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Chapter One

	Catherine Amberly felt her horse shy nervously at a rustling in the dry leaves underneath the great oaks. “Easy, Jackson,” she whispered. She was riding the great hulking beast for the first time, her own horse having been sold, but she was surprised at his jittery behavior. She was an expert rider who normally handled even strange horses with ease.

	Against her will, Catherine felt a measure of the animal’s disquiet transfer to her as she heard the noise again. And she was not relieved to recognize the sounds that heralded another rider. It could be the groom or another servant sent to fetch her, Catherine thought, only to dismiss those possibilities. For where among the acres of Wellshire Manor would they know to find her? Unless she had been followed.

	The answer was swift in coming as the sounds grew louder, and she sucked in a breath when she saw a black gelding appear along the path. “Oh, Edward, you startled me!” Catherine said. Although she tried to keep her voice light, it sounded strained even to her own ears, and her heart pounded with fear.

	“Sorry, dear cousin,” Edward said with his most insincere smile as he edged closer.

	Forced to tighten her grip on the reins as Jackson backed away, skittish at the presence of another horse, Catherine felt a stab of irritation at her mount for demanding her attention when she needed all her concentration to deal with her cousin. Taking an unsteady breath, she looked across the few feet that separated the two horses and studied the man she suspected of murdering her stepfather.

	He was as dark as Catherine was fair. Her golden hair fell about her shoulders in a shiny mane, and her pink cheeks glowed unfashionably. The green color of her eyes, similar to those of more than one feline, had earned her the nickname Cat. Although they had sparkled with mischief for most of her sixteen years, now they were devoid of luster as she regarded her cousin.

	Edward’s heavy-lidded black eyes, close-cropped black hair, and full lips give a sensual cast to his face that was not lost on the female population, but Cat had never found him appealing. She thought his skin too pale and his dark eyes too menacing. And she suspected the smooth polish of his manners disguised a core so rotten that he had killed his own uncle without remorse.

	Still, she was not ready to accuse her cousin, especially when they were alone in a deserted stretch of forested land, so she struggled for an innocuous subject of conversation. Before she could speak, however, Edward’s voice, thick with loathing, broke the stillness.

	“I congratulate you, cousin. You are a better rider than I expected. I see that you handle the stallion well, but then you are full of surprises, aren’t you?’

	Her gaze never leaving Edward’s face, Cat tried to ease her horse away as he continued talking, his mouth twisted into a leering smile. “This sudden interest in your stepfather’s death, for example. I never expected a little thing like you to cause me such trouble. I had hoped to profit from our relationship, but I can take no chances now. I want this to be neat and tidy.”

	“What are you talking about?” Cat asked with only partly feigned surprise as she struggled to hold her horse.

	“A poacher’s stray bullet killing both Lord Wellshire and his stepdaughter would be stretching credulity, wouldn’t you say? That’s why I’m so glad I got you that horse. A riding accident will be just the thing. And she broke her pretty little neck...” Edward laughed aloud as Cat urged Jackson toward the edge of the woods.

	“It will do you no good,” Edward said as he watched her maneuvers. “Even you, dear cousin, won’t be able to handle that nervous brute much longer. You see, he doesn’t like enclosed spaces like these woods, and he especially dislikes loud noises.” Edward’s grin widened as he reached into his cloak.

	Cat barely glimpsed the pistol before she kicked in her heels, sending the horse toward a break in the trees, desperately hoping to reach the open fields before Edward could fire. She’d made it to the border of the forest when the shot rang out, ricocheting off wood close behind her. Jackson reared, his forelegs pawing the air. Ducking to avoid tree limbs, Cat struggled with the reins as the stallion tossed and pranced, then suddenly broke free of the woods, flying onto the pasturelands, Edward on their heels.

	Counting on her cousin’s poor horsemanship to hold him back, Cat struck for the road and the village, where she hoped she would not be murdered in broad daylight. She was thankful for her years of riding and her strong mount as Edward fell behind. Although the village lay some distance ahead, the road came into view, revealing a lone rider whom Cat prayed would deter Edward from his pursuit. She held on for dear life as Jackson, still frothing with fright, raced down the hill. Fighting to keep the horse along the beaten track, she shouted for help.

	Either her words reached the horseman or he simply deduced from her flying hair and billowing skirts as she clung to the horse’s neck that her mount was a runaway, for she soon heard the other horse charging along beside her and she felt Jackson finally slow, his sides heaving.

	As the horse was brought to a halt, Cat’s heart, nearly bursting, stopped its painful racing. She opened her mouth to speak, but the world suddenly seemed clouded in gray. With embarrassing certainty, Cat, who viewed swooning females as idiots, knew that she was about to join their ranks. Without even catching a good look at the stranger who had come to her aid, she fainted dead away into his arms.

	 

	When she stirred once more, Cat’s lashes fluttered across her line of vision, and it was a moment before the world came into focus. As her senses returned, she looked back at the slope she had raced down and saw, at the top, the silhouette of her cousin Edward astride his horse. Watching from beneath lowered lids, she let out a deep breath and shuddered with relief when she saw him disappear.

	“Are you hurt?” Velvety rich masculine tones warmed her ear, and Cat opened her eyes wide, only to catch her breath again. Poised barely inches above her was the most handsome face she had ever seen. Dark brown eyes, the color of the deepest forest, returned her gaze, and as she stared, one brow rose in question. His cheeks were finely molded and clean shaven, yet his lower lip lent a warmth and sensuality to otherwise classic features. Cat’s attention tarried there for she had never been this close to a man’s mouth, and it drew her irresistibly toward him.

	“Are you hurt?” he asked again. Cat caught an undertone of amusement in his voice, and her gaze flew to his in embarrassment.

	“No. I’m fine. Thank you, sir.” She was loath to relinquish her position in arms that felt so strong and safe around her, but she forced herself to sit up, aware that she had lingered too long in the stranger’s embrace.

	“I’ll be fine now,” she said. “I appreciate your help, sir.”

	“What is your name, little one?” he asked, a slow grin warming his features.

	“Catherine Amberly.”

	“Well, Miss Amberly, I refuse to let you get back on that monstrous beast, which you should not have been riding in the first place. Why don’t I see you home?”

	“Oh, no! If you would just take me into the village, Mister…?”

	“Duprey. Ransom Duprey,” he supplied. “I think that will suit us both. Let us get you seated in front of me, and we’ll lead your horse along.”

	Though Jackson seemed calm now, Cat nodded in agreement and settled herself in front of her rescuer. She felt comfortable there, as though she fit perfectly against the hard chest, the top of her head nodding against his wide shoulder. A sheltered and solitary life had little prepared her for con-versation with men, especially in such an intimate situation, so for a few minutes they rode in silence. Then Cat, eager for the sound of his voice, asked him where he was bound.

	“I’ve a ship at Barton Quay.”

	“Do you? What is her name? What is she?” Cat asked, delighted.

	“The Reckless is a privateer,” he said, amused at her enthusiasm. “With a commission to take French and Spanish ships.”

	Cat thrilled at his words. A life at sea had always held an allure for her, and it seemed unfair that only men were allowed to partake of such adventures. “And what do you do on the ship?” she asked. While genuinely interested in his answer, Cat also enjoyed listening to him speak. Deep and rich, his voice seemed to envelop her, and combined with the warmth of his body against hers, it worked a spell upon her, filling her with an odd tingling sensation.

	“I’m the captain, so I do a little of everything, though I’m sure you would hear arguments from some quarters on that score,” he said. “I sail tomorrow for the West Indies.”

	Cat gasped as the exotic destination was not only famous, but she had connections there. Her mother’s sister Amelia lived on a plantation in Barbados. When Aunt Amelia’s husband had succumbed to fever, she had stayed on there, a decision Cat’s stepfather had denounced as “quite mad” and in keeping with her “foolish nature.”

	Although Cat could barely recall her aunt, she sporadically received letters from the lady, urging her to visit. Her stepfather never had allowed it, but now that he was gone... Cat felt a sudden jolt of awareness. She peppered her companion with questions, her heart pounding at the beginnings of a bold scheme.

	When they entered the village of Coxley, Cat felt a sense of disappointment, for she could hardly linger with a stranger. Yet she didn’t want to leave his side, as though her body possessed a will of its own and would remain snug against him. She forced herself to lean away, ignoring the warm chest that seemed to beckon her back.

	Although everyone in the village would soon know Lord Wellshire’s daughter was riding with a strange man, Cat did not care. Even when they stopped at the inn and she slipped to the ground, she was loath to part with him. She thanked him profusely for his help, but he shook his head.

	“You are more than welcome, little one,” he said. “It has been an unusual ride. I don’t often discuss sailing with lovely young ladies.”

	At his words, Cat blushed a rosy red and looked away. And when the inn’s hostler appeared at her elbow, she knew she could tarry no longer. Handing over Jackson’s reins, she turned to go, rushing inside without a backward glance at her hero.

	 

	Ransom watched the girl move up the steps, light as a feather, her golden hair windswept and tumbling down her back, and he felt an odd pang. At first, he had been annoyed when called upon to rescue a swooning female, yet he had found himself enjoying her company. She was like a breath of fresh air, bubbling with excitement as she pestered him with questions that shouldn’t interest anyone of her sex. And he couldn’t help admire her striking features, as well as the rest of her, young and unspoiled... Too young and too unspoiled, he told himself, for he’d never been attracted to chits barely out of the schoolroom.

	How his shipmates would laugh to learn that their world-weary captain had been drawn to a wide-eyed innocent. Grimacing at the thought, Ransom firmly dismissed the child from his thoughts. By the time he left the village behind, headed on to Barton, the incident with Miss Amberly was buried deep within his memory, where it would lie forgotten for many a day.

	 

	“Well, if it isn’t little Miss Amberly! We haven’t seen you in some time. We’ve missed your smile.”

	Through the dim light inside the inn, Cat glanced fondly at the elderly owner of the village’s one hostelry. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Tyber,” she said. Although she genuinely liked the old innkeeper, he was not known for his brevity, and Cat dreaded a lengthy chat. The very real fear that Edward would reappear danced in the pit of her stomach.

	Cat knew that in his new position as baron of Wellshire and her guardian, her cousin could forcibly drag her from the premises, and no one would raise a hand to stop him. Even if she could convince someone that Edward had done murder to obtain her stepfather’s wealth and title and had attempted to kill her as well, she knew no one who had the power to help her. Her only hope lay in quick escape and the daring plan that had begun to form in her mind.

	“I’ve had a little trouble with my horse,” Cat told Mr. Tyber nervously. “Do you mind if I rest here before going home?”

	“Certainly not, Miss Amberly. You go freshen up in the front room. How about a little mutton pie?”

	“Yes, that would be lovely,” Cat said before catching herself. “Well, why don’t you wrap it up for me, and I’ll take it with me.”

	“Certainly, Miss Amberly,” Mr. Tyber said, though he looked a bit puzzled by the odd request.

	Pie in hand, Cat climbed the stairs, only to exit down the rear steps to the rooms where she knew Jenny, the serving girl, and Jim, the hostler, slept. Rummaging through the tiny hole in the wall where Jim bedded down, she found what she was looking for: boy’s clothing that just might fit her. In its place she left payment, part of her precious hoard of pin money collected before her stepfather’s death.

	Once safely ensconced in the front room, her mutton pie tucked away and the door locked behind her, she dressed in Jim’s shirt, baggy pants, and patched coat and bundled up a spare set of pilfered clothing. Everything was a little large, but the looseness worked all the better to disguise her gender.

	Looking critically at the hair reaching to her waist, Cat grimaced and hacked it off with the shears she had borrowed from Jenny’s room. Her first attempt at barbering was atrocious, but more clipping and cutting improved her appearance to the point where she looked merely ragged instead of ridiculous. To complete her costume, she pulled a large cap down over her forehead to shade her features.

	Holding her breath, Cat gazed into a milk mirror over the washstand and was delighted with her new identity. She did not look at all like the young girl she had been a moment before. She took off the hat and squinted at her face. The nose was a bit too pert and the cheeks too rosy, but even without the cap she looked like a somewhat grubby boy.

	Well, good, she thought, suppressing a twinge of disappointment at the ease with which she had achieved her disguise. Then she collected her shorn hair and original clothing and again sneaked down the back stair. Keeping to the shadows, she slipped away from the inn. She didn’t dare fetch Jackson from the stable for fear that Jim would see her wearing his clothes. And better she not take anything of Edward’s, including his horse, if only briefly.

	Avoiding the main road her cousin might be watching, Cat slipped between the buildings, disposing of her girl’s locks and clothing in a heap of refuse. Heading toward a narrow track, she hesitated, fighting against an impulse to say good-bye to her dearest friend. Budd had worked in the stables of her family’s estate until Edward had cruelly turned him out, probably because of his closeness to Cat. For Budd had been a surrogate father to her after her mother died and the house stood nearly empty, her stepfather rarely in residence.

	Cat smiled for the first time in weeks a she remembered the night long ago when she had sought the warmth and comfort of the manor’s kitchens during a storm. Budd had done the same, and the kindly old sailor had seated her in a chair by the great fireplace, tucked a blanket around her, and settled down beside her with a pipe. Scoffing at the weather that raged outside, he began to describe a typhoon that had tossed one of his great seafaring vessels like a cork upon the waves. By the time his tale was told, Cat was asleep, dreaming of the sea.

	The friendship that sprang up that night between the solitary little girl and the lonely old sailor had grown over the years. Cat had soon declared her intention to sail the seas, too, when she was older, and Budd had indulged her by teaching her everything he knew. What a blow it was when she finally realized she could never follow in his footsteps. Cat’s wistful smile spread into a mischievous grin at the knowledge that her long dormant dream of a seafaring life was close to realization. Her heart beat just a little faster with anticipation, though she knew her mentor would never approve of her scheme. 

	Budd had entertained her with his tales of storms and battles, pirates, and fantastic underwater creatures. He had shared his knowledge with her until she could name each part of a ship and tie every knot in a rope. But in the end, they both knew she had no place upon the water. Her future was to be a lady, and Cat didn’t know which one of them was more disappointed by that fact.

	Glancing toward where Budd said he would be staying, Cat was tempted to look in on him, but she knew he would try to stop her from going. Even worse, he would do his best to protect her, though he was no match for Edward.

	With a firm shake of her head, Cat stepped away from the lane, sending a silent farewell to her old friend. Then she took a narrow track away from the estate and village that had encompassed her entire world for as long as she could remember.

	 

	When she reached Barton near dawn, Cat was bone-weary from the hours she’d spent on the road, wary not only of her cousin, but all manner of ruffians, especially the infamous gangs of pressmen who periodically roamed the coastal towns and cities in search of bodies to fill England’s naval vessels. Her plans for going to sea did not involve being forced to join the navy, where conditions were known to be deplorable. Cat did not want to fight Napoleon. She simply wanted to work her way to Barbados on a decent ship, and she hoped Captain Duprey would provide that opportunity.

	She found him standing at the end of the quay, one foot on some rocks tumbling near the edge, his long cloak thrown back and his eyes on the breaking dawn. For a moment she hesitated, wondering fearfully if he would recognize her as the young girl from the day before. But she could not turn back now, so she took a deep breath and walked toward him. Still, she had forgotten in the span of a night how utterly handsome he was, and her surprise made her stop again before reaching him.

	The sun lighting his face seemed to caress his features: the dark brows over deep-set eyes, the classic nose, the full lower lip, and the waves of thick, dark hair brushed back from his face by the breeze. He was blessed with a youthful countenance which made his age difficult to determine, yet his bearing told Cat he was no green youth. He held himself with complete self-assurance, as though nothing could touch him, no troubles or squabbles or storms at sea. Here was a man Cat instinctively knew others would follow.

	“I sincerely hope, for your sake, that you are not intent upon picking my pocket.”

	Cat almost jumped at the words, for the man’s gaze never strayed from the horizon, nor did he move from his position.

	“Certainly not,” Cat said, indignant.

	At her response, the handsome face turned to survey her, one eyebrow cocked sardonically.

	Annoyed to feel herself blushing, Cat straightened her shoulders and looked directly into the chocolate brown eyes that viewed her with such disdain. “You are the captain of that ship, sir?” she asked, pointing to The Reckless.

	“I am,” he said, a curious mixture of pride and self-mockery in his voice.

	Cat’s body tensed with the realization that her life depended on the next few minutes. Sending up a brief prayer of entreaty, she took a deep breath and plunged ahead. “Well, sir, I would like to offer my services. I would make a good cabin boy. I can read and write and cipher. I could keep your books... and I know about sailing.” Cat rushed on. “And I really want to go to sea.”

	The eyebrow cocked even higher as the captain regarded her in surprise. “Have you ever crewed a ship before?” he asked.

	“No, sir, but I...”

	“Then how did you come by all that wisdom?”

	“My... grandfather, sir. He was a sailor. Taught me everything he knew,” Cat said, studying the toes of her boots. She cleared her throat, trying desperately to look and sound less like herself and more like Jim, who would be dumbfounded to learn that anyone was holding him up as a model of behavior.

	“I see,” the captain said. “And you live with this legendary seaman, I assume?”

	“Well, not anymore, sir,” Cat said as she looked earnestly up at him, warming to her tale. “You see, he lost his work and sent me out to earn my own way.”

	“How old are you?”

	“Thirteen,” she lied. “But I can work hard, truly I can. Oh, please, take me on, sir. You won’t be sorry, I promise you.” Cat held her breath while the object of her entreaties turned back to the horizon, considering her request.

	When he spoke, he did not turn to face her. “I suspect you are being pursued by the authorities—or worse—over some bad business, and that explains your sudden desire to go to sea,” he said, holding up a hand to stop Cat’s protests. “But my gut tells me to give you a chance.” He sighed. “Just cease your constant chatter, boy, and don’t be a bother to me or I’ll throw you to the sharks.”

	Afraid to open her mouth, Cat simply nodded, though she was fairly bursting with relief at her escape from Edward and anticipation of the adventures that lay ahead. She hurried to follow alongside the captain’s long strides as they headed toward The Reckless.

	Cat gazed in awe at the giant vessel that loomed above them, its masts stretching into the pale sky. Even at this early hour, Cat could see the dark figures of men moving purposefully aboard, and her heart soared nearly as high as the crow’s nest at the sight.

	Cat’s reverie was broken by the sound of Captain Duprey’s deep voice, raised in casual dismissal. “Bert, this child fancies himself to be my cabin boy. Take care of him, will you?” he told a short, stocky fellow, leaving Cat to study her shipmate.

	Bert, the first mate, was older than the captain. He had flecks of white in his wild black hair and a scar that began at the edge of one bushy eyebrow and ran all the way down his cheek, making him look ferocious. He nodded at the captain’s words without even glancing in Cat’s direction as he oversaw the transfer of a sailor, seeming unconscious, from the quay to the ship.

	Cat watched in fascination as they rigged the prone man into the block and tackle, a system of pulleys used to haul cargo and people aboard. And she smiled when she recognized the type of knot, a bowline, that was used to secure the rope around him.

	“The damn fool drank too much,” Bert said, pointing at the still prostrate man being hoisted into the air. “Let it be a warning to you, lad.”

	“Yes, sir!” Cat grinned, much too excited to be intimidated. Wellshire, Edward and his crimes, and even dear Budd were forgotten as her childhood ambition became a reality. She spared no worries for the captain or the wild-looking man before her, but focused on the future.

	“Are you waiting for God himself to invite you aboard?” Bert’s voice broke into her thoughts, and with a deep breath, Cat scrambled up the plank. As her feet touched the wood of the ship’s deck, she nearly hugged herself with happiness at the promise of a sea voyage, at last.

	 

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Cat’s first week at sea passed in a blur as she fetched and carried, scrambled up the ratlines, and watched the anchor and the sails being hoisted. Initially, all was confusion as she familiarized herself with the ship. She discovered that it was one thing to know the parts of a model, another to find where the bow lay when in the dimness below the decks.

	Still, she learned quickly, and although turns around Wellshire’s small lake had not prepared her for the reel and roll of the deck beneath her feet, Cat soon gained her sea legs, leaping up among the masts or down into the bowels of the vessel as though she’d been born to it. If Bert was testing her, she passed, for he soon sent her to assume her duties as cabin boy.

	Cat liked the captain’s spacious quarters, neat but masculine, with its books, navigational tools, and maps. Sunlight from the diamond paned windows bathed the room in a warm glow, illuminating the massive bed and large sea chest nearby. The cabin smelled better, too. Instead of the reek of damp wood, unwashed bodies, and stale air, here she breathed traces of tobacco, paper, salt breeze, and the captain’s soap.

	Cat had barely seen the man since boarding, her only contact those times when she brought him a cup of coffee at dawn or waited on him at meals. Maybe things would be different now, she thought, hoping for a chance to talk with him as she had when he’d rescued her. It seemed then as if they could strike up a friendship, which Cat longed to do. 

	And now she would have a chance to prove herself, she thought, rubbing her hands together in contemplation of giving the cabin a thorough going over. “Cleanliness be next to Godliness,” Budd had always said, claiming that the cleaner the ship, the less chance of sickness.

	When she had finished scrubbing down the walls and floor, the pungent odor of lye soap pervaded the air, but it, too, was a good smell, for it chased the mustiness from the corners. Taking a moment from her labors, Cat wrote a letter to Budd.

	“I don’t know when this will reach you,” she began, “but I hope you are not worried about me. I am safe aboard a ship and doing well. It is quite as you said it should be, except for a few of the finer details you failed to mention, namely the water, the food, and the smell. The water tastes like the metal it is stored in, the food is awful (even though they say we have been eating well since leaving port), and the air below decks is foul. But you would be quite proud of me as I am a real sailor, and even the first mate said so.”

	The letter was brief because she simply wanted to set his mind at ease without saying too much. Smiling ruefully, she added “Cabin Boy” to her signature. She did not want Budd to think she was lodged with the crew, where it was dark, damp, and overcrowded, the air truly unwholesome. It never occurred to her that Budd might not be reassured to know she was sleeping in the captain’s cabin, for Cat was well pleased with the hammock strung up for her in a corner of the room.

	She folded the letter, then opened it again, wondering whether she should explain the reason for her sudden departure from Wellshire. She did she want to worry Budd with tales of Edward’s treachery.  But she did not want him to think she was foolhardy, running off to sea like an irresponsible child. She frowned, hoping Budd would not think her a coward for flying from the recent changes at her childhood home. But even before Edward’s murder attempt, the changes had been drastic.

	Although Budd often muttered under his breath about Cat’s lack of supervision, she was used to having the run of the big house, while her stepfather traveled or lived in London, leaving only a few servants at Wellshire. She supposed it was a lonely life, but it was one that had suited her until her stepfather suddenly appeared with Edward in tow.

	Lord Wellshire had been estranged from Edward’s mother, but when she died, the young man had presented himself to his uncle, sporting a sheen of fine manners that had charmed her stepfather. And the next thing Cat knew, Lord Wellshire was grooming his heir for the responsibilities of a country home… until the accident.

	A poacher’s stray bullet had felled her stepfather, or so the authorities said. But Cat had not been satisfied with that explanation. And, apparently, Edward had gotten wind of her suspicions. She shook her head in grief and anger, remembering the casual manner in which he had admitted his guilt. Her cousin had appeared in her life only to destroy it, and he had done so in an astonishingly quick period of time. Now he was enjoying her stepfather’s title and property, while she...

	“Cat!”

	Cat almost jumped at the sound of her name and turned swiftly toward the tall figure striding through the cabin door.

	“I’m here, Captain,” she said, putting the letter away. Glancing up at him, she was struck by how handsome he looked. Some brown locks carelessly brushed his forehead, and his open-throated white shirt revealed dark hair dampened with sweat on his chest. 

	He walked to the middle of the room and stopped abruptly, a puzzled expression on his face. “What the devil is that smell?” he asked.

	“Soap, sir. I scrubbed down the cabin,” Cat said, surprised by his incredulous look. “I found some in the stores, soap, that is, sir. I hope it’s all right.” Her words trailed off lamely.

	He broke into a grin, displaying even white teeth. “All right? By God, it’s almost civilized.” He laughed, then sat down on the edge of the bed and stripped off his shirt. “Well, it’s a good day for cleaning then. I’m for a bath. How about you?”

	“No, thank you, sir,” Cat said, darting her eyes away from the muscles on his bare back.

	“Perhaps I phrased that incorrectly,” Ransom said, removing his boots. “You have not had a bath since boarding this vessel, correct?”

	“No, sir, but...”

	He didn’t let her finish. “You’ll find I don’t hold with the superstition that it’s unlucky to bathe while aboard, mainly because I prefer to be able to breathe in the presence of my crew. And you are definitely beginning to stink,” he said.

	The captain held up a hand to stop her protests. “Although there are men on board who smell worse than you do, I don’t share my cabin with them. Therefore, you will take a bath. You can use the tub when I’m finished. Now run along and fetch me some water. Get the cook to help you.”

	Cat hurried to do the captain’s bidding, her mind working all the while on how to avoid the bath. The buckets of salt water were heavy, and she was out of breath when she entered the room, a grumbling cook at her heels.

	“Fer God’s sake, will you hurry?” Hale complained with disgust, pushing past her. Outweighing Cat several times over, he lifted his buckets easily, emptying them into a brass tub that now stood in the center of the cabin. Then he was gone, pushing past Cat to return to his domain.

	Cat stepped forward while nervously eyeing the captain, who was yanking off his boots. The difficult task of lifting each unwieldy bucket to the side of the tub required her full attention, but when the last was emptied, she glanced back at the captain, only to find him stripping off his breeches. She turned to hasten from the room, but his voice stopped her in her tracks.

	“Hold, lad, I won’t be long,” he said. “And you’ll want yours before the water cools.”

	Cat steeled her shoulders, took a deep breath, and turned around for her first look at a man. Her breathing stopped as she saw him step into the tub. He was beautiful: tall and lean, flat-stomached and wide-shouldered, his whole body firm, and his skin a warm golden color. And where the gold ended...

	She quickly averted her gaze and busied herself laying out towels and clean clothes for him as she listened to the sounds of his bath. But every now and again she discreetly glanced at his muscled back as he lathered, and the picture of his naked form was branded on her brain forever.

	When he was finished, Cat willed the blush to leave her face and began laying out her own clean clothes.

	“Well, lad, it’s all yours,” the captain said, and Cat could hear him toweling off, although she studiously avoided looking his way.

	“I’ll be wanting my privacy, sir, if it’s all the same to you,” she mumbled.

	The captain burst out laughing, and she shot a glance toward him. He watched her from under the square of linen he was moving roughly over his hair. “What’s this? Have you something I’ve not seen?”

	“Yes, sir,” Cat said. Turning to face him, she looked him straight in the eye. “Scars, sir. Birth scars. A horrible sight, they are. I’m quite conscious of them,” she added, hanging her head in apparent shame.

	“Hmm… well, have it your way then, lad,” the captain said gruffly, running a hand through his wet locks. He donned his breeches and boots and, grabbing a shirt, opened the cabin door. But before leaving, he tossed a warning over his shoulder. “If I find you didn’t wash, my lad, I’ll toss you in the ocean for your bath, make no mistake.” And then he was gone.

	Cat listened for his receding footsteps, then shot the bolt on the door, just to be sure. She stripped off her clothes, leaving in place the cloth that wound around her chest, tightly binding her breasts.

	If the captain reappeared, she would elaborate on the scar story, while hoping he looked no closer. With a nervous sigh, she stepped into the tub, determined to make hasty work of her ablutions. But the water felt glorious, and Cat had to force herself to rush, while straining her ears for any sound outside the cabin door. Still, she could not help thinking of Ransom, who had been sitting in her place a few minutes before, and the memory of his naked body made her shiver in the oddest fashion.

	Cat shook off the mood as she stepped from the water and hurried into her clothes, hoping for her own sake that the captain was not a stickler for hygiene, for bathing in these close quarters was too nerve-racking. When The Reckless reached warmer climes, she would do her washing in the ocean.

	Once dressed again as a boy, Cat immediately went up on deck to make sure the captain noted her clean state. It would not do for him to start checking on her bathing habits, and besides, she wanted him to trust her.

	 

	As the days passed, Cat’s wish was granted, for she did earn her captain’s trust. She was assigned additional responsibilities, including copying down the ship’s accounts, yet her hopes of kindling a friendship with Ransom Duprey dwindled. Although she spent more time with him, he reminded her little of the stranger who had rescued her from Edward. And she began to wonder just what kind of man he was.

	Cat knew that he was held in high esteem by the crew. In the kind of life where death could suddenly loom imminent, a man with the ability to make swift decisions was invaluable, and the captain had proven himself many times over to his men. He kept them healthy, too, using the newest ideas to maintain his ship and fend off illness, even if it meant serving up plates of onions for supper. Fruits and vegetables, now thought to aid in the sailor’s constant battle against disease, were not always readily available, but the crew of The Reckless were better off than most.

	More important to his men, the captain paid a good wage. Although the sailors on most privateers received minimal pay and did not share in any of the prizes taken, Ransom Duprey made sure his men received at least some of the booty, ensuring a loyalty that was rare on any ocean.

	Yet, despite the fierce devotion most of the crew felt for their enigmatic captain, few could claim his friendship, for Ransom kept his distance. He was not arrogant or haughty, but cool, more cool than when she had met him, Cat thought, trying to make sense of his behavior. He held himself apart from those around him, except for Bert, the only one aboard who seemed on easy terms with him.

	On the other hand, he barely looked at his cabin boy, Cat thought. And she viewed the first mate with a bit of what someone else might have called jealousy.

	 

	When Cat finally captured her captain’s attention, she could have wished for a more propitious moment. A storm struck around midnight, sending The Reckless pitching and rolling from side to side so that Cat was sure the huge ship would capsize at any moment. Her old fear of storms, thought conquered long ago, resurfaced with each deafening crack of thunder. As no lantern would stay lit, the darkness in the cabin was absolute until a bright steak of lightening rent the sky, illuminating the room with its eerie glow.

	The captain had instructed her to stay in his cabin, and Cat had not argued, but as the night wore on, she longed for the presence of another soul, for reassurance from some old salt that the “little blow” would soon be over. But she clung to the bedpost until the door burst open and a sudden pitch of the floor sent her across the room smack against the captain like a sack of potatoes.

	With several well-chosen oaths, he finally got Cat to her feet, and she helped him from his greatcoat as water poured from the cloth and dripped from every inch of his body. He stripped off his sodden clothes, too, and Cat threw a blanket over his shoulders before she scurried about in the darkness to find him fresh clothing.

	“You can light the lamp, lad,” he said as he sank into a chair, and Cat did, her heart warmed by the tiny flame that chased away the shadows.

	“Is it over then?” she asked, realizing that the ship seemed steadier, the pitch less wild.

	“The worst of it.” Something in his voice made Cat turn toward him sharply, and she was shocked by what she saw. His face was pale and drained, wet locks matted to his face, and his stiff posture hinted at the exhaustion that would have laid another man low.

	She knew that he had not slept at all, had spent the night fighting sheets of biting rain on a tossing deck so slippery that just staying upright took all one’s strength. Although seemingly invincible, the captain was human, something Cat had almost forgotten.

	Without a word, she poured him a whiskey and pressed the cup into his icy fingers. Grabbing a towel, she walked behind him and stood drying his hair as he drank. Her first efforts were brisk and businesslike, but her movements gradually slowed as she became aware of the way his dark locks gleamed in the dim light. His hair was vibrant and alive beneath her fingers, and when Cat felt a shiver run through her, she laid the towel aside, acutely self-conscious.

	Cat turned away, but as she did, she noticed that the blanket had slipped down Ransom’s arms. Chiding herself for placing her girlish nervousness before her captain’s comfort, she tentatively laid her hands on his shoulders. Without pausing to examine the sensation, she began kneading his tired muscles and soon felt him relax.

	“Can I get you some supper?” she asked, trying to ignore the feel of his skin beneath her fingers.

	“No, lad.” He sighed, pulling the blanket close around him, and stood up. “I’m for bed, but see if Bert wants anything. Mr. Peabody is in charge.”

	“Well, we needn’t worry, then. If the storm starts blowing again, Old Stone Face will just stare it out of countenance,” Cat said dryly.

	As soon as the words left her mouth, she caught herself and shot a glance at the captain. After all, she was making fun of the ship’s master. Relief washed over her when she heard Ransom laugh, soft and low, and the sound was so delightful, she decided then and there to make him laugh more often.

	“So, Mr. Peabody is Old Stone Face, is he? And what am I?” he asked.

	“Oh, you’re too perfect for a nickname,” she answered, ingenuously. “You don’t have anything glaringly wrong with you, like Stinkard...”

	“Let me guess,” Ransom said. “The red-haired fellow… Marlowe! He is quite ripe.”

	“Or Blubber Belly...”

	“Cook.”

	“Shark Bait...”

	“Hmm. I suspect that is someone you’ve developed an extreme dislike for, although none of the others you’ve named are particularly pleasant.” He paused. “It’s Mule isn’t it?”

	At Cat’s nod, Ransom shook his head. “I wouldn’t let him hear you call him names, little Cat, or you might lose one of your nine lives,” he said. Rising to his feet, he slipped into bed.

	There was something about the intimacy of the act that made Cat shiver strangely. “I think I just lost one in the storm,” she muttered.

	When the captain made no reply, she realized he was already asleep. For a time she stood watching his face, the strong features softened by slumber, then she quietly tucked another blanket around him before leaving him to his dreams.

	 

	After the moments of comfort and laughter shared during the storm, the captain seemed more at ease in her presence, and before long, a companionship developed between them. Although Cat was popular with many of the sailors, her latest conquest came as a surprise to nearly everyone, and more than one head turned at the sound of Ransom’s voice raised in laughter at his cabin boy’s quips.

	Cat enjoyed her new friendship and reveled in the warm weather when The Reckless sailed into Caribbean waters. When they took their first ship, a bloodless event involving a great deal of shouting and the discharging of a few nine-pounders, it was the thrill of her lifetime. The captured cargo was to be transferred to a warehouse Ransom owned on Windlay, and Cat begged a place beside the captain on the first boat ashore.

	When they reached the island, Cat marveled at the palm trees and gawked at the blacks and mixed-blood women wearing gaudy kerchiefs and bright flowers. Fascinated, Cat could barely keep up with Bert and Ransom, pausing to point out each new wonder that caught her eye.

	Finally, the first mate groaned. “Lord, Captain, you’d think the boy had never been out of the nursery.”

	Although Ransom let out a low laugh in response, Cat saw the truth in Bert’s words and reminded herself just who she was supposed to be: a boy with a much less sheltered background than her own. She put a firm clamp on her eagerness, vowing to enjoy her outing without being so vocal about it. 

	But her enthusiasm was extinguished when they reached the site of the warehouse, where they found nothing except charred rubble. The building and its contents must have burned to the ground very recently, for Ransom’s surprise was apparent. Cat stifled a gasp of dismay as the captain stood silently looking over the remains and Bert poked about the ruins, mumbling obscenities. No one spoke, making the grim scene eerily quiet, although the noises of the street could still be heard behind them, a dim echo to Bert’s grumbling.

	“Devlin,” Ransom finally said. At the single word, his first mate jerked upright, as though his fingers had been burned by a smoking ember.

	“What makes you say so?” Bert asked.

	“It bears his signature,” Ransom said softly. “Look around you, Bert. None of the other buildings were touched.”

	“But you settled with him!”

	“So I thought,” Ransom said dryly.

	Cat could see Bert was still not convinced, for the older man peered down at the rubble, shaking his head. “I don’t know, Captain. I just can’t see it.” The first mate looked up again at Ransom’s shuttered features. “And how would he know the warehouse was yours, anyway?”

	“The man has spies everywhere,” Ransom said, shrugging. He stood staring at the ruins, but to Cat it seemed as though he saw something else.

	“Devlin? Who’s Devlin?” she whispered to Bert as Ransom stared off into space.

	“Tremayne Devlin. He’s an old enemy of the captain’s,” Bert muttered.

	Although the look on the first mate’s face warned Cat not to ask any more questions, she persisted. “You think he burned down the warehouse?” she asked, aghast at the notion that someone would deliberately set a fire.

	Bert simply glared at her, but the captain spoke. “Devlin himself did not set fire to the building,” Ransom said. “That’s not his way. He only directed someone else to do his bidding because he seeks to ruin me. It’s an old grudge.”

	“Is he trying to kill you?” Cat asked, more familiar with open threats.

	Bert choked back an oath, as if preparing to scold her, but Ransom held up his hand, with a cold smile. “Now, Bert, give the boy some credit. The question is logical.”

	He turned to Cat. “So far, he has not tried to kill me, only to best me. I doubt if he would reap satisfaction from my death... unless he destroyed me first,” Ransom said, as though musing over the possibility. He frowned. “I supposed he will have to be dealt with again.”

	The quiet menace in the captain’s words made Cat shiver, and she said nothing more. The bleak site had stolen her pleasure in the island trip, while the talk of vengeful, plotting enemies raised the hairs on her neck. She did not argue when Ransom ordered Bert to take her back to the ship.

	“And bring Peabody back with you to help us nose about,” Ransom said. “Let’s see if we can find any clues in the rubble.”

	 

	 

	
Chapter Three

	Sunlight streamed through the windows of the captain’s cabin, warming Cat’s bare feet as she sat cross-legged in a bright patch on the bed, humming a ditty and mending his shirt. Without a proper female upbringing, she had been a poor seamstress. In fact, when Bert had first set her to sew some sail, he declared it the worst job he had seen in more than thirty years of sailing the world’s oceans. In disgust, he had sent her to Bull Marston for a lesson.

	A large bear of a man with scars from head to foot from pirating, privateering, and brawling, Bull had meaty fingers that fairly flew with a needle. He had done his best to teach her, telling her the skill was not all in the fingers, but in the head, too.

	“You’ve got to want to sit still long enough to do the job right. That’s the problem with you young whelps. You don’t want to take the time,” he said. But time was something Cat had in abundance, and so she practiced, surprising herself when she actually began to enjoy it. There was something satisfyingly peaceful about sitting on the deck mending the huge lengths of sail. With a shrug, Bull had tried to explain it. “Sometime I just need to keep to myself, instead of getting in a ruckus.”
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