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CHAPTER 1


          

          LONDON, 1675

        

      

    

    
      They’d docked, he knew that much.

      Henry Merrick let go of a heavy sigh and gently tapped the back of his head against the wall, staring at the cabin’s ceiling. Annoyed though he was at even being here in the first place, he could really do nothing about it because the king had ordered his arrest and return to England. The charge was that he’d broken a treaty … a treaty he hadn’t even known about. It was ridiculous, but it was the way things were.

      Able to hear the crowds and activity outside, he was ready to be out of this room and off this damned ship. Not that they’d treated him badly — he’d suffered far worse — he just wanted to cease being confined to one room. Furthermore, he was very ready to have a bath and a shave, along with some fresh clothes. The sound of approaching footsteps got his attention, and he sat up as the door opened.

      “Right, up you get, Captain,” said the first mate. “They have a carriage for you.”

      “Really? They are not parading me through the streets on a hay cart so people can stare at me? How surprising.”

      Henry’s sarcasm drew a small laugh from the man. “Yes, well, I do not think it is meant to be fun for you.”

      “You would consider that fun?” Henry asked before he paused. “Well, I suppose it depends on who was doing the looking.”

      “Come on,” the man said, stepping inside as Henry stood and taking him by the arm to lead him out.

      The shackles on his wrists clanked as he walked, almost louder than the sound their boots made as they walked through the hold. He’d been left this way for most of the journey, though there had been moments of respite. He understood why: There was always fear that a pirate captain would steal your ship, but what was he going to do on his own? He could try to get the crew on his side, sure, but that was quite a gamble anyway.

      Led to the stairs, he climbed out of the hold and onto the deck, wincing at the brightness of the outdoors as they kept him moving across the deck and down the gangplank. It gave him no time to pause or adjust and no time for anyone who may have followed them to set a rescue in motion. On the dock, some of the king’s guard waited to take custody of him and marched him to a waiting carriage after the handover by the ship’s crew. There were heavy draperies over the windows to prevent him from being able to either see or be seen, and this was a bit of a blessing, allowing his eyes to adjust. He didn’t need to see anyway: The smell told him well enough that he was back in London.

      He had no idea how long they’d traveled or how far they’d gone before the carriage came to a stop and the door opened once more. Henry stepped out of the carriage and onto solid cobblestones, moving dutifully forward as the guard herded him through the palace halls. What he’d not expected was to be taken straight to the throne room. Couldn’t he at least clean up a bit before meeting his king? Apparently not. When the party arrived at a large set of doors, the march stopped. A man standing there surveyed Henry with disdain before he turned and opened the doors.

      “Your Majesty, Captain Henry Merrick.”

      Across the room, a man sat upon a throne, and when he rose, Henry, along with the guard, all took a knee and bowed their heads. Henry couldn’t help but consider how much all the finery dripping from this man might fetch him.

      “Well, the great Captain Merrick at last.”

      “Your Majesty,” Henry said, lifting his eyes to the king once he’d been spoken to.

      “You do know why we brought you here?”

      “I came upon a sinking Spanish ship and thought the best way to assist them was to liberate them of the cargo that was holding them down, sire.” He saw no need to mention that he was also the reason it had been sinking.

      King Charles looked amused for a moment. “You did so in defiance of a peace treaty, Captain.”

      “I was not yet aware there was a peace treaty, Your Majesty. Word had not reached us at that time.”

      “I know that, Captain.”

      Henry couldn’t help the look of confusion on his face.

      “The Spanish were angry and demanded I do … something,” the king said, waving his hand. “The explanation that word hadn’t reached the Caribbean simply was not going to suffice, so I had you arrested and brought here. Now they can think I have done something, and you, Captain, can take a bit of a break.”

      “A break, Your Majesty? In all fairness, sire, I could do so much more for you if —”

      “Captain,” Charles said, cutting him off. “I feel I am being exceedingly generous here. Are you questioning it?”

      “No, Your Majesty,” Henry said, his tone resigned as he dropped his gaze to the floor.

      “Good. I would hate to have to make you spend the entirety of your time in England lodging at the Tower.”

      Henry’s eyes snapped up. The Tower wasn’t a place anyone wanted to be.

      “I see you agree. Send in Lady Catherine.”

      A set of doors at the other end of the room opened, and a young woman glided through them, hands clasped at her waist. When she reached the king, she curtsied deeply and then rose. “Your Majesty. You sent for me?”

      “Ah, Catherine, there you are. There is someone I would like you to meet,” Charles said, directing her attention to the still kneeling Henry.

      She looked at him with a mix of curiosity and confusion, and he could understand why based on the way he surely looked: filthy clothing, unwashed, unshaven, his hair likely a mess. What in God’s name had he to do with her? Henry took stock of her as she studied him, just as curious about why she was here as she was. She was a beauty, that was certain, her hair so dark as to be almost black, her eyes a sparkling shade of deep green. A dainty thing, she looked almost swallowed in the voluminous skirts she wore, as was the fashion, though the bodice showed off her upper half to its best advantage. More than anything, she seemed tiny next to the men surrounding her.

      “Captain Merrick, I would like to introduce you to your cousin, Lady Catherine, distant as she may be.”

      Her eyes widened, the former trained impassivity slipping for a moment to show her surprise.

      “Hello, my lady,” Henry said.

      Catherine looked to be at a loss for words before she caught herself. “Good afternoon, Captain,” she said, her tone clipped yet polite.

      “Is he everything you thought he would be?” Charles asked.

      “Whatever do you mean, Your Majesty?”

      “Do not play the simpering idiot with me, girl; you are better than that. Did you really think I had not noticed how you always managed to be around when news of Captain Merrick’s exploits reached us? I know you covertly try to read the dispatches about him. So, tell me: Is he what you expected?”

      Catherine looked at Henry for a long moment and then shook her head. “No, Your Majesty,” she said.

      “Is it not a sad thing when those we are fascinated with do not live up to our expectations?”

      Henry did his best to keep his expression neutral even though the circumstances grated on him. He wasn’t comfortable being used as a prop to torment a young woman, no matter the reason. He did, however, wonder what she’d expected.

      “Your Majesty, I —”

      “Did you think he would be a giant?” Charles continued, preventing her from speaking. “Perhaps fiercer looking? A savage?”

      “I do not know, Your Majesty,” Catherine answered, and it was easy for Henry to see that it was an honest one.

      “Your family has a home in London, do they not?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “And your parents are away, currently? In the country?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty. I stayed behind to serve the queen.”

      “Very good. You are being reassigned.”

      “Reassigned, sire?”

      “Yes. Captain Merrick will be here in England with us for quite some time to come, and I am placing him under your care, as he is your family, after all.”

      “Your Majesty —” Catherine began to protest.

      “Did it sound like a request, Catherine? It was not. He is to lodge at Merrick House until such time as we see fit to release him, and you will keep him company there. Mindful of your virtue, I will also place a lady within your household to make sure the good Captain does not get any ideas. Your things have already been sent on. Guard, remove his restraints. You are both dismissed.”

      Charles turned his back, and the guard lifted Henry up, finally relieving him of the shackles he’d worn for weeks. Catherine’s face was unreadable, but her eyes showed her distress. This was very clearly not what she wanted to be doing. She did, however, meekly follow behind the guard to the waiting carriage. A command from the king was a command, and it was one that couldn’t be ignored. Henry was put into the carriage, and Catherine got in after him, taking her seat across from him.

      “I am sorry for any inconvenience this may cause you,” Henry said, breaking the silence as the carriage started forward.

      “I am sure you are,” she replied, her displeasure obvious in her tone.

      “I did not ask for this.”

      “I know. From what I have read, you are generally far more subtle.”

      “I see I disappoint you yet again.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You tell me. What was it you were expecting me to be?”

      Catherine said nothing for a time, letting the question hang in the space between them. “I do not know. You just do not look like someone who would do all of the things they write about.”

      “Who writes about?”

      “The dispatches, the Spanish, the pamphlets. The one described in those seems like he would be a terror of a man.”

      “And I am not?”

      “No.”

      Henry couldn’t help but smile. “You have not seen me at work, so how would you know? Even wolves can be charming.”

      Henry heard Catherine give a small huff of irritation, and it amused him. To the English Merricks, their Welsh kin was something to be ignored, to pretend didn’t exist. They were considerably more well-off than the Welsh Merricks — there was a reason Henry had gone to sea and resorted to piracy, after all — but they still shared the same blood. The ties between the two families might be distant now, as the king had pointed out, but they were still there. Catherine could deny it all she wished, but it changed nothing.

      “I will be sure to try and be of as little trouble to you as possible, my lady. So much so that you may even forget I am there.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “It is funny; the king was worried about your virtue at home, but not enough to place a watch in here with us for the ride.”

      There was a sharp intake of breath from Catherine, and Henry said nothing else, content in having reminded her that the person across from her was dangerous even if he didn’t currently seem that way. However, Henry had heard plenty of tales from this court and wondered how much virtue the woman across from him truly possessed, if any.

      When the carriage came to a stop again, the door was opened, and Catherine got out first. Henry followed her, stepping out onto a London street in front of a large house three floors high. He was ushered through the front door without delay, the door shutting behind him to keep prying eyes out. In the foyer stood several household members, all of them looking at Henry.

      “Hart,” Catherine said.

      “Yes, my lady,” said an older man as he stepped forward.

      “Please see to having a bath set up for the Captain; I am sure he needs it after his long journey.”

      “Yes, my lady,” he said.

      “Pogue.”

      “Yes, my lady.” A younger man stepped forward this time.

      “Please see to the Captain while he is our guest. This is at the king’s command, and thus, he is to be treated as such. Find him some fresh clothes and have the tailor sent for.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      “Show him to his room,” Catherine said, and Pogue turned to head up the stairs, the guard following and taking Henry with them.

      Once the door shut, one of the women downstairs looked at her. “Lady Catherine!”

      Burke, as the head of house for Merrick House, had known Catherine the longest of any of the staff and was someone the family quite relied upon to keep things running smoothly here at all times.

      “I know, Burke, but the king commanded it and thus we have no choice,” Catherine replied, weary. “There will be someone else along to ostensibly protect my virtue from the Captain, so when they arrive, please see to it that they are accommodated.”

      “Yes, Lady Catherine.”

      Catherine turned and made her way upstairs to her own room, shutting the door behind her and leaning against it. What kind of game was this? Why did he have to stay here? Her own standing at court would be harmed by being gone for God knew how long, not to mention the gossip that would spread about her being here with this man, whether someone was here to guard her or not. It was preposterous that the king should trap her here with this criminal!

      Catherine moved forward and sat down in a chair, burying her face in her hands. She really had expected more, but she could never tell any of them the truth about what she wanted. She’d read about Henry’s exploits, it was true, but she’d done so because she longed for the freedom he had. She could, in those moments, close her eyes and pretend to be him, to feel what it was like to have the power to do and go where you wished even if only in her mind. The man she’d seen today looked nothing like what they’d said, and she wondered if he’d even done any of those things. The tears came before she could stop them, but they weren’t for being stuck here. No, they were for the shattering of a dream, a means of escape sealed up. Inwardly, she chafed against the rules and expectations of her sex even though she followed them to the letter. Those dreams had been her way to be free of all of it, and now it was gone. They wanted to smother any fight in her, and ever so slowly they were succeeding.
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      Catherine crept into the room and toward the bed with silent steps, wary. He’d been sleeping for so long they were starting to wonder if he was ill. Drawing near to the bed, she stood looking down at him, and he seemed different now. A bath and some grooming had done wonders, but to see him in the light let her study him in a way she hadn’t been able to do when he’d arrived. He was far more undressed than she’d ever seen any man, and she found it intriguing. His skin was a bit darker from all the time in the sun, but not much, and his hair was dark like her own. Through his open shirt, she could see the scars of old injuries on his torso, and that alone told her there was some truth to what had been said about him. Where had they come from? What adventure had he been on when he’d earned them? The parts of his chest she could see were muscular and solid, not at all like the glimpses she’d caught of male courtiers as they cavorted about the palaces.

      Reaching out, Catherine took hold of the blankets and pulled them up over him from where he’d shoved them away who knew how long ago. He was breathing, that was easy to see, so perhaps he really was exhausted. As she went to release the blanket, Henry’s hand shot out and grabbed her wrist roughly, jerking her toward him and bringing a small sound of shock from Catherine. He looked at her for a moment, and then his eyes fluttered closed again, his hand going slack and releasing her. Catherine pulled her hand away and scrambled back from the bed, her breathing rapid, before she hurried out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Henry had no idea what time it was when he finally woke up. The bath had been wonderful, and Pogue had cut his hair and given him a shave. When he’d looked in a mirror, he’d actually seen himself and not some crazed barbarian-looking thing. The tailor came and measured him for new clothing, and he’d fallen into the bed, exhausted. He hadn’t slept on such a bed in so long, and the comfort of it was quick to pull him down. It was nice to finally get a proper rest with no shackles and no chains clinking to wake him. At some point he’d dreamt Catherine was here, trying to do him harm, but it had just been a flash of a dream. There was no way such a woman would even come into a man’s room, much less come in to harm him.

      He rose and dressed, finding his way downstairs to the dining room. Upon opening the door, he found Catherine already there, looking surprised to see him. “Good morning, my lady,” he said. “May I sit?”

      “Yes, of course. You are our guest here. You may call me Catherine.”

      “Thank you,” he said, taking his seat and surveying the food set out for breakfast. “You look shocked to see me.”

      “You have been asleep for several days, Captain.”

      “Have I? It didn’t seem that long, but it would explain why I am so hungry,” he said as he reached out and took a piece of toast, along with a piece of sausage, only to find Catherine looking at him curiously. “What?”

      “For someone so hungry, you have excellent restraint.”

      “Well, I can’t offend you at our very first meal by eating like a heathen, now, can I? No matter what you may have heard of me, I do have manners.”

      “Is there a finishing school for pirates?”

      Henry laughed at her joke. “I wish there were, to be honest. Some I know could certainly use it. You are quick.”

      Catherine allowed a small smile, the first one he’d seen. Perhaps she wasn’t always so serious after all.

      “I do apologize for having slept so long. It has been some weeks since I have had a proper rest. A bit hard to do with shackles.”

      “I would imagine it is.”

      “What shall we do here, Catherine, you and I?”

      “Do? Nothing. At least not together. I am sure the king has some sort of plan for you; until then we simply go about our business.”

      “If I am a guest, should you not entertain me in some way?”

      “In what way could I entertain someone like you?”

      “Someone like me? What does that mean?”

      “I simply mean I have no entertainment that would be of any interest to someone who grew up with sheep in a bog and then went on to spend his time amongst brigands and whores.”

      Henry looked at her in surprise. It was sharp coming from her and unexpected. “I can think of plenty of ways you could entertain me that would serve you well when they eventually sell you off to be a broodmare for some stranger. Perhaps you could even learn to enjoy it.”

      “How dare you!” Catherine shouted, standing up.

      “How dare I?” he repeated as he stood. “You thought I wouldn’t answer insult with insult, did you? Why? Because you are a lady? In my experience ladies like you are the worst of them, thinking yourself above everything because your father visited your mother instead of the bawds he would normally frequent for some relief.”

      Catherine gasped, raising her hand to slap him for such a horrific slander before she could even think of it, and Henry caught her wrist, yanking her hard against him.

      “You listen to me, you primped up little viper,” he seethed. “If this is how you want to play, then we shall play, and I will win. You are nothing special to me. I do not like this any more than you do, but I was at least trying to be nice. As you will not even give me that courtesy, I will not bother. If you strike me, then you should be prepared to take one back, for I will not be merciful. This is a warning, and the only one you shall get.”

      With his last words, he shoved her away from him, causing Catherine to stumble and hit her hip against the table hard enough to rattle the dishes. Henry heard the pained sound she made before she smothered it and instantly felt bad for doing it, not having meant to push her that hard. She placed her hands on the table to steady herself, then turned back toward him, her eyes on the floor.

      “I apologize for insulting you,” she said in a soft voice, though she was shaking. “It was unkind. Please enjoy your breakfast and excuse me.”

      Catherine didn’t wait for him to say anything, hurrying past him and shutting the door to the dining room behind her. Henry realized, based on her reaction, that this was not the first time someone had used violence to quell the fire she’d shown. There was no way it could be otherwise, based on her actions. She’d retreated into herself within an instant, unable to look at him. He closed his eyes and sighed. This wasn’t how he wanted this to be, and he cursed himself for giving in to his temper instead of staying calm. Leaving the dining room, he began checking the downstairs rooms, having not heard her go upstairs. He found her at last in a darkened sitting room at the back of the house. The sound of her crying caught his attention, soft as it was.

      “Catherine,” he said gently, watching her jump and turn to face him, taking a step back with a tinge of fear in her expression, as he held up his hands to show her he meant her no harm. “I want to apologize for what just happened. It was ungentlemanly of me, and I never meant to shove you that hard.”

      “But you did mean to shove me.”

      “No.” He sighed in slight irritation. “Catherine, stop. Everything I did and said was wrong but so were the things you said. I fear we have very much gotten off on the wrong footing. Shall we try again?”

      When there was no response, Henry nodded before he bowed to her.

      “Lady Catherine, it is a pleasure to meet you. I am Captain Henry Merrick, here on the king’s business.”

      To his surprise, Catherine curtsied to him. “Good morning, Captain Merrick, I welcome you to Merrick House. I hope you will find your time with us enjoyable, though I am afraid we are quite short on rum. Or is it grog?”

      Henry laughed, holding out his hand for hers, and when she gave it, he kissed it with all politeness. “There, now. That is much nicer.”

      “Yes, it is,” Catherine replied, looking down at the floor once more.

      “What is wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she said, her tone still meek.

      Henry frowned. “Who is this that stands before me? Not the young woman I met earlier, surely.”

      “The very same.”

      “Please do not do this,” Henry said, his voice becoming gentle in a moment of candor. “Do not retreat as you have so clearly been taught to do.”

      Catherine looked up at him with a raised eyebrow. “What is it you want?”

      “To know who you are, the real you, not the court you. If we have to spend our time here together, we might as well make the best of it, do you not think? I know this meek girl is not you; I saw that plainly enough.”

      Catherine considered it and then nodded. “Very well.”

      “Excellent, because meek women make me —” but he stopped as his eyes fell on her wrist, the same one he’d grabbed moments ago in the dining room. She’d been hiding it behind her back when he’d come in but had forgotten to continue to do so. “Christ, I did not do that … did I?”

      Her eyes widened when he so blithely swore in her presence before she shoved her hand behind her back once more. “No.”

      “Let me see it.”

      “No.”

      “Catherine, let me see it, please.”

      She fidgeted for a moment before she reluctantly produced her hand. Henry took it and winced when he saw dark bruising there, along with fresh red marks.

      “Who did this?”

      “I —”

      “Who?” he repeated, though it was not a question but a quiet demand.

      “You.”

      “You just said I did not.”

      “Not today.”

      “Come again?”

      Catherine shifted nervously on her feet before she answered. “I came to check on you because we were worried you were ill, and when I pulled the blanket over you, you grabbed my wrist and pulled me toward you before falling asleep again.”

      Henry’s brow knitted. The dream hadn’t been a dream. She’d been there, not to do him harm but to check on his welfare. “I am sorry,” he said. “I had no idea.”

      “You were not awake.”

      “No, I was not. I actually thought that was a dream,” he replied with a heavy sigh. “And then I go and grab the same wrist today. That will not help matters.”

      “I can cover it with a bracelet.”

      Henry looked up at her with a questioning gaze. “How often do you need to hide bruises that you are so quick with a solution?”

      “Often enough.”

      “From whom and why?”

      “From my father and usually because he doesn’t like something I have said.”

      Rather like you. Her eyes said the words her mouth had not, and Henry felt it like a sharp cut.

      “You surely do not speak to him the way you spoke to me.”

      “No, of course not. If I had, I would not be here but dead in a churchyard.”

      “So, you save your best barbs for unfortunate guests, do you?”

      Catherine’s laugh was quiet. “I usually say them in my mind.”

      “You are lucky they have not come out of your mouth by accident.”

      “I like living dangerously.”

      Henry gave her a look, and her composure melted entirely as she began to laugh. He couldn’t help but join her in it. “Well, it seems my English kin is not as she appears.”

      “Is anyone?”

      “It depends on your line of work, I guess.”

      “No one I know is, anyway,” Catherine said in a nonplussed manner.

      “It behooves them not to be.”

      “Sometimes.”

      Henry realized he was still holding her wrist and released her. “Would you rejoin me for breakfast so that we might continue our conversation there? I am finding it rather pleasant.”

      “If you wish.”

      Henry gestured to the door, and Catherine walked past him back to the dining room, and once she’d taken her seat, Henry took his. “In what way is it not in the best interest of someone at court to not be as they appear?”

      “If you are a man, it is not always in your best interest to hide yourself, for the king might find you favorable. If you suspect he would not, it would be smart to hide such a thing.”

      “And if you are a woman?”

      “If you are a woman, it is never in your best interest to be yourself.”

      “How so?”

      “Men expect certain things. Society and court demand a certain demeanor for a woman. If you wish to please the king, honor your family, and appeal to men, then you must be as they wish.”

      “Oh, but there is where you are wrong. Certain men expect certain things from women they have no interest in other than for the sons she can bear him,” Henry said, taking note of the way her eyes widened. “Do not look so scandalized as though you do not know it to be true. A man who wishes for more wants a woman who is herself and appeals to him in that way.”

      “That is not the type of man I encounter.”

      “How unfortunate for you.”

      “I suppose it is,” she said, looking down at the silver teaspoon she was toying with.

      “What is it you want, Catherine?”

      “What?” she asked, returning her eyes to his face.

      “No one has ever asked you, have they?”

      “No, never.”

      “Well, I am asking you. What do you want?”

      Asked in so direct a manner, she didn’t have an immediate answer. “Freedom,” she replied after a time.

      “Freedom?”

      “Indeed. Freedom to simply be. To do as I please without needing to consult anyone, to not have to remember all of these ridiculous rules or pretend I like something I abhor.”

      “A little sparrow trapped in a grand cage from which there is no escape.”

      “Yes.”

      “Yet, you do not speak of love.”

      “Love?”

      “Yes, the thing that people below you generally tend to feel for the people they marry, and something most women I have met speak of.”

      “Love,” she repeated with derision. “I know nothing of love.”

      “What? Impossible.”

      “Not impossible. Truth.”

      “You have never once looked at a young man and wished for him to want you?”

      “No. Why would I bother when it wouldn’t matter anyway?”

      “I am sorry to hear it,” he said, though he kept the pity he felt for her out of his voice. What sort of life did she lead where she could say such a thing with no trace of sadness?

      “Lady Catherine,” a dour-looking woman said as she came through the door. “Come away and let him eat in peace. You have conversed quite enough.”

      “But he asked me to —” she began, but her words faltered when the woman gave her a stern look and she rose from her seat. “Enjoy your breakfast, Captain,” she said in a rush as she was nearly pushed from the room.

      The woman turned to Henry. “If you think for even one moment that you will be getting anything out of her, you are mistaken. Stay away from her.”

      She swept from the room, leaving Henry in a silent and empty dining room. It amused him that the older woman thought he’d be frightened of her somehow or, at the very least, severely chastened. No, it wouldn’t be that easy, and he’d faced down far worse than she. Catherine was revealing herself to be a mystery he’d very much like to solve. Her answer to his question about what she wanted intrigued him. Freedom. There was more to it, he was sure of that. Why did they want to keep her away from him so badly? Aside from the obvious reasons, of course. He was determined to find out, and finding out called for more specialized methods.
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      Henry hadn’t seen Catherine for the rest of the day, not even for dinner and supper; such was the determination of her warders to keep them apart. It annoyed him a great deal, as he thought he’d at least be able to see her for meals, but it made him all the more determined to find a way around the blockade set up around her. Guarding something so heavily only made that thing more attractive to someone like him, and by evening, he’d devised a plan. He’d discovered Catherine was at least allowed to sleep alone and that they weren’t placing the dragon in with the princess … at least not yet. If they eventually did, he’d figured out a way around that, too.

      When he was sure everyone had retired, Henry left his room with only a candle. By careful observation he’d figured out which door belonged to Catherine, and it was at this door he stopped, daring a gentle knock. There was a rustle from inside, and then the door opened, leading Henry to place a hand over her mouth before she could utter a sound, keeping his touch light so as not to frighten or hurt her.

      “Shh. I mean you no harm, and I know you are surprised to see me,” he whispered. “Come downstairs, little Sparrow, to the room we were in earlier, so we can talk. Will you?”

      Catherine contemplated the offer before nodding in silence. Henry removed his hand without another word and moved past her toward the stairs. Behind him, he heard the door shut, but he knew she was smarter than to follow him immediately. His suspicions were confirmed when he reached the room and she wasn’t directly behind him, though she arrived not long afterward. She looked different this way, her long hair down while she was wrapped in a warm dressing gown, her appearance going against all propriety, and he found he quite liked it.

      “What is this about?” she asked, keeping her voice quiet.

      “Nothing. I just want to talk to you, and as it seems the dragon will not permit it during the daylight hours, now is the only time I have.”

      “I really should not be here,” Catherine said with a small shake of her head, turning away and heading for the door.

      “You said you liked to live dangerously.”

      She stopped, looking back at him over her shoulder.

      “Now is your chance.”

      Henry watched her inward struggle as she tried to decide before she turned back around and approached him.

      “I thought as much,” he said, smiling. “Come and sit with me.”

      Catherine followed him to the settee, where Henry took up a rather leisurely pose he never would’ve adopted during the day. Catherine, in turn, sat facing him cross-legged, a pose she similarly never would’ve taken up otherwise, her robe tented around her.

      “What did you want to talk about, Captain?”

      “Henry when we’re alone, and just talk. You intrigue me.”

      “Do I? Why?”

      “You are not like everyone else, no matter how hard you try to convince them otherwise. I can see right through you.”

      “Is that so?”

      “It is rather my job.”

      “I can see through you, too.”

      “What?”

      “Beneath this haughty display, there is someone else.”

      Her words gave him pause. He hadn’t been expecting that. “Perhaps, but you do not know what.”

      “Just as you do not know what is beneath mine.”

      “But you wish to find out.”

      “As do you.”

      A small smile played across his lips. “So, we are at an impasse. Very well, I have a proposal.”

      “I am shocked,” she replied, her voice deadpan.

      Henry blinked and then laughed. “That was good. Now, do you want to hear it or not?”

      “Go on.”

      “I propose that we are our true selves here, in this room, in the dark. We come here each night, and we get to be as we are and talk to each other, keep each other company. Whatever we must be by day is what we must be, but here that all goes away.”

      “If we are ourselves, are there topics of discussion that are off-limits?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Then I accept.”

      “That was fast.”

      Catherine shrugged. “I am bored with normality.”

      Henry chuckled. “We are more alike than you would want to admit, I think.”

      “Are we?”

      Henry nodded and, mindful of what he’d just proposed and agreed to, relaxed. He let go of what he knew was expected of him here and became what he normally was: Henry the sailor. “It was why I left, after all.”

      Catherine looked at him quizzically as his demeanor and voice changed. “Leaving is something you can do, but I cannot.”

      “But you want to.”

      “Sometimes,” she replied. Her voice was so quiet he almost hadn’t heard what she’d said, and he realized it was likely the first time the thought had ever been voiced out loud.

      “Then do it.”

      “It is not that easy for me. As a man, you had ways to leave, to support yourself. I do not have that luxury.”

      “I suppose that is true. I will admit I am not entirely used to dealing with women of your station in this sort of a way. The women I know could only dream of having what you do.”

      “But it is a dream, not real. All of it is an illusion, everyone pretending to be something in order to move about an imaginary board so as to get closer to the top. There is a high price to pay for this.”

      “There is a price for everything, Catherine.”

      “You know that better than most, I assume.”

      “Unfortunately, yes. Tell me something: What did you really expect of me? Do not tell me you do not know because you do. Tell me the truth.”

      Catherine worried a fold of fabric between her fingers before she answered. “I suppose I expected someone bold and well-dressed, who did not kneel before a king. Beholden to no one and nothing, free. You would have a sword for fighting and perhaps a pistol, and you would look at once both merry and frightening, for it would be easy to see the danger in you.”

      Henry smiled. “I had a sword and a pistol, but they took them off me when they arrested me. I cannot answer for the rest.”

      “No?”

      “Well-dressed is not practical for sailing. It would more likely than not end up with you drowned when you are caught up in the rigging because some ridiculous ornament got tangled somewhere. I must kneel before the king because he is my king, just as he is yours. I cannot say whether I appear both merry and frightening, but I am sure I do at some points. As for freedom, well, I do have that in a way. There are still laws, but I tend to break them because there is no one to really stop me.”

      Catherine’s quiet laugh at his last words filled the space between them, and he found he liked it far better than the silence in the carriage on the way here. “I suppose there are not, and that is what makes piracy rather lucrative. I had not thought about that with the clothing, but it is a good point now that you have mentioned it.”

      “You would not have any reason to have thought of such things. Have you ever been on a ship?”

      “Yes, when we came back from the continent with the king.”

      “Ah, of course.”

      “I was only a little girl then, but it was exhilarating. I did not want to stay below, and my mother would get so angry,” she said, a hint of a prideful smile at her own defiance making itself known for the briefest of moments.

      “Do you see danger in me?”

      “No. Well, yes, but only when you grab me,” she said, looking at him with a wry smile.

      “I am sorry about that,” Henry said with a small laugh. “Here is some advice: Never sneak up on a sleeping pirate, or you might find yourself sleeping permanently.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, how would I know you aren’t there to rob me or kill me? I am asleep. It is just a reflex now.”

      “Oh.”

      “I am no danger to you, Catherine. Really.”

      “Some would argue otherwise.”

      “I am sure they would, but that’s only because I’m treating you like a human being instead of an object to be seen and not heard. The only opinion that matters to me regarding my danger to you, or lack thereof, is yours.”

      “Which is why I am still here. What is it like?”

      “What is what like?”

      “Piracy. Sailing. Fighting. The Caribbean.”

      “Piracy is, well, it can be both fun and terrifying. It is really a bunch of men sailing around and stealing from each other while sinking those same ships. It is all a bit ridiculous when you think about it.”

      Catherine laughed, and Henry smiled at her. He found he liked it more and more when she laughed, the way it lit up her face and her eyes, a sight he was sure was a rarity with her.

      “It is fun when you win and terrifying when you do not. Battles at sea are not pretty. As a captain it is my job to not only find things to steal but to succeed in stealing them and making sure my crew is paid fairly so that they do not mutiny. It is a fine line to walk sometimes. Fighting is fighting, also terrifying, because it is for your life, just as the battles at sea are. You should be thankful you do not have to do it.”

      “I will take your word for it. What is Jamaica like?”

      “Ah, now, that is an entirely different thing. The water is warm and a color I have never seen anywhere else. Many times it is so clear you can see to the bottom. There are fish and sea life in colors you could not even imagine. The sky is blue; the breezes are warm and filled with the scent of flowers. It is paradise.”

      “It sounds like it. I wish I could see it.”

      “So do I.”

      “At least with such a description I can go there in my mind.”

      “Why do I feel as though you do that often? Escape in your mind?”

      “Because I do.”

      “Why?”

      “I cannot be this Catherine, not outside. This Catherine is not desirable to a match and not desirable to my parents. I have to hide who I am behind a mask, much as you do.”

      “I do, you are right, but we have different reasons for doing so. I hide because no one would fear the man before you and no one would respect him either. There are three of me: the captain, the gentleman, and the real Henry.”

      “Which one is this?”

      “The real one. The captain you, unfortunately, met when you insulted me. The gentleman is who I was the rest of the time.”

      “I prefer this one.”

      “Do you? Even though he’s not what you expected?”

      “Yes. He is real. The captain is the mask you wear to do the things I have read, and I find I did not care for him after all.”

      “Yes, well, he is a bit of an arsehole if I am honest, but then he has to be.”

      Catherine stared at him.

      “What?”

      “That is twice you have sworn.”

      “I see. I apologize and will try to be more mindful in the future. On the other hand, it is quite useful. Have you ever done it?”

      “Certainly not!”

      “Maybe you should.”

      “No, I should not.”

      “Come on,” Henry said. “I promise I will not tell anyone. It is fun.”

      “No.”

      “Go on. You know you want to do it, to defy them even if they do not know you have.”

      Catherine bit her lip. “Arse,” she whispered before covering her mouth, eyes wide with shock over having said it.

      Henry chuckled. “You can do better than that.”

      She lowered her hands, took a deep breath, and released it. “Arsehole,” she said firmly before she dissolved into a fit of giggles so honest it made Henry laugh hysterically.

      “You see?” he said when he’d recovered himself.

      “I cannot believe I said it!”

      “And yet here you are, still alive, not struck down by the Lord.”

      “Not yet.”

      “If I am still here, then it would take a hell of a lot more than one swear word from your lips to bring the wrath of the Almighty, Sparrow.”

      “That is a very good point, actually.”

      “I like this Catherine. The real one.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes. She is alive.”

      Catherine smiled. “Sometimes I can go hidden for so long I forget what it feels like.”

      “It hurts to hear you say that.”

      “Why?”

      “No one should ever have to live that way, to hide themselves to the point where they forget what it is like to be alive.”

      “I feel that way when I go for a ride.”

      “How often is that?”

      “Clearly not often enough.”

      “Clearly. I think, however, we should retire before we get ourselves caught. There has been enough dangerous living for one night.”

      “You are probably right.”

      “Go on ahead, I shall perhaps see you in the morning.”

      “I will make sure of it. I think so much separation is a bit much. You are our guest; I should at least be able to have meals with you and socialize with you in some way.”

      “I would appreciate that.”

      Catherine stood and walked to the door, then turned to look back at him, her hand on the doorknob. “Goodnight, Henry,” she said, using his name for the first time.

      “Goodnight, Catherine,” he replied as she opened the door and walked out.
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