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      Firstly, a note on generative AI: This book is entirely human made and no generative AI was used in any part of the process. I believe the arts are for human expression, even if it is something as whimsical as sexy pirate adventures. My editor is a human being. My cover artist is human being who does not use AI elements in her work. I realise there is an abundance of em dashes in the text, and I’m afraid that’s because I love em dashes and I’ve loved them long before we were blighted by generative AI. I hope you’ll understand  that it’s just the writing foible of a millennial and not the telltale sign of a soulless plagiarism machine.

      Secondly, a note on historical accuracy. Because the ‘golden age of piracy’ that is depicted here is based on the largely made up fantasy version of piracy we see in movies and books, it’s hard to pinpoint a date for historical details. I’ve used historical detail where I can and for the rest, I’ve gone with ‘vibes’.
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      Hung by the neck until dead.

      Thrown into Shark Bait Bay.

      Locked in a room with a poisonous snake

      Another day, another island, an all new slew of people to fantasize about murdering.

      My vision was still dancing with the after-effects of Magnus Grimstead’s light show: an enormous column of purple light and teleportation, the magical equivalent of whipping his dick out and waving it at the biggest gathering of pirates in the Caribbean. Normally, the image of a wizened rich man in magician’s robes swinging his old-man dick around would make me laugh but currently, I was so angry, the laughter emerged as a choke of indignation.

      They’d kidnapped Val. My best friend. The queen of sex. The jewel of the Caribbean.

      “Fuck!” I shouted. It came out shriller than I would have liked.

      A haze of gunpowder from the naval battle earlier still hung over the town. My night vision was returning. I turned to look at the crowd. Every sailor who could stand unaided after the battle with Haddrick and Mercer’s fleet was there. Most of them stood with jaws agape. A few were muttering, mostly to themselves.They all looked at me.

      Did they blame me? Or did they just expect me to know what to do next?

      I rounded on Lysander. He stood beside me in just his breeches, having been interrupted mid-amorous encounter. His chest was so pale, it was almost as blinding as his dad’s magic column.

      “You,” I growled, grabbing him by the ear, yanking him toward me until we were nose to nose. “Explain what the fuck just happened.”

      He hissed in pain.

      “Me?” he said, with a hint of a whine in his voice. “I didn’t have anything to do with it. Let go of me.”

      “No.” My anger had bubbled over from raging hot to seething cold. I dragged Lysander by the ear toward the epicentre of the magical column, the prison pit at the centre of town. “Why didn’t they just fucking take you instead of kidnapping Val?”

      “I’m still tied to the ship, for one thing,” Lysander said, between noises of irritation and pain. “Secondly, that’s not how magic works. It would be very bad news if my father could reach across long distances at will and snatch people.”

      “He literally just did that.” I nearly shook him. “You were right there.”

      We reached the edge of the pit. It looked like an explosion had taken place. The old stones were scorched. Lying in a huddled heap, chained to the floor where I’d last seen her, was my former-first-mate-turned-mutineer, Elspeth. She looked like hell. Her clothes were in tatters and ugly burns were visible across most of her skin. I couldn’t tell if she was dead or alive, until she shifted slightly.

      Alive then, at least for the moment.

      “Do you see the pattern of the burns?” Lysander said, his hand coming up to grip my wrist and try to free his ear. I tightened my hold. “She’s the centre, they all streak out from her. She must have had a magical focus. Father’s work is usually exceptionally neat, so my wager is that he was using something she had for a purpose different than the one initially intended.”

      “She had some ugly necklaces.” I peered at her. "They're gone now." Other than the burns left in great looping lines where they had lain against her skin.

      "Probably the focus," Lysander said. "Almost certainly designed to pull her out rather than bring people through."

      "Wish I'd thrown them in the sea." I stared at Elspeth's prone form. "But I didn't think they were important."

      “If it makes you feel better,” Lysander offered, still trying to free his ear from my pinch, “that probably wouldn’t have helped much.”

      I turned to face the rumbling crowd of pirates, and addressed them with a well practiced boom.

      "If these scurvy bilgerats want me to come to Port Elizabeth, then by Neptune's hairy blue nutsack, they're going to get me in Port Elizabeth," I announced to the mass of wounded, drunk, and gobsmacked pirates gathered in the streets, trying very much to sound like I had some fucking idea I knew what I was doing. "And they're going to fucking regret inviting me, they're going to fucking regret blackmailing me and most of all they're going to regret ever thinking they could lay a hand on Val."

      The crowd roared, all concentrated anger. My rage swelled in answer. "I have the old wizard's son here by the ear and the commodore locked in my brig. If they want these two assholes back, well, we'll serve them up on a platter with a side order of revenge besides. Drink, fuck, rest. But in the morning, any sailor who wants to take up this invitation to Port Elizabeth, be ready: we sail on the noon tide, and we will show them what it means to steal from the thieves."
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      The conclusion of my rallying cry brought a loud roar. The crowd began to disperse. The hum of victory now had an undercurrent of unease and unsettled stirring.

      "Your old man kicked a hornet's nest. Do you think he knows that?" I asked Lysander, yanking on his ear.

      He hissed with pain. "He kicked an anthill. You might think you're hornets, but you're helpless against him."

      "We'll see," I muttered. " Let's look at this mess. You're going to tell me exactly what your daddy's pyrotechnics were all about."

      I finally released his ear and climbed down into the pit, taking in the detritus of Magnus's magic. Lysander scrambled after me, proving he had some sense after all. A third set of boots landed near us. I looked back to see the tall form of Benedict St Stephen, a commodore of the British Navy and currently my prisoner.

      "A prisoner in your brig? You didn't need to protect me like that," the commodore said. "I have been more than willing to own up to who I am."

      "Yeah?" I hiked an eyebrow. "I’m sure you’ve already tried telling them who you are. How’d that go?"

      There was a long pause.

      "They didn't believe me," he admitted. "They like me." The admission pained him.

      "Well, don't look at me for an explanation.” I shrugged and turned back to look at the blasted pit. “I for one don't like you."

      "Sure, that's why you protected him," Lysander said. I could hear the sneer in his voice and my palm itched to slap him.

      "I was protecting my own ass."

      "Is that why you've been flirting with him non-stop?"

      Don’t murder the smug little git. Don’t murder him. You need him.

      "You don’t have to like someone to want to fuck them. You nearly managed to get some action and you're completely unlikeable."

      "I'm very likeable. You just have no taste."

      "You're not likeable, Grimstead," the commodore interjected. "But Flint still has no taste."

      "All right, I'm done with listening to what passes for witty repartee from the two of you. I'm in a lot of pain, I'm very angry, I really want to kill someone for this, and Dauntless turned into a parrot right before I finally managed—” I cut myself off. “...you know what, that's not relevant. The two of you are going to help me examine this mess, then go nice and quiet back to the ship, and then I'm going to get some sleep. I have a lot of revenge to deal with in the morning. Am I understood?"

      Suddenly, Elspeth moved. She let out a horrendous, rasping sound, somewhere between a cry and a groan. The three of us jumped.

      I grabbed Lysander by the arm, digging my fingers in hard enough to bruise." Is there anything else magical on her person?"

      "There's nothing on her person except burns. Even you should be able to tell that."

      The commodore stared across the pit, jaw working as he looked at Elspeth. He met my eyes. "She's still alive."

      The most law-abiding man I've ever met—though that's not saying much, given my usual company—was far from his usual state of regulation cleanliness. He wore dark breeches and a shirt stained by dirt and blood from the earlier battle. His short shorn dark hair was matched by several days of stubble. That, coupled with the heat of anger behind his blue eyes, made him look more like a bloodthirsty pirate than the representative of the law on the sea.

      "Aye," I said. "Fucking Grimstead couldn't do us the courtesy of finishing her off."

      "Leave it to me, captain." The commodore surged forward with a singular look of focus.

      I knew that look in a man’s eyes. It meant murder.
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      My free hand shot out, grabbing him by the wrist. "Hold on now, matey," I snapped.

      He rounded on me. "I want her dead." His voice was guttural, raw.

      Instead of making me angry, as it should have, it sent a shiver up my spine. Something tightened low in my abdomen. Vengeful made him look intensely fuckable. I wasn’t ready for the hot rush of lust, especially not in the midst of disaster.

      The commodore wrenched me from my thoughts, trying to shake off my hand. "I thought you wanted her dead too."

      Didn't I want her dead? She was a mutineer, former first mate, a long time friend who stabbed me and most of us pirate folk in the back…

      Yeah. I should want her dead.

      Sympathy pierced my stomach. I knew why he wanted her dead. She killed his crew and sank his ship.

      We should be fighting over who got to kill her. I shouldn’t be stopping him. So why was I?

      "We won't be killing her," I told him. "She has information and she knows where my old crew is. We still need her."

      "I don't understand you at all." His confusion was palpable. I could feel him trembling with rage, rage with no outlet. Join the club, sailor.

      "You'll thank me later," I said. "For stopping you from murdering a woman without a proper trial. You’d hate yourself after the rage wore off. I’m doing you a favour."

      "Excuse me," Lysander interrupted. "Do you really need me here while you gaze at each other, yelling about murdering people, or can I get back to where my lovers and I were rudely interrupted?"

      Oh good, I was so glad he reminded me he was there, he was much less complicated to be angry about.

      "You're not fucking anyone, Grimstead, not with Val kidnapped, not with any of this happening.” I released the commodore’s wrist, and pointed at Elspeth. “Give me a straight answer. Anything magical left?”

      “If there was, it’s burned away now. She should be dead. That's probably the only reason they left her behind.”

      “Then we’re done here.” I crouched to address Elspeth. “I'm going to put you out of the way where you're not going to bother me or anyone else, and I can keep my eye on you.” I turned to the commodore, who was still standing there, his eyes showing rage and confusion. "Commodore, take Elspeth to the brig. See that she's alive when you leave her there." I waited for him to acknowledge the order before I left him there, reasonably confident he wouldn’t kill Elspeth. He bowed his head. Satisfied, I hauled myself out of the pit.

      Topside, I found Lysander trying to sneak off into the crowd. Any patience I had left ran out in that moment. I dragged him into a headlock, and clamped my hand over his mouth. As I hauled him towards my ship, an amused ripple spread through the crowd of pirates. Lysander tried to fight my grip, but for all his magical powers, his arms hadn't seen a push-up in a good long while.

      I bellowed at the crowd. "Someone fetch me my ship's doctor, and Judith the witch."

      I strode towards the ship, Lysander's feet scrabbling for purchase before dragging behind us uselessly. He resorted to trying to bite my palm.

      Judith appeared at my side as I was pulling him along the gangplank onto the ship, and she helpfully lifted his feet off the ground. I didn't need the help, but let her do it, after all, it was all the more ignominious for Lysander.

      "You're not going to kill him, are you?" Judith peered over the tops of the wizard's bare feet. "I have so much magic to learn from him. Oh, and you need him to rescue your friend."

      "No, I'm not going to kill him, I've got just the place for him. But I need your advice to make sure he can't cast any spells or do anything spooky while he's meant to be helpless."

      The door to my cabin was open. I hadn't shut it when I had gone to investigate the bone-shaking shouting. We hauled Lysander inside, and I dumped him unceremoniously on the floor.

      He didn't say anything, for once, just gazed at me petulantly. He reminded me of nothing so much as a cat pushed off a chair. Val's 'parrot cage' had been housing my ex-lover-turned-parrot for the past few days but in reality, it had been constructed with a human sized occupant in mind. I unhooked the lock that held the side shut, and the entire side of the cage opened.

      "If I stick him in there, will he be able to do any hocus pocus?" I asked, looking at Judith, whose eyes were a little too wide. You'd think she hadn't seen a person sized cage before. Then again, most people on the right side of the law haven't. Though Val's cage was made with carnal pursuits in mind, it would do just fine keeping a snippy brat of a wizard man in check.

      "I don't know why you're asking her," Lysander said archly. "She didn't even know magic was real this afternoon."

      "Yet since then she's used magic to animate a dead snake. And I don't trust your opinion." I prodded him with my foot, and looked back at Judith. "So?"

      "He's right, I'm not an expert, but given what we've seen tonight it sure seems like they need their magic circles with the chalk and the blood to do anything major."

      "Great." I grabbed Lysander by the arms and hauled him into the belly of the cage.

      "He's still connected to the ship though," Judith pointed out. "Even in physical form he could do something to affect the ship."

      "Yes, see how far you get in your sailing tomorrow with my ass sitting in this cage."

      I gripped the far edge of the cage with one hand, and the outer edge with the other, making my body a barrier between him and freedom. He looked up at me with a sneer and mutinous cobalt eyes that held the heat of anger, and just a touch of uncertainty.

      "If you stop this ship from sailing, you're going to regret it."

      "Oh, I'm certain," he said, with a smile that can be best described as oily. I'd have bet gold that he got this straight from his father. "However. I think tonight demonstrates that we can work together. We have a common interest. You want me to get home, so you can get your friend back. And I want me to get home so I can get back to a life that doesn't involve living as part of a pirate ship. But don't think I'm not aware of the power I have here. You could certainly do well to give me an enticement for good behaviour."

      I stared at him. I wondered if I was dead, and I was in some kind of hell, where my punishment was to negotiate with fuckwits nonstop.

      "Entice you how?" I asked finally.

      “You interrupted my time with my lovers,” he said. “I’ve spent a year incorporeal, trapped in an astral world. I’m sure you could convince one of Val’s fine-”

      “Not going to happen,” I cut in. He looked up at me with mock innocence. “How do you think that conversation is going to go? Hey who wants to fuck the reason your friend and employer is missing?”

      “That sounds like a problem for you to solve.”

      I tried to not grind my teeth. I tilted my head sideways to look at Judith.

      "Say, Judith, you like magic⁠— "

      Judith was shaking her head before I finished speaking.

      "Sorry captain, I only like women." She spread her hands apologetically. "If he were Lysandra, I'd be all over her, but as things stand..."

      "Fine," I said. "We'll see if he's got any sisters when we're in Port Elizabeth. In the meantime," I turned back to Lysander, "I hope you enjoy a good hate-fuck, because that's what's on the menu tomorrow. Just you and me and this cage."

      Lysander's eyes widened. "You?" He looked me up and down, then let his face relax back into a smirk. "As long as your species doesn't bite the head off their lover at the end of coitus, that sounds fine."

      "Fine? I'm some damned hot stuff, and anyway who rips the head off their lover?"

      "There's a certain kind of spider," Lysander said.

      "I'm a pirate, not a bug. You're safe from having your head ripped off. I'm more likely to use a gun."

      "Spiders aren't bugs," Lysander seemed compelled to point out. "A bug, or an insect, is an arthropod and has six legs. Spiders are arachnids, and have eight legs." I squinted at him. Fuck me, first the commodore with his lecture on snakes, now this shit? Was everyone around me a secret wildlife expert?

      "Listen, Judith, any spells to shut him up?" I asked.

      "I'd just gag him if it were me, captain," Judith said. Lysander shot a venomous look over at her—hah, now who's the spider?— but I was already scooping a discarded shirt from the floor. I had no idea whose it was. Maybe it was Dauntless's. Maybe it was the commodore's. It wasn't mine. I roughly gagged him, making sure he had enough room to breathe, then slammed the side of the cage shut.

      Lysander, gagged, shirtless, trapped in a gilded cage. After everything that had happened, this was rather satisfying. I smiled sweetly at him as he looked up at me with heat in his eyes. It must have been anger, it had to be anger, but it sent a frisson up my spine. It felt more like lust.

      I must have been more tired than I thought.

      "Sleep well, Grimstead," I said, grabbing the large black cloth that I used to cover the cage. "See that The Queen’s Liberty sails nicely and we'll have a hot time tomorrow night." There was a half articulated protest from him as I threw the cloth over the cage.

      "Captain, are you really going to fuck him?" Judith asked as we stepped out of the cabin. She looked at me with her eyebrows arched.

      I rubbed my face tiredly. The sun was creeping over the horizon and I had spent the whole night riding adrenaline. I was done. "Hate-fuck, Judith, there's a difference." I looked around for any sign of the commodore or Elspeth.

      "I know men aren't my field, but even so, that man is more than a little... blegh."

      "You're just saying that because he's a cowardly worm with a terrible family who has done nothing but get us into trouble."

      "I find that a pretty big turn off, don't you?"

      "Me too, but I'd rather fall on the sword myself, so to speak, than make someone else do it." Judith was opening her mouth to speak again. "Judith, I like you, but I need you to stop asking me questions. Go get some sleep. I'll come see you before we set off."

      "One last question," Judith said, holding up a finger. "What do I need to pack?"

      "For what?" I stared at her.

      "For the journey." I blinked. "I'm coming with you, obviously."

      That was news to me but it could wait until morning, I didn't have the energy for an argument.

      "I have no idea, I've never had to pack. Everything I own lives on the ship all the time." Judith opened her mouth again. I'm not sure what the expression on my face looked like but it made Judith put up her hands peaceably.

      "I'm sure I can figure it out. Sleep well, captain!"

      For a few blissful seconds, there was silence. Almost, anyway. I could hear the sea and the chorus of the dawn birds, and the distant singing and shouting of pirates. It was nice. No one was asking me difficult questions or making demands or generally asking more of me than I was capable of at the moment. I hadn't even had time to consider the multitude of heartache I had: more than anything, I wanted to talk to Val about it all. But of course, I couldn't.

      On the other hand, I had Elspeth again.

      The thought made me laugh out loud, a harsh sound that hurt my throat as it escaped.

      Right. Like I'd be confiding anything in Elspeth again. She'd burned the bridge between us so well not even ashes remained.

      It occurred to me that I should make sure that the commodore didn't have a sudden fit of lawlessness, and had actually delivered Elspeth to my brig instead of throwing her in the sea. I needed her until I was sure she had no more useful information for me. Val would say I needed her until I had resolved the complicated emotional issues we had, but Val was always talking about feelings. And anyway, she wasn't here. Because of Elspeth. There was nothing complicated about it, I told myself as I climbed down into the hold of the ship as fast as I could. Nothing at all.
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      I would have probably believed my story if I wasn't hit with a crushing wave of relief when I saw Doc and the commodore standing over Elspeth's form in the cell.

      My former first mate was laid out on the makeshift bed that lived in the cell. She was wrapped in what appeared to be clean white sheets, doused in water. Doc was mixing up a sweet smelling mixture.

      As I got closer, I saw Elspeth was awake.

      "They took Val, did you know they were going to do that?"

      "No," Elspeth rasped. She shut her eyes. "Supposed to rescue me."

      "Sucks to be let down by the people you thought you could count on, doesn't it?"

      Elspeth didn't react except to take a slow breath. "Why not kill me?"

      "Not until I know where our—MY—original crew is. Not until I know everything from you, everything that could help us get Val back. So don't even think about trying to end yourself. I'll march into hell and drag you out if I have to."

      "No," Elspeth said. At first I couldn't tell what she was disagreeing with but once she'd taken another slow breath, she continued. "Not supposed to hurt anyone but you. I'll help."

      "Oh good." I didn’t bother to hide the bitterness in my voice. "You were only supposed to hurt me. Your best friend."

      Doc gave me a dirty look—the bad kind, reserved for patients being excessively reckless or people bothering their patients. Elspeth did nothing but take in a slow breath and let it out again. I couldn't tell if it was a sigh, or if that's just how she breathed now that Grimstead the Elder had fucked her up.

      The lack of response was getting to me. I was mad. I was so mad at the sheer unfairness of everything that happened in the last week.

      "You make sure you get better fast so that you can fix all the fuckups you caused." I took a step closer. I think I hoped I was menacing but getting a better look at her injuries, I wasn't at all sure I could be any worse than what she was going through already.

      "Captain, while your grievances are entirely justified, your bedside manner isn't the most effective." Doc looked up from the syrup they were mixing with a narrow wooden spatula.

      "What about." Elspeth spoke before I could, her words rattling on her wheezy voice, "your fuckups. Captain."

      "You bitch!" I surged forward.

      Doc put their hand out to stall me, but it was Commodore St Stephen who bodily blocked my way.

      "Captain, I'm going to need you to leave me with the patient,” Doc informed me. “She'll be dosed with a painkiller that will make her all but insensible so your conversation will not be able to continue."

      I gritted my teeth and glared at Doc. The commodore was too tall for me to see over so I had to peer around his arm. Very menacing.

      "You wanted to save her, captain," Doc replied evenly, before turning their attention back to Elspeth. "Let me do my job." Expertly sliding an arm under Elspeth's head, they lifted her up just enough to tip the syrup down her throat. Elspeth made little noises of pain as she drank.

      "Let's go, captain, doctor's orders." Benedict St Stephen put a hand on my arm. "You knew I'd regret it if I killed her right now. I know you'd regret it too. Let's all get some rest."

      I wrenched my arm out from his hold, and stomped out of the brig and up onto the deck. I felt like I'd been drinking but it was only the exhaustion. The adrenaline was retreating. There was nothing left in my body but pain, anger and grief.

      "The watch has been set, captain." It was Peggy, the leader of the deck minnows, balanced expertly on two wooden legs. Since most of the minnows weren't interested in fighting, they'd been left in charge of the morning after. "Townsfolk from Shark Bait Bay are on their way back to relieve the local townsfolk and to begin cleanup. Scouts are watching from the headlands to scan for approaching vessels."

      "Good job." I loved it when my instructions were followed. I squinted at the sliver of dawn setting the sea alight, trying to think of any jobs that needed doing. There was nothing. "Seen my parrot anywhere?"

      "He's sleeping up in the Crow's Nest. Scamp's keeping an eye on him."

      "Good. He's not to be hurt, I've become quite attached to him."

      Behind me, the commodore snorted, but Peggy just nodded vigorously. "Yes captain."

      With a nod, I dragged myself to my cabin, heaving a sigh of relief as I walked in—until a hand caught the door and prevented it from closing.
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      “What do you think you’re doing here?” I demanded of the hand, or rather, the man attached to the hand.

      “I sleep here.” The commodore raised an eyebrow. “Remember?”

      I did, now that he said it. That whole bizarre bunking arrangement felt like it belonged to another age, not just the previous day.

      “That was just to protect you from the pirates,” I said, not stopping him as he came into the cabin, securing the door behind him. “You’re mates with them all now, you’ll be fine.” I made a vague shooing gesture.

      “Maybe I would. But it’s been a long night and it’s going to be a long few days, so I would rather get a good few hours sleep while I can than try to master the skill of sleeping with one eye open, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Fine. Make yourself at home.” At this point I was so tired that as long as he wasn’t murdering me, he could sleep anywhere in the room he wanted, including curled up in bed with me. But I wasn’t going to say that out loud. I stomped towards my bed and pulled off my boots with practiced ease.

      For a second I wondered, self-consciously, if my feet smelled.

      Of course they do. And I hope it’s so terrible he leaves.

      The bed was rumpled and there was a scattering of red feathers. I glowered, remembering my interrupted sexy-time with Dauntless, once again making a mental note to feed Magnus Grimstead his own balls⁠—

      “Flint, can you hear a word I’m saying?”

      I jerked out of my thoughts, swaying next to my bed with a boot in hand. Had I fallen asleep while standing?

      “What?” My question came out as a half growl. The other half was ‘petulant whine’ but I was going to cut me some slack on that.

      “I said, Doc wanted me to look at your back.”

      “My back.”

      “Your back. As in, the injuries you sustained thereupon.” I must have still looked as uncomprehending as I felt. “As in, the injury that’s spreading quite a blood stain on the back of your shirt thus making your ship’s doctor concerned you ripped open the stitches, probably by doing something against their sage advice.”

      As soon as I remembered the injury, all the pain that the adrenaline had been dampening washed over me like a tidal wave and I staggered a little. I had noticed my back was damp but I had assumed it was sweat or sea water.

      “Sit and lean forward onto the table.” St Stephen indicated a stool he’d dragged over from a corner, an ornamental thing with a fancy puff pillow on top and frou-frou lace dangling off the sides. One of Val’s many obscure pieces of splendour that somehow ended up in my cabin. I thought it looked ghastly but it still seemed a shame to get blood on it.

      “Magpie Flint.” This time I jerked awake to find the commodore right in front of me. “Sit down. I admit it has crossed my mind that this would be easier to do if you’re out like a light but it doesn’t seem ethical.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your back needs to be stitched properly,” St Stephen said, his face as serious as the noose. “Doc’s busy with Elspeth, so they asked me to do it since I’ve been trained as a field medic⁠—”

      A giggle of disbelief escaped me. “You’re wanting to patch me up?”

      “Doc was right,” he muttered. “You are a dreadful patient.”

      “You want to see me executed for piracy but you’re going to play good Samaritan along the way?”

      A line formed between his brows, a sure sign he was getting to the end of his tether. “First of all, I said a fair trial under the law, not your execution. Second of all, right now it’s in both our interests that you stay alive, and third of all, would you bloody well sit down, you obnoxious thief.”

      “Only because you asked so nicely.” I sat heavily on the stool. I lied, it wasn’t because he asked nicely. It was because my legs were giving out.

      He slammed a small corked bottle on the table. “For the pain.”

      I drank it in one gulp, gagging at the signature taste of Doc’s pain remedy. Now that my back was throbbing, and I’d irritated the man that was going to be jabbing a needle into it, I had a feeling I was going to need it.

      “Shirt,” he instructed crisply.

      “Never thought I’d live to see the day.” I peeled the blood-soaked garment off my skin and over my head, leaving only dirty bandages wrapped around my torso. “Never thought you’d be ordering me to undress.”

      “In a strictly medical capacity, Flint.” I wished I could see his face. It had been a shit night but seeing him blush would help. Instead I had to make do with sensing his hesitation as his hands hovered around the bandages.

      “What is this?” he asked disapprovingly. “Old sailcloth?”

      “Probably.” I started loosening whatever fabric had been spared for bandages. It was all but rags and rapidly fell to the floor. Fresh air hit the open gashes across my back and tightened the nipples on my now exposed breasts.

      I waited for a reaction.

      Nothing.

      I gingerly twisted round on the stool to find Commodore Benedict St Stephen standing there with his eyes squeezed shut.

      “Commodore, they’re only out in a medical capacity.”

      “If you could spare a thought for my modesty, captain, I would appreciate arranging yourself in a manner that…” He gesticulated vaguely.

      This man was really something else.

      “I want you to know that I have met nuns less prudish than you,” I told him. Once I was hunched over the table, my girls tucked away as best as they could be in my arms, I gave him the all clear. I could actually feel the tension leave him as, I presume, he opened his eyes and found himself not accosted by my bare bosom.

      “How did you meet nuns?” the commodore asked. Behind me, I heard water splashing. “Did they survive?”

      “It’s a long story.” I put my forehead down on my arms and shut my eyes. I didn’t feel like sharing my tragic past as an orphan raised by nuns while two of my enemies were in the room, though the snoring emanating from the cage indicated that Lysander was asleep. “Would you believe it if I said the nuns were worse to me than I was to them?”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      I didn’t get a chance for a witty reply, hissing in pain as he started cleaning my back. The water and his movements sent a wall of pain through me.“Fuck, what are you using back there, acid?”

      “I should have known you were one of those patients that can take a cannonball on the field but whines like a child in the medic’s hands.”

      “I know that trick,” I informed him. “I use that trick.”

      “Is it going to work, or am I going to get to tell people that the most wanted pirate in the Caribbean couldn’t handle her stitches getting done?” The commodore was doing his best to keep his voice level but there was a tone of smugness in there.

      I growled and resettled myself. “You’ve got me there, commodore.”

      He chuckled then, a sound I’d never heard from him before. Low, deeply masculine, playful, and definitely smug. It sent a jolt of warmth straight through me, striking low in my abdomen, becoming a pleasant tingle between my legs, momentarily distracting me from the pain.

      This was the first time he had any power over me, and it seemed he liked it.

      “I’ll be the perfect patient, commodore,” I told him, face still on my arms. “But if I hear you being smug about it, I’m unleashing my breasts.”

      We’d reached a strange truce, an unusual form of mutually assured destruction, but my relationship with Benedict St Stephen was nothing if not unusual.

      Doc’s painkiller kicked in as the commodore began his stitches. His hand was quick but steady and even, and he talked about his side of the battle as he worked. He was trying to distract me from the pain but I was exhausted and drugged up, so I floated in and out of sleep, tuning in only occasionally to hear about how he marshalled the medic effort and later, his ambush to retake the cannonade.

      At long last, he announced he was done, tying off the thread on the last gash, and then gently spreading a cooling ointment across my aching injuries. A sigh of relief escaped me. Sleep, sleep soon.

      “Soon,” the commodore confirmed, and I suddenly realised I had spoken aloud. “Only the bandages to go. Doc found you some real bandages, instead of the sorry excuse you had before.”

      There was a long pause.

      “Are you going to do it yourself, medic, or do you want me to do it?” My irritation suddenly spiked. “I’m tired, I want to sleep, I’m not in the mood for the games anymore. I have a hell of a mess to clean up later this morning.”

      “It would be best if I did it. Less chance of you ripping the stitches out straight away.” He let a ragged breath.

      I rolled my eyes. “Now who’s being immature.”

      “Stand up, please, and put your arms up in front of you.” The commodore’s voice was brusque and clipped, his military voice.

      I did so, my amusement at the situation dampened by the way my legs shook. My breasts were freed from the prison of my arms, metaphorically filling up the room like the proverbial pink elephant.

      Luscious, pert, pink elephants.

      “Strictly medical purposes,” the commodore repeated, as he positioned the bandage and began to wind it around me.

      Luscious, pert, strictly-for-medical-purposes pink elephants.

      He was standing close behind me, he had to. I could hear him swallow. He wound the bandage around the top of my breasts, without pausing, seeming to focus on ruthless efficiency. Then his hand accidentally brushed against my nipple, immediately bringing it to a point. He froze. His hand hovered there, close enough for the heat from his skin to send shivers across my skin, raising goosebumps across the tender flesh of my breast.

      I tell you what, I wasn’t thinking about my back anymore.

      “Just carry on.” I felt impatient, but my voice came out breathy. “The worst has happened, you touched a pirate tit. Get on with it.”

      “I apologize sincerely.” He continued but with his hand now shaking, he bumped and brushed a nipple or the skin at every pass. His breath grew more ragged. I couldn’t tell if it was from fear or lust.

      “You can pull the bandage a bit tighter than that. They do squish, you know,” I told him as he had to recover a slipped loop of bandage. “You’ve never had to medic a woman before, have you?”





