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        Thornley “Thor” MacLeod, captain of The Sea Devil and prominent member of the Devils of the Deep is out for one thing and one thing only—revenge against Santiago Fernandez, leader of Los Demonios de Mar. Tormented by the demons of his past, he knows the only relief to his pain will be spilling the blood of his enemy. When he learns that Santiago seeks to find a child he abandoned nearly two decades before, Thor is determined to find the precious treasure first. Which means, Thor may have to sacrifice his honor in order to exact the perfect vengeance.

      

        

      
        Orphaned at a young age, Alesia Baird has grown up along the harsh coasts of Scotland, bearing witness to many a nightmare. With the hangman’s noose dangling ever closer to her neck, she has to find a way to escape the only life she’s ever known. When she overhears a pirate mention he seeks the child of Santiago Fernandez, Alesia takes the leap, knowing this could be her only way out.

      

        

      
        Alesia must keep up the ruse long enough to escape with her life, and perhaps a sack full of jewels. But when it comes time to jump ship, she finds her destiny may have led her in a different path. Will the hardened Highlander allow a lass into his heart—or is she destined to be alone forever?
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      In the year of our Lord 854, a wee lad by the name of Arthur MacAlpin set out on an adventure that would turn the tides of his fortune, for what could be more exciting than being feared and showered with gold?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They were lords of the sea, a daring brotherhood where honor among thieves reigned supreme and crushing their enemies was a thrilling pastime.

      These are the pirates of Britannia, and here are their stories…
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        Edinburgh, Scotland

        1445

      

      

      Though he wasn’t drunk, he was perfectly willing to let every other buffoon in the tavern believe it were so.

      Thor, Captain of The Sea Devil, and longtime second-in-command to the Prince of the Devils of the Deep brethren, often played this game.

      The thing was, when a dunce believed Thor to be deep in his cups, he often joined him, and when a man was liquored up, his tongue became loose as a tavern wench in need of coin. And that was how Thor often found out about treasure that needed saving, or heads that needed bashing. Verily, the usual squealers were the swain with enough ale or whisky in their bellies to widen their jaws and wag their tongues.

      As it happened, right now, a very intriguing conversation was taking place a few tables away. Talk of pirates and gold—two things that were liable to interest anyone in the tavern, not just Thor.

      Letting out a belch loud enough to shake the rafters, Thor tapped his mug on the table rather obnoxiously and shouted, “Another! And shome for my”—he waved his hands in the air and pretended to tip back on his chair, balancing mid-air before righting himself with a snort of fake laughter—“all my friendsh.”

      The men in the tavern let out a loud round of whoops and hollers, clicking their mugs as the wenches scurried to fill them with ale up to the rims and collect the coin from Thor before he changed his mind. On the far side of the tavern, men broke out in song, boot heels tapping against the sagging wood of the floor. The torches danced precariously in place where they hung on the walls. One of the drunkards picked up a set of bagpipes and began to play a rather dismal and shameful rendition of a Highland ballad.

      Well, that wouldn’t do. Thor charged across the tavern, making certain to bounce against a few backs, spilling his ale and appearing unstable as he made his way there.

      “That ish not how ’tish done,” he slurred. “Let me show ye.”

      “Ye?” the buffoon laughed. “Another round says ye fall on your arse when ye blow.”

      Thor grinned. “And if I do, I’ll shtill keep on playing.” Lord, help him, but he hoped the men discussing gold and pirates fell for his act.

      Thor grabbed the pipes, settled them against his shoulder, left hand holding the chanter, right hand on the bag. He blew into them, and the squealing sound that issued was enough to have the men falling over laughing. But once he had a handle on the pipes, he played a haunting melody he’d penned on the high seas. The men of the tavern couldn’t hear the words he’d created to go with the song. No one would ever hear them twice, for he changed them in his mind each time.

      When he finished the song, he dutifully fell to his arse with a laugh, tossing the pipes back to their owner.

      “Impressive, ye drunk bastard,” said the man as he caught the pipes.

      “No matter how drunk, a man always knows how to play his pipes,” Thor said, bringing out a round of laughter from the men. “Drinks on my friend here!”

      As the wenches moved to refill the cups, Thor climbed to his feet, glancing out the side of his eye toward the men he’d been spying on earlier. They were still there, still talking in hushed tones. They’d stopped while he played, mesmerized as everyone else was by Thor’s sea song.

      He wagered the time to be nearing midnight, and most of the rapscallions in the place had been splashing ale and whisky down their throats for the better part of several hours.

      Thor staggered around the tavern, pretending to drink his empty cup of ale and slapping random men on their backs. To keep his ruse going, he shared a juicy tidbit about a wench he’d bedded the day before—a total lie—but it drew him closer to the table huddled in the corner, which was what he wanted. Thor didn’t bed women simply to brag about it, but for some reason, bawdy jests and innuendo always seemed to open men up, and so he’d use that to his full advantage.

      “Aye, he’ll be paying a hefty sum in gold,” said the man farthest at the table from Thor.

      Thor listened to their conversation as he continued being rowdy with the men at the table beside them.

      “How much?” one whispered.

      “I heard tell it was an entire chest of gold. A king’s ransom.”

      “For a wee bairn?”

      A wee bairn… What in the bloody hell kind of treasure was that? What pirate wanted to deal with a child? Thor could barely stand the adolescent lad he’d helped his pirate prince Shaw “Savage” MacLeod rescue just a few months ago. The lad followed Thor around like a puppy. Well, until Thor snarled.

      “Well, ’tis not a bairn no more,” they continued, and Thor let out a loud belch to his newfound friends, which inspired a round of who could belch the loudest.

      “How old?” The men looked about, none of them seeing Thor’s side-eyed glance.

      “He said twenty or so.”

      What in Hades were they talking about? Thor resisted the urge to knock their heads together and insist they spit the information out faster.

      “Lad or lass?”

      “He’s not sure.”

      “Ye mean to tell me, Santiago Fernandez put out the word that he’d pay a king’s ransom for a bastard he got on a Scots lass two decades ago, but he’s not certain if it be a lad or lass?”

      Whoa now… Thor almost choked on his empty mug. Santiago… Had he heard that correctly?

      “Aye. A Scots whore. Santiago’s got a bastard running around if ’tis still alive.”

      An icy chill rushed through his veins at the mention of Santiago Fernandez.

      Thor growled, letting out a low curse, which startled his new friends.

      “I need more ale!” he shouted, pretending that was the reason for his outburst.

      A wench was by his side in less than a second, filling his mug as she rubbed her ample bosom against the front of his shirt. He winked at her, made to reach for one of her breasts, but she playfully batted his hand away. The men at his table laughed, but Thor felt no humor. Rather, he was seething inside at what he was hearing.

      Captain Santiago Fernandez was his mortal enemy. Hate didn’t even begin to explain how Thor felt about him. He loathed the man. And for good reason. The first time Thor ever laid eyes on him was when the Spanish pirate stood over the body of Thor’s mother, laughing. The bastard had killed her. Murdered her in cold blood and left her bloodied and battered body on display for everyone to see, including Thor when he was just a lad. Santiago was the reason Thor had become a pirate two decades before. Five years ago, he’d thought the day of reckoning was at hand, but the bastard leader of Los Demonios de Mar had outmaneuvered him, then captured and tortured him. But that didn’t mean Thor was going to give up. Their parting words all those years ago had been Thor’s vow to see Santiago dead.

      “Where’d ye hear it?” one of the scheming swain asked.

      “From one of his crew. They were bragging about how they’d be the first to find Santiago’s offspring.” He leaned closer. “So I shanked him.”

      A plan started to formulate in Thor’s mind. A crazy idea.

      If these men were willing to kill for the information, the promise of a king’s ransom had to be accurate. Why else would they gut each other for it? Aye, they were all a bunch of scoundrels, but they didn’t kill just to kill, not without cause.

      How many years had Thor waited to exact his revenge on the bastard? Was it just coincidence that the perfect opportunity had just presented itself? Or was it fate?

      Thor didn’t believe in fate. Nor did he believe in coincidences. But he did believe in luck, and today was turning out to be his lucky day.

      A slow grin covered his face, and he pretended to throw back another swig from his empty cup—the contents of which he’d surreptitiously poured into each man’s cup as he clinked mugs with them. He tossed the barkeep a sack full of coins, which he always did to maintain the secrecy of his identity, then waited outside the tavern until the three men who’d been whispering about Santiago’s bairn stepped through the door.

      Thor wasn’t a small man. Even as child of ten, he’d been taller than most men in his mother’s clan. She was a MacLeod, and after his bastard Viking father left his mother to the care of her family, Thor had repudiated any connection to the whoreson—but he couldn’t deny it when he glanced at his reflection. For a long time, he’d shaved the wheat-colored hair from his head, only recently growing it out because he realized how much more savage it made him appear. Being a pirate was all about appearances. The only physical trait he’d inherited from his mother was her blue eyes. Thank God for that, because it meant when he did peer at his likeness, he could still make eye contact with himself, for he saw her instead of his traitorous father.

      He was well over six and a half feet tall, and weighed as much as an ox. Even still, he was quiet, and the three men didn’t hear him approach. He bashed one on the head, knocking him out cold, then he grabbed the other two by the scruffs of their necks and jerked them into the alleyway behind the tavern.

      One of the men pissed himself before passing out. The other stared at Thor as though he were God or the devil, it made no difference.

      “Tell me where I can find the bairn?” Thor demanded.

      The scab’s eyes widened, knowing instantly to whom Thor referred.

      “I…I dinna know.”

      “Then how were ye planning to find him?”

      “Might be a her.”

      Thor tightened his grip on the back of the imbecile’s neck and leaned in closer. He spoke slowly, pronouncing each word in a clipped tone. “What was your plan?”

      “We were going to put the word out. Offer a small reward for information.”

      “And then take the larger reward.”

      “Aye.”

      Thor nodded. “Sounds like a solid plan. And what makes ye think that the child survived?”

      “No telling.” The man was shaking so hard he vibrated Thor’s arm.

      “Here’s your new plan—go home and pretend ye never heard of the bairn, or risk me finding ye and tearing your arms off and shoving them up your arse.”

      “Aye, sir.” He nodded emphatically. “Aye, never heard of whatever it is ye speak of.”

      Pressing his lips together in thought, Thor head-butted the scab and dropped him to the ground beside his friends.

      Sounded like as good a plan as any.

      Thor grunted and nodded to himself again. This was truly happening. Revenge for his mother, for himself, for every man, woman and child Santiago had ever harmed, was within reach. Retribution would be his. And he refused to think of the bairn as being one of those victims, though guilt did prick his gut for it was likely true.

      He stepped over the sleeping shites and made his way down to the wharf. The sun would soon be rising, and he needed to make certain his crew was on board with this newest mission, and that the reward of a chest full of gold and the satisfaction of revenge was well received.

      A slow grin filled his face. Aye, soon he’d have Santiago’s child tossed in the dark cell of The Sea Devil. He’d arrange to meet with the Spanish captain and toss the body at the man’s feet—for he absolutely could not let a child of Santiago live, not when the man wanted it badly enough to offer such a massive reward. Then, when knowing dawned on the bastard’s face, Thor would sink his blade deep into Santiago’s heart. Revenge complete. An eye for an eye. A loved one for a loved one.

      Thor ignored the bitter taste his own thoughts left on his tongue. He was a pirate. This was what pirates did. They ravaged, maimed, stole, took lives. Part of the brethren code he’d vowed to keep was not taking a life unnecessarily. But there had to be someway to get around that.

      As he marched toward his ship, anyone scurrying around the docks at this bleak hour leapt out of his way, not wanting to cause trouble with a man the size of a mountain. The rest of them stayed where they were, hidden in the shadows, waiting for someone more vulnerable to pass by. Bodies heaved. Moaned. They were all up to no good.

      Thievery.

      Assault.

      Smuggling.

      Debauchery.

      Thor had seen it all. And honoring the code of the brethren, if he came across an innocent being abused, he always stepped in. While he thought on it, he watched a lass leap across several barrels as two wharf guards chased her, their swords clinking as they shouted at her about the promise of the hangman’s noose. She was dressed in breeches, but there was no hiding the feminine curves she was blessed with. The moon lit off her creamy skin and the flash of her wicked smile. Added to that, her hair fell loose of its plait in wild black curls that surrounded her face like a shroud of devilry. Och, Thor liked her. A lot. Had he not been on a mission, and she not running—quite well, might he add—from the authorities, he might have asked her to join him aboard his ship for a dram.

      Thor grinned, watching her impressive dodging. She thrust one long leg out to catch the top of a barrel with a dainty foot, making running from wharf guards look like an elegant dance. The lass was clearly used to being chased by the authorities—and with getting away. She taunted them with lewd remarks he’d never heard come from a lass’s lips and made a rude hand gesture at them as she darted into a darkened alley.

      That was a lass who could take care of herself. His kind of woman.

      Chuckling, he sauntered off, thinking it might be fun to go after her and offer her that dram after all, but she’d likely take his offer of respect as him wanting something else, and he might end up with a knife in his gut. Or worse—his ballocks.

      Better to mind his own business. And keep his precious parts.

      The Sea Devil loomed before him, the Devils of the Deep flag safely hidden and the merchant’s flag swaying in the evening breeze in its place. Every time he saw her, his heart swelled as it had the first moment he’d found out the ship was his. It was after he’d escaped from Santiago. Shaw had seen fit to give him the twenty-two-gun galley in an effort to turn his mind from revenge and back on the brethren. The responsibility of being the captain had been exactly what Thor needed to get his head back in the game. His men respected him. He respected himself. He had more to focus on than just the revenge he’d lived and breathed for the better part of two decades. But that didn’t mean he’d forgotten. Nay, he’d been a wild animal in hiding. Hibernating that need for vengeance until the right time presented itself. As it just had.

      Thor leapt the few feet to the rope ladder and climbed. They never left a plank out for any scoundrel to climb aboard. That was asking for trouble. Trouble they did not need. Or want. The ship deck was littered with swabs, half of them drinking and cavorting, and the other half dead asleep.

      Thor picked up his bagpipes, licked his lips, blew into the pipe, setting the tone for the music and then gave it his all, playing the same ballad he had in the tavern and longing for the seas to embrace them once more. Those who’d been asleep awoke, and those who’d been carousing quieted. They listened to their captain play, and when Thor was done, they waited for what he had to say.

      “A treasure awaits us.” Thor met each of their gazes, nodding. “A bounty at this port that will lead us to a chest of gold doubloons.”

      “Spanish gold,” someone muttered with obvious pleasure.

      “What kind of bounty?” another asked.

      Thor grinned, settling his pipes back in their case. “’Tis the bastard bairn of none other than Captain Santiago Fernandez.”

      There were a few sharply indrawn breaths, and the men grew silent, waiting for their captain to expand on his words. He searched the sea of faces for Edgard, his first mate and second-in-command. Edgard’s face was guarded, but he did nod his support. The man had been with him for as long as The Sea Devil had been his, and Thor trusted him implicitly.

      “I dinna know if ’tis a lass or lad, but I do know he or she would be twenty by now. We’ll put out the word for a small reward, and once we’ve the bastard in hand, we’ll set sail for Scarba, and then arrange to meet Santiago to claim the gold.”

      “Ye’re not going to give him the child.” Edgard made the statement rather than asking, having picked up on Thor’s choice of words.

      “Nay. I’m going to kill the wee bastard. Kill Santiago. And take all the gold on his ship.”

      The men cheered, all except Edgard, who he suspected would remind him of the brethren code when his men wouldn’t dare. Thor took the large mug of ale they passed him, swigged it hard and then tossed it in the air.

      He set his mouth to the pipes again and played a victorious tune, his hard gaze on Edgard’s all the while. Screw the code. Vengeance would be his. The taste of sweet retribution was already thick and delicious on his tongue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Alesia Baird leapt with glee from one barrel to the next, the rough soles of her boots planting firmly to the slimy wooden surfaces before she made her next launch. Left. Right. Left. Right.

      A merry smile covered her lips as she bounded away from the blackguards who chased her. Aye, they were authority figures, wharf guards employed by the King of Scotland, but that mattered not to her. Authority figures were as bad as the devil himself as far as she was concerned. The bastards were after a few things she wasn’t willing to give—bribes, punishment or death.

      Today, it would seem death was on the line as they shouted to her about the gibbet she’d soon be hanging from. Her unmanageable hair had come loose from its tight plait, falling in a cascade down her back. As she ran, pieces flew in her face, stinging her cheeks and poking her eyes. And then her cap took flight.

      Drat! That was her good hat, too, and she didn’t have time to chase after it as much as she wanted to. Not unless she wanted to feel their rough hands wrap around her arms and yank her to the dark cell they called a prison.

      Thank goodness, she’d not sewn any coins into it since she tended to lose the darned things.

      If only she’d had the sense to steal the gown from her latest victim in addition to the brooch, then she might not be in this current predicament. As much as she hated gowns, given it was a life or death situation, she’d have tugged on the silly garment in an instant. Then she’d be sashaying across the dock dressed up like a lady, pretending she had a right to be there. Well, as much as any lady would be at the docks in the dead of night—perhaps more a lady of the evening. Alas, the brooch had been bright and shiny, and the lady’s scream piercing enough that Alesia had taken flight rather than take the time to rob the snotty bird of her garments.

      “Bugger off, ye blimey bastards!” she shouted behind her, adopting the language of the men of the wharf she’d heard often exclaimed for as long as she could remember.

      Alesia Baird was what most common folk would call a wharf rat. Highly offensive if anyone were to ask her, but they didn’t. They didn’t care if they hurt her. In fact, they seemed to gain a certain amount of pleasure from beating the downtrodden. Well, they, whoever they were, could all rot.

      Born to a beautiful lady of the night, Alesia could barely remember her mother now, having lost her when she was a wee one of just five summers. But what she did remember was the softness of her mother’s arms. The sweet sound of her voice singing Alesia to sleep at night when she’d had a mind not to be too deep in her cups, or too angry about life in general. The smell of bergamot and sage that her mother wore to cover up for the lack of bath, and the abundance of male customers.

      Aye, her mother was a lady of the night, and when she passed on, many of her customers thought it would be a good idea to bring Alesia into the fold. But even at the tender age of five, she’d known better than to allow for their tender ministrations. Instead, for the last fifteen years, she’d been driving the authorities mad with her antics, and surviving all the same.

      Stubborn, strong and with a mean right hook, Alesia was a survivor. Something she told herself every night. No matter how they sought to tear her down, she wasn’t about to let them get inside her head or her body, not if she could help it. They might promise her the gibbet, but that was being kind, and she was certain from past experience that they wouldn’t be kind too quickly.

      A few times, she’d been caught, beaten and abused, but those instances had only proved to make her fiercer, more full of hate for the bastards who’d done it, and more interested in finding a way out of this wretched existence. Away from Edinburgh, the Leith wharf. When she was younger, she’d dreamed of dolphins swimming up to the quay, and she’d leap onto their backs and ride away into the sunset. Naïve nonsense. If anyone was going to save her, it was going to be herself.

      “This is the last time ye’ll be stealing, ye wench!”

      She thumbed her nail off her teeth at the fool, a most offensive gesture, and then leapt from the barrels to dart down an alleyway. Except the wharf guards were not the only two pursuing her. Two drunkards from the tavern had taken note of her running and decided to block the way, in hopes the guards would tip them.

      “Back off,” she warned, coming to a halt but not ceasing her movements completely as she bent her knees and shifted her weight from side to side, prepared to dive into a fray should she need to. From her periphery, she looked to see if there were any other men hiding in the shadows waiting for their moment to strike.

      They chuckled, leering grins on their drunk-slackened faces and in their drooping eyes. “What’s in it for us?”

      “Walking away without a black eye. And your ballocks intact.”

      That only made them laugh harder, which sent a rush of hot anger pummeling through her chest. They clearly did not know her identity, or her reputation.

      Behind her, she heard the rushing footsteps of the authorities come to a halting stop.

      “Nowhere to run now, Miss Baird,” one said.

      “Sod off, Angus.” Despite the calm indifference in her tone, her pulse soared. Two in front and two in back. Not good odds by any standard of measure. She’d fought multiples before, been paid to do it for entertainment. A good fight paid for nearly a month’s worth of room and board in a tavern’s taproom, sometimes more, but four men against her, two of whom were spitting mad and wanted her to dance the hempen jib… Not good odds at all.

      They really did have her cornered.

      “Your thieving has caught the eye of more than just us,” the guard said. “Too many of the rich have warned the magistrate that if ye’re not caught, they’ll be sending in their own to take care of the problem. And, well, we canna have them going to such extremes. ’Tis not good for our business, lass.”

      “Ye’re getting the noose,” the second guard loudly proclaimed. “Time’s come.”

      Alesia’s throat tightened, a large lump forming there. This was a day she’d long since seen coming. After all, she’d gotten away with her thieving for far too long. Fighting was one thing, thieving was another.

      The noose would soon be tightening around her throat. And no one would care. The bastard daughter of a whore. She didn’t even know who her father was, but her mother had often told her he was a warrior. A man who’d passed through the city in need of comfort and care after battle and had chosen her mother. They’d lain together, and the gift of Alesia had been left in her mother’s womb. When no other man had been able to get a bairn on her, this man had. And so her mother had thanked the stars for Alesia every single day—or at least she had once upon a time. In the last years of her life, her mother had found it hard to be grateful for a hungry child, a rotten one at that.

      And now here that miracle-burden child was, cornered by a bunch of lying, thieving men with too much power to wield, and her life on the line.

      She eyed her surroundings. The alley was narrow, the incline steep where the drunkards waited. Clothes out on lines above her head. Windows and doors shut tightly against her and anyone else. The ground was slick with filth, and there really wasn’t anywhere to run but toward her assailants at the back or those at her front.

      The drunkards would probably be a safer bet. Their reflexes were dulled by drink.

      Faking a lunge toward the guards, she whirled on her feet, anticipating the lack of traction on the slippery stone walk. Using the momentum, she propelled herself toward the two drunkards, wrenching a dagger from her boot and jabbing at their bellies as they approached. One leapt to the left, away from her blade, which caught just a fraction of his shirt, nicking a rib. His own leap to avoid her caused him to skid out of control and topple to the ground, banging his head hard. The second drunkard watched his friend go down and must have thought better of confronting Alesia, as evidenced by his expression, but she wasn’t going to give him that choice. Not when he’d been so unkind a moment before.

      She jabbed her dagger toward him, and he took a fatal step and slid down the center of the slimy alleyway hill toward the two rushing guards. He fell into them, sending all three of them flying onto their arses. While she would normally like to stay and taunt them with her laughter, self-preservation bade her to run.

      Alesia darted through the alleyways, her thighs burning at the uphill climb. She kept an eye out behind her to make sure she wasn’t being followed. She could hear the two guards running around, asking if anyone had seen her, but no one would rat her out. Aye, they might all be a bunch of blackguards, and she a wharf rat, but they loved her all the same. Alesia never robbed from her fellow wharf dwellers, only from the rich nobles, and because of that, she was well respected among the commoners of Edinburgh.

      The chase continued on for another two hours before the two guards gave up and went to bed. And thank goodness they did, because by then, Alesia’s feet were killing her, her legs were so sore she might collapse, and her eyes were having trouble staying open.

      She ended up curling up inside an empty crate she found at the end of a pier, and pulling the lid over her for protection should they come calling again while she slept. With her dagger clutched in her hands, she listened, prepared to launch an attack on anyone who dared open up the lid to her hiding place. When all seemed remotely quiet, she allowed her eyes to close and to drift into sleep.

      An uncertain amount of time later, Alesia bolted awake at the sound of voices and a dim light coming through the cracks of the crate.

      “Put the word out.” The owner of the demand had a deep, resonating voice that sent a chill racing up her spine. “I want to have information on Santiago’s bastard by nightfall so we can be on our way.”

      Bairn? At first she was certain they spoke of her, that it was a guard looking for her, although she didn’t recognize the voice. But talk of a bairn meant they were looking for someone else.

      “And the reward, Cap’n?”

      She peeked through the cracks, trying to remain quiet and to catch a glimpse of those who spoke. But all she caught sight of were two pairs of leather boots—one average looking, and one pair that looked like they belonged to a giant with thick, muscled calves with knees at least six to eight inches above his companion. She could see the hems of their plaids, but the small crack in the crate didn’t allow her to see any further.

      “Enough silver to make their eyes cross.” This was said by that deep, resonating voice again, which she decided belonged to the giant.

      “Aye, Cap’n.”

      The giant sauntered away, back up toward the pier where several ships were docked, while the smaller man darted toward town.

      When she could no longer make out their footsteps, nor anyone else’s, Alesia crept from the crate, searched for anything to cover her hair, and settled on a ripped burlap sack as a shawl and hood. She followed the one headed toward town, observing as he stopped a man on the street.

      “Name Santiago mean anything to ye?”

      The man shook his head. “Should it?”

      “Aye, he’s a feared Spanish pirate.”

      The fellow’s eyes widened with mockery. “Och, why didna ye say? We’ve a lot of those around here,” the man said sarcastically.

      Alesia stifled a gasp and then a laugh as the average-sized man from the dock socked the lad right in the face and grumbled, “Smartarse.”

      He changed up his speech a little bit with the next person he approached. “I’m looking for a bastard.”

      The newcomer chuckled. “Edinburgh’s full of bastards. Good luck.”

      This truly was most intriguing. And entertaining. Alesia ducked behind a moving cart when a guard passed by. The merchant winked at her and then nodded when the guard was out of sight. She hurried to catch up with the mysterious man.

      “I’m looking for the bastard of Santiago,” he was saying to one of the tavern wenches.

      “Canna say I’ve heard of him.”

      “Could be a lass.”

      “A lass, ye say? Plenty of those, too.”

      A bastard lass… Alesia’s mind started to whirl with this new information. An idea was brewing, but not yet fully formed. She couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was, but she knew it would come to her.

      “Ask your friends,” continued the man from the wharf. “Cap’n Thor is looking. Silver for the one who finds him or her.”

      “Cap’n Thor, ye say?”

      “Aye.”

      “I’ll be certain to keep any eye out. What was the name of the sire?”

      “Santiago Fernandez. Got a bastard in a woman about twenty years ago. Left her with nothing.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first blackguard to do such a thing.”

      Certainly wouldn’t, thought Alesia bitterly. Wasn’t that her own past?

      “Aye.”

      “Gonna be hard to find the right one. Ye’ll be finding a lot of them sayin’ they are him.”

      “Or her.”

      “Aye.”

      Captain Thor, a name that sent shivers up and down most anyone’s spine—fear for men and desire for women—was looking for a bastard born twenty years before, lass or lad. Had the giant been he? A shiver made her clutch the burlap sack tighter.
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