering emperor across the Great Hall filled with deadly Highlanders. He didn’t fear them, or, if he did, he masked it quite well. Virility oozed from his every nuance of movement, and even she, a virgin, felt the sexual pull of it.


Listening to the velvet pitch of his voice while he spoke of his adventures made her hate him… or fall in awe of him. She wasn’t sure which, and she didn’t like it.


“He’s quite an unusual man, don’t ye think?”


Trina turned to her cousin, Abigail, eyeing the pirate captain across the hall, where he stood speaking with Abby’s older brother and the chief’s heir, Adam. At Abby’s side, Mailie and her younger sister Violet stood as if entranced by the sight of him. Until their mother walked past them and gave them each a smack on the rump.


“Turn yer eyes the other way,” Isobel MacGregor warned her two daughters. “That one is trouble.”


Trina agreed. The sooner he left, the happier she’d be.


Abby inched closer to her when Isobel left with the others. “Malcolm and Edmund were on the shore when the sun rose,” she told her. “They said his boat was impressive.”


His boat. Och, how she wished she could see it. Just a glimpse before he left. “Is it a sloop or a schooner?”


Abby shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve no idea what the difference is.”


“A sloop is rigged with a single mainsail, whereas a schooner has two masts. Both are extremely fast. Then again he might have—”


“Honestly, Trina,” her cousin cut her off gently. “Ye know more aboot boats and navigation than most of the men here. When I’m chief, I’ll let ye sail my boats.”


Trina smiled at her as Abby moved away to rejoin the crowd. Everyone in Camlochlin and all throughout Skye adored the daughter of Rob and Davina for her beauty and steadfast loyalty to her kin. Abby was born to lead the clan more so than her older brother, who cared nothing for the title. If Abby were chief, Trina would happily follow her.


Alone, Trina returned her gaze to where Alex had stood earlier. He was no longer there. She looked around the Hall and was about to go look for him outside when his husky voice came from close behind her.


“’Tis a brigantine,” he said, his warm breath against her ear making her spine tingle.


She’d never seen a brig before. They were larger than schooners, thereby slower in a chase. Cannons were set into the ship’s sides, not in the front and back like smaller ships, positioned to fire when pursued. So, Captain Kidd didn’t run much, but preferred battle?


“Tell me, what else do ya know about ships, Miss Grant?”


“Not a thing,” she replied without turning.


“Navigation?”


“Nothing at all.” He’d been eavesdropping. A very rude characteristic she made a mental note to hold against him.


She took a step forward, eager to be away from him. She didn’t like how he made her skin feel clammy and her throat, dry.


“Ya didn’t strike me as the kind of woman who ran away from men.”


She stopped and turned to him. She did run away. All the time. She ran from the boredom of courting and the confines of marriage. “I run from nothing, Captain Kidd. I thought I proved that to ye already last eve when I took ye prisoner and held yer men at bay.”


He laughed, a short, amused sound filled with deep baritones and a sensual cadence that curled Trina’s toes and made her curse him silently. “I’ve heard that Highlanders were stubborn and prideful. I hadn’t considered it to be true of Highland women, as well.”


Trina thought she should look away in some modest, repentant gesture, but to hell with that. “That’s quite all right, Captain. I dinna’ imagine ye consider many things.” Before he said another word, she whirled around on her heel and returned to her table, where Kyle was waiting for her.


Before she returned to her seat, three women encircled Alex where he stood, giggling at something he said.


“Why does he cause ye such ire?”


“Kyle,” she said, severing her gaze from the licentious pirate and turning it on her cousin. “What makes ye assume I keep the captain in mind long enough to let him irritate me?”


The crook of Kyle’s mouth said all he needed to say.


Trina sighed and shook her head. She hated not being able to keep her thoughts private around Kyle. Still, she wouldn’t go so far as to admit anything more than the slightest interest in Alex Kidd. He was a pirate after all.


“He’s quite full of himself.”


Kyle looked in his direction. “He has reason to be. He moves with a certain kind of menace in his grace. Like a wolf.”


“I hadna’ noticed.”


Her cousin laughed, but only for a moment, until she kicked him hard under the table.


“I dinna’ care how he looks or how he sounds, or moves,” she told him while he bent to rub his ankle under the table. “If I cared aboot the beauty of a man, I would have married Kevin MacKinnon last winter. The only thing I find of interest aboot Captain Kidd is his adventurous life.”


“How d’ye know he leads an adventurous life, Trina?” Kyle put to her. “Mayhap the majority of his days are lonely and dull and coming ashore is like waking up again?”


This wasn’t a guess. Kyle read expressions better than any book in their grandmere’s vast library. She knew he’d want to study any new souls who turned up in Camlochlin, but had he gleaned this from the captain himself, one of his men? Trina turned to examine Alex with a new perspective. Did he spend months at a time at sea? Was setting foot on land with different faces to look at, fresh food to eat, and fragrant women to share a night with, better than hunting treasure? She could understand that. Aye, she could. She felt her dislike for him fading and when he glanced at her with the residue of a smile he was in the middle of offering to another, she smiled back, then turned away.


And looked straight into the cerulean gaze of her cousin.


“Yer faither would kill him.”


She blinked as the fleeting realization of that truth sank in. She looked toward the table her parents shared with her aunts and uncles. Connor Grant was still the most handsome man in the Hall. Every woman in Camlochlin who wasn’t his kin wished she were Mairi MacGregor. His smile was still as wide as the heavens and as bright as the sun. And it shone most on his wife and bairns. Because he loved her so, he would never let her leave Skye on a pirate ship.


“My faither would have no reason to kill him,” she corrected Kyle when she realized it appeared—at least, to him, and he’d be correct—that she was considering it, “because I have no intention of doing anything so foolish as what ye’re thinking.”


“Good.” He downed the cup set before him and rose to his feet. “Captain,” he called out and beckoned Kidd to come closer. “Sit with us.”


Trina stiffened in her chair as Kidd moved toward them, vowing to smash Kyle in the head with the flat of her blade later on. “There are things ye’re bursting at the seams to know, but he makes ye a wee bit breathless,” he explained to her gently, ignoring the blush across her nose. “I’ll find oot fer ye.”


Was she supposed to forgive him now? What the hell was the use not to? This was why Kyle was her dearest, most beloved friend. She barely had to tell him anything he didn’t glean on his own. Sure, sometimes his ability was irritating, like when he knew things she didn’t want him to know, but most of the time, it saved her from having to explain herself.


“Captain”—Kyle offered the pirate a seat opposite hers—“I wanted to steal a bit more time to chat with ye before the hour is up and ye leave.”


“Another lesson on readin’ lips?” The captain slipped his gaze to her while he accepted the invitation.


Trina cursed her traitorous nerve endings for tingling over the barest attention from him. She didn’t dare look at Kyle to see if he was watching her. She prayed he wasn’t.


“I think I’ve got the art down close,” Kyle let him know. “I’m a quick learner. Nae, I had hoped to learn more aboot the life of a pirate.”


“Oh?” The captain asked with the slightest upward quirk of his mouth—a quirk that sparked more flames in Trina’s belly. “What would ya like to know?”


“What are some of the places ye’ve been to?” Kyle asked.


Trina settled into her chair, eagerly awaiting his answer. After listening to him for a little while she grew captivated by his tales of adventure on the high seas, from places as far away as Africa and as exotic as Barbados and Madagascar. Och, but she’d never heard such tales and doubted they were true.


“Captain,” she said while he swigged a cup of whisky—and after the sound of his voice and the slow slant of his mouth didn’t cause her heart to accelerate. “I know many noblemen keep servants, but surely the kind of slavery ye speak of in some of these places is an exaggerated rendition.”


“The Indies and Africa are not Great Britain, Miss Grant. They are far more untamed and foreign than anythin’ ya’re acquainted with. Slavery is a harsh truth some people live with. But there be places where the natives live, unbound to master or law. They live free, and they live hard, plantin’, fishin’, dancin’ to music beneath the stars, to music that saturates yar soul and tempts ya to do the most wicked things.”
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