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      Christmastide with the Captain

      A Laird to Love Novella

      

      By Tammy Andresen

      

      Emilia stood on the beach, despite the biting wind and misty air that December inevitably brought. Her hands smarted from the cold but she embraced the sensation, adding it to the list of reasons why self-pity was the emotion most likely to propel her through Christmastide.

      They were all going to marry. Each one of her cousins and sisters had fallen hopelessly in love over the last year and were either married or about to be. And poor, quiet, bookish Emilia was going to be left alone in this drafty Scottish castle. Who was ever going to love her?

      The grey water churned bits of white foam mirroring her mood. Perhaps she should join a nunnery. Devote herself to God and charity.

      Sitting down in the sand, she allowed her head to drop onto her arms. It was not usually her custom to be so despondent but with the Twelfthtide approaching and her happily coupled family about to arrive, she couldn’t help but feel despair. She’d have to face them all alone. Their looks would be pitying, their happiness underscoring her own loneliness.

      She’d give anything for those she loved and she didn’t begrudge them a single bit. She just wanted a little sliver of hope for herself. Was that wrong? She sent up a silent prayer that she too would find joy in love.

      But her plea was cut short. Out of the mist a booming noise sounded across the water. Her head snapped up as the vague outline of a ship came into view.

      But something was wrong, the ship listed at an angle and didn’t correct itself as the waves rolled.

      Standing, Emilia craned her neck to get a better view but her blonde hair blew into her face. Swishing it away, she lifted her skirts to step closer to the grey water. As the ship moved closer, its outline grew clearer. It was in distress. The sails hung limply as the ship tipped at an even wilder angle to the water. Gasping into the wind, she forced her legs to move as she raced along the beach. She threw open the door to the lighthouse and climbed the narrow stairs.

      It was slow going thanks to her morning dress, but she lifted it higher and made her way to the top. Sounding the bell that alerted the castle above, she lit the lamp and prayed the ship would see its light. Then back down the stairs she flew, out the door and across the beach where several rowboats were moored.

      If she’d stopped to think, she’d have realized that a single rowboat could not possibly hold an entire crew, but fear propelled her as Emilia climbed onto one of the dinghies and began rowing out to the ship. She heard the chains as it dropped anchor and then the whizzing of the ropes as several other dinghies dropped from the deck into the ocean but her eyes were on the shore as she pushed the boat out past the break to aid the failing vessel.

      A rowboat passed her by and one of the sailors being shuttled to the shore called out. “You’re a woman.” As if that was somehow significant.

      “Thank ye for noticing,” she huffed back. It would have been far better if she’d been able to deliver it with a good measure of disdain but alas, she was running out of breath.

      Another dinghy passed by and she stopped for a moment to check behind and see if everyone was off the ship. It seemed prudent to turn around if they were. Much of her fear had been replaced with exhaustion.

      One more dinghy made its way towards her, laden down with men. She watched in horror as a massive wave rolled toward them. With so many men, they were powerless to move out of the way and too heavy to roll atop the wall of water. It took them over, crashing the men into the ocean.

      She might have screamed, but the wind ripped it away and then she redoubled her efforts, rolling easily over the massive wave and pushing toward the men who were now bobbing helplessly in the water.

      She rowed toward them until she reached the first man attempting to stay above the water and, holding out an oar, she yelled, “Get in!” Reaching out her hand, she helped him climb into the rowboat. He collapsed on the bottom of the tiny ship and then she collected another swimming toward the shore. The overturned dinghy had landed right side up and several men were crawling back into it as well.

      Between Emilia’s boat and the other dinghy, all the men save one had been pulled from the ocean and she made her way to where he tread water.

      When she reached down her oar, the man latched onto it, his blue eyes piercing into hers in a way that made her already labored breath rush out of her chest. They were so mesmerizing she completely forgot to reach out her hand to help in into the boat.

      He climbed up anyway, grasping the side of the ship, and then several men reached over to pull him into the nearly full dinghy.

      Unlike many of the men who had collapsed into the boat, the second his feet hit the bottom, he stood. Without missing a breath, he grasped her about the waist and hauled her up against him. She nearly dropped the oars in her surprise. For a moment, she had a wild thought that he would kiss her. Her eyes widened as his held hers captive. Every nerve tingled as she became aware of all the places his hard body pressed against hers.

      Her lips parted in anticipation but he only gave her a small smile and then his hands left her waist as he slipped underneath her arm, sitting on the bench behind her. Grasping her waist again, he pulled her down into his lap.

      Confusion knitted her brow and she turned back to look at him. “Sir, what are you—”

      The smile returned as his hand came over hers, to clasp the oars. “I thought I might help you row.” His breath was warm against her cheek and it made her tingle in the strangest places.

      “Oh,” she exclaimed as his hands grasped hers on the oars. Then he began to move, her body cradled into his as she worked with him to row the boat back to shore.

      A flush climbed her cheeks as they swayed back and forth, their bodies moving together. She’d never been this close to a man, so intimately entwined, and her body hummed with the feel of it. If not for the cold seeping into every extremity, it might have been the most exciting moment of her life.

      The waves helped push them onto the beach and the men hopped out, pulling the rowboat further onto the shore. Without a word, the man whose lap she sat upon stood and swept her into his arms. Deftly he climbed over the side of the boat and then began making his way up the beach, still holding her.

      “Lady Emilia,” one of the stablemen, Creeves, called out from the bottom of the stairs. He must have seen the light or heard the bell and had come to aid the ship. “Are you all right, my lady?”

      “My lady?” His voice whispered into her ear.

      She turned to look at him, which might have been a mistake, because then her lips were just a breath away from his. She wondered what they might taste like. Salt, of course. He’d just been in the ocean. Blinking, she tried to clear those thoughts. “Y-y-yes. I-I am-m-m the d-d-daughter…” What was wrong with her voice? Belatedly she realized she was shivering despite his heat.

      “It’s all right, you can tell me later. I am Captain Jack Andrews. I owe you a debt of gratitude for aiding us. You saved my men’s life today as well as my own.”

      She gave a nod as more of the servants began flooding onto the beach. Voices were calling from everywhere, questions were being bandied about from all directions but she could barely understand them as she shrank further down into Captain Andrew’s heat.

      Her head lolled onto his shoulder and her eyes drifted closed. “No sleeping now,” his voice called her back.

      “H-h-how are y-y-y-you still s-s-s-tanding?” she managed to ask between shivers. His clothes were soaked through and dripping.

      “I am used to being wet and cold. But you, my lady, need to get inside.” He barked several orders to his crew and her staff and then he began climbing the steps off the beach and up to her home two at a time.

      Either she was too cold to care, or he was exceptionally gentle, because she’d barely noticed any jostling as they climbed. Quite suddenly, they were at the top and he was striding toward the castle. Dimly she was aware of Creeves next to them, panting with the effort it took him to keep pace. “Captain,” he gasped. “Should I run ahead and tell ‘em yer comin’?”

      “No need,” he said. She felt a tiny rumble of laughter in his chest and despite the cold, her lips turned up a little. Creeves had gone mad if he thought he’d outpace the captain to the door.

      “I-I c-can walk,” she pushed past her lips, her tremor lessening as they moved away from the beach and the strong wind that bit at the shore.

      “I’ll hold you,” he murmured, his lips vibrating against the top of her head. “I’ll have you inside in a moment and tucked into a nice warm bed.”

      Bed. The word hummed through her head as images of the captain in her room, laying her on her bed, flitted through her mind. Places she’d never even been aware of heated at his words. More thoughts of their bodies pressed together, their clothes falling away, their mouths…

      “Emilia,” her father’s voice boomed over the courtyard, interrupting her train of thought entirely.

      Captain Andrews quickened his pace yet again, leaving Creeves behind. “She is very cold, my lord. She needs to get inside.”

      “This way.” Her father turned as they came beside him and began walking toward the front door. “I trust you’ll give me a full accounting of what has happened.”

      Emilia tried to lift her head to reply but before she could even think the words, the captain was answering. “Of course, my lord. I’ve twenty wet and frightened men on the beach. Do you have anywhere I might dry and warm them?”

      Her father’s deep brogue bellowed for all to hear. “Bring ‘em intae the main hall.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” the captain replied as he strode through the double doors, the warmth of the castle touching her skin. With a sigh, she closed her eyes again.
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      “No sleeping,” Jack looked down at the lovely woman curled in his arms. He’d strip her down himself and hold her close to warm her freezing skin, consequences be damned, if that was what it took to save her. He owed her nothing less after what she had done for him and his men.

      Her lashes fluttered open again, revealing the deep pools of her green eyes. Her gaze was confused as she looked up at him, her sweet mouth puckering in the most delightful way. “Sleep?” she murmured.

      “That’s right. Stay awake for me now, my lady. Emilia, is it?” He gave her a smile that felt forced, even to him. In all honestly, he was frightened. More so than he’d been out on the ocean or even when the dinghy had tipped. He’d long ago deemed his own life expendable. Worth little or nothing. But she was another matter entirely. Any woman strong enough to toss herself out onto the open ocean to save a group of strangers deserved all the best life had to offer.

      “Mmhhh,” she replied slowly. “You’re warm.”

      This time the tugging up of his lips was genuine rather than forced. “And you are quite beautiful.”

      Her eyes opened wider then. “That’s kind.” Her head lolled to the side as though she were drunk.

      He jostled her in his arms as her father led him up the stairs. It wasn’t meant to be kind, it was the truth. “You doubt my words?” he asked a good deal louder than necessary.

      Her head came back up. “My sisters are beautiful. Fiona has flaming red hair as wild as her spirit…” Her voice drifted off again.

      “Sisters? How many?” he asked, mostly to keep her talking.

      “Two,” she murmured.

      “And who is the other?”

      “Ainsley. Everyone loves Ainsley. Everywhere she goes people tell her...” Her voice began to fade and her father looked back at them. He was a large man with hair that looked as though it had been quite red, but was now streaked with grey.  Everything about him commanded respect, except his eyes. They were filled with worry. Jack was sure his own gaze mirrored the emotion.

      “What do people tell Ainsley?” Even to his own tongue, it felt strange to use their given names but he’d do anything to keep her talking.

      “How charming she is. So accomplished.” Her head lifted. “And my cousin, Clarissa, you’d like her. She’s English.”

      His eyebrow quirked. She had clearly identified his accent as English though he had no idea why that meant he might like her cousin. He disliked a good many English men and women. Besides, he was at least half Scot. The other half was another matter entirely.

      “Does she go around saving ships full of sailors too?” He gave her another little jostle just to keep her awake.

      Jack heard her father grunt. “She didna’.”

      “I didn’t save you. You mostly saved me.” She snuggled closer.

      He had the most ridiculous urge to kiss the top of her head, her cheeks, her eyes. “I believe it was you who fished me out of the water.”

      Her father opened a door up ahead and stepped into the room. Jack followed. The room would have made him grin if he wasn’t so worried. Books were stacked on every surface, cozy blankets draped across each of the chairs, a fire crackled in the hearth. Not pausing to ask permission, he strode over to it and dropped to his knees. “That feels so good,” she near moaned, her face turning to the flames.

      His body clenched at the sound of her breathy voice. Was he responding to her? Damnation, this wasn’t the time to desire a woman. He gave his head a shake, trying to clear it.

      Three maids entered the room and for a moment, he held her closer to his body, savoring the feel of her before she was taken away.
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      Once more in dry clothes, Jack sat across from the beast of a Scotsman who had taken them in from the storm. The Earl of Ravenscraig had ushered Jack out his daughter’s room the moment the maids had arrived.

      He’d looked back one final time and caught a glimpse of them stripping off her clothes. Not that he’d seen anything untoward. But he could imagine it in vivid detail.

      Closing his eyes for a span of a breath, he tried to calm his overactive body. He had important matters to worry about. First, a crew full of men and then an urgent plea from his uncle to return home as soon as he could. It was the lack of information that had worried him more than anything. Fearing the worst, he’d only just received the missive when he’d returned to England. They’d set sail within a day when they’d been overtaken by the weather. “I’d like to thank you again for taking my crew in, my lord.”

      The other man grunted. “It’s part of livin’ on the sea. Ye take in those in need. I am more concerned about what transpired with my daughter.”

      Jack gave a nod. “She saw our ship in distress from the beach, I believe. I am assuming she lit the lighthouse beacon and then began rowing to our aid.”

      Ravenscraig gave another grunt. “Fer fecks sake, she’s supposed tae be my sensible child.”

      “I can’t speak to that.” Jack tried to hide a grin. “But I don’t know if I’d have survived if she hadn’t rowed out. Our dinghy capsized when overloaded and was hit by a wave. She plucked me out of the water.” In his opinion, saving his life was not only sensible but downright heroic.

      “Did she?” Ravenscraig leaned forward. “And ye’d thought ye’d return the favor by getting her back to the castle before she froze?”

      “That’s correct.” Jack gave a nod.

      “Thank ye for that.” The man’s eyes assessed him again. “I ‘ave to admit, for a smaller man, yer quite strong.”

      Jack’s eyebrows lifted at that. Not many men could refer to him as small. He was more than six feet, and though lean, broad in the shoulders. At two and thirty, he’d acquired just a touch of grey in his hair, but he was just as strong as he’d been ten years ago, the hard work of being on deck keeping him fit. “Thank you.”

      “What ‘appened to yer ship?”

      Jack frowned at that. “A fierce storm is blowing this way, it hit the south first but it will be here soon. We got caught in it and it broke our main mast.”

      Haggis sat back in his chair. “A mast I can help ye with.”

      “That is much appreciated, but I don’t know that we’ll be able to do much until the storm has passed.”

      The other man gave a nod. “How soon till this bit o’ nasty weather arrives? Most of my family is on the road, makin’ their way home for Chrismastide.”

      “Hours, maybe less.” Jack grimaced. “I’m sorry to bear the news. I too was trying to get to family.”

      Ravenscraig grunted again. “My wife and youngest daughter are with kin. I’m sure they will be safe. Hopefully the rest haven’t begun travelling or can tuck into an inn.” He gave the captain one more assessing glance. “Ye and yer men can wait out the weather here.”

      Jack gave a nod of appreciation. “Thank you, my lord. If I may be so bold, may I speak with your daughter tomorrow to offer my thanks for her aid?”

      Ravenscraig gave a single nod. “If she is well enough.”

      Jack rose. “Of course. If you will excuse me, I will attend my men. It’s a pleasure to have made your acquaintance, Lord Ravenscraig.”

      Ravenscraig stood as well. “Call me Haggis. Near everyone else around here does. You’ll find them in the west wing of the castle. It’s a bit dusty but it’ll keep ‘em warm and dry.”

      With a final nod, Jack turned to go.

      

      He spent the day helping men acquire rooms and dry out their clothing. They’d taken little more than themselves off the ship, so some personal items were necessary.

      Jack learned that the Earl of Ravenscraig, Haggis McDougal, did in fact have three daughters, one of whom had just married and the other had gone to visit a cousin south of here. A letter had arrived only two days prior that Ainsley was being courted by an English lord and that he’d be joining them for Christmastide to formally request her hand from Haggis.

      Thinking back to Emilia’s sleepy murmurs, he wondered if she felt inferior to her sisters. She’d described them as though they were more spirited and interesting than herself.

      He hadn’t met them, of course, but he had a difficult time believing any woman was more exciting than she was.

      As night fell, the storm hit the castle. Rain whipped at the old stones as wind howled, echoing throughout the halls. Jack tried to sleep, but after tossing and turning he finally rose. He’d been so busy, he’d hardly had time to reflect on the castle in which he was housed. His uncle, a laird with an impressive expanse of land, had a much simpler stone home. While he loved that old house, this was truly impressive.

      He’d maneuvered about several halls, and around more than one suit of armor, when he came across the servants’ stairs in the back of the castle. Making his way down, he thought to find the great hall once again to regain his bearings to his room. But he must have gone down one flight too many because he found himself below stairs near the kitchen. What was more, the sound of pots and plates being moved about definitely wasn’t due to the storm. He approached the doorway slowly and peeked his head inside. What he saw near made him laugh out loud.

      Emilia stood in the kitchen, a simple braid in her hair, a night rail floating about her body, and a tartan draped across her shoulders as she fixed herself a heaping plate of food.

      “Hungry?” he called out.

      She jumped a foot in the air and sent the contents of her plate sailing across the large room. She turned quickly and he watched as fear dawned into recognition and then quickly to merriment. “You frightened me,” she admonished with a quiet laugh.

      “My apologies.” He gave a bow. “Let me help you clean up the mess.”

      “Thank you,” her eyes sparkled in the dim light. “Would you like something to eat as well?”

      He stood from where he had been collecting bits of food. “That would be lovely, actually. In the rush of getting everyone settled, I forgot to eat today.”

      “So did I.” She gave him a grin over her shoulder as she pulled down another plate and began loading it with food. “I was sleeping and missed most of the meals for the day. Now I am famished and wide awake.”

      “Are you feeling better?” He came up behind her then. He wanted to touch her, hold her like he had before.

      “Much, thank you.” She gave him another small smile over her shoulder. “What tempted you out of your room this dreary night?”

      “The storm kept me awake and then I couldn’t resist the lure of the castle. I had to explore.”

      “Interested in the castle?” She turned, two plates in her hand, and handed him one.

      He nodded, allowing his enthusiasm to filter into his words. “It’s like being in a boyhood fantasy.”

      She quirked an eyebrow, her eyes sparkling again. “I know the perfect place to eat this.”

      

      They’d been walking up a winding set of stairs for what seemed like forever, though Jack didn’t really care. In one hand, Emilia held a plate, in the other a candle that made her night rail nearly transparent. The view in front of him would have propelled him forward for days. The sway of her hips as she climbed had him mesmerized and he wished again that he could touch her as he’d done earlier. Hold her against his body. He wondered what she might taste like. Sweet or savory?

      “We’re almost there,” she called over her shoulder.

      Jack gave a nod, his insides tightening further. The urge to slip his hand into her hair and turn her face to his so that he might capture her lips near overwhelmed him.

      As a man of the sea, he’d met a great many women in ports all over Europe. He’d tried to remember when one had affected him so. If he were honest, as he assessed her tiny waist and the flare of her hips, he couldn’t seem to picture any women other than her. How could this be happening?

      She stopped, a pang of disappointment turning down the corners of his lips as her hips stilled. “Hold this,” she said as she turned to hand them him the candle. As she did so, their fingers brushed, hers soft against his own callused hands. A need to touch every inch of her palm then kiss it made his chest tight with desire. This was a mistake. He shouldn’t be alone with her like this.

      If discovered, they’d be married for sure. And while he didn’t care a wit about his freedom, or even his boat, he’d give it up to be with someone like her, it wouldn’t be fair to Emilia. She deserved a real husband who could give her a good life. A man of nobility. Not one with less than common blood.

      She turned away again. “Hold the candle up,” her breathy whisper had his groin tightening to an almost painful state but he did as she asked.

      Then he heard the click of the lock as she slid it open and the door swung in. Stepping into the room, he held the candle up to see windows on every side of the circular space. Beyond, he could just make out the ocean as sheets of rain peppered its dark surface. “What a view!” he exclaimed, unable to hold in his excitement.

      “Aye,” her soft bur was just behind him. Thoughts of her the only thing more exciting than climbing to the top of castle’s tower to watch a storm. “It’s one of my favorite places. Small, beautiful, and private in a home that is vast and full of people.”

      “You don’t like the castle?” He turned back to find her just behind him. Setting the candle on the window ledge, he couldn’t resist reaching his hand out to run it down her silky braid.

      She shrugged. “I love my family. The library is exceptional and my room is an oasis, but I’d much prefer a more intimate home. Just myself and my family with books and…” Her voice trailed off, her chin tucking into her chest.

      Jack thought about her chamber, cozy with blankets and stacks of literature. It suited her and for a wild moment, he pictured her at his uncle’s home with its big hearth and wood beams. His hand slipped down the end of her braid and came to her waist. “I can see you in a cozy house, books everywhere.”

      Even in the dark light, he could see a blush staining her cheeks. “It’s just a dream, really. It will never happen.”

      “Why not?” He didn’t mean to but he was pulling her closer.

      “I’m not…that is to say I don’t…no man wants to be with me…I mean, my sisters have all found their loves…” She turned away then, slipping out of his grasp.

      How could she think herself inferior? It was maddening. He’d likely sell his soul to possess a woman such as her. “Emilia,” his voice was sterner than he intended. “I haven’t met your sisters, so I can’t say for sure, but I tried and have been unable to remember a woman who was braver or more charming than you.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, turning toward a window. He couldn’t see it, but he’d bet her blush had deepened.

      He should stay over on the other side of the room, eat his food, and then go to bed. Women like Emilia were not for him, they were for princes and dukes. But he couldn’t help himself and so he set his plate down, crossed to where she stood, and reached for her waist once again. So tiny.

      By sheer will, he did not press his body to hers, but he did drop his nose down to the top of her head, breathing in her heady scent. “You deserve the world. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”
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      There was a part of her that wanted so desperately to believe him. She was a woman to be valued and desired. But all those years of being overlooked as men courted her sisters instead had her shaking her head in disagreement. “That is kind of you to say.”

      “I’m not being kind,” his husky whisper tickled her neck as shivers raced down her spine.

      Out on the ocean, she’d only noticed his piercing blue eyes, and as they’d been pressed together, she’d felt his strength, but in the kitchen she’d become aware of the hard masculine angle of his jaw, the softness of his lips, the perfection of his straight nose. She longed to touch his hair and run her fingers along the hard ridges of his muscles. Struggling to think of a response, Emilia stared out the window. She wouldn’t repeat her insecurities. It only made her sound needy. But she couldn’t agree either. “Thank you?”

      He chuckled, his lips vibrating against her skin and then he kissed the sensitive flesh just behind her ear. The apex of her legs began to ache in the most curious fashion. “You’re welcome.”

      One of his hands left her waist and slid up her arm, over her neck, and to her jaw. Slowly he turned her face to meet his. Her lips parted for some reason she couldn’t name. Did she want to ask him what he was doing? Beg him to kiss her? She wasn’t sure but it didn’t matter because his lips dipped down to hers and softly, like the caress of a butterfly, brushed against hers.

      And then he was gone. Backing up, he picked up his plate and gave her a tight smile. “Thank you for the taking me up here. I’ll never forget it.” Leaving the candle, he made his way to the door and disappeared.

      Emilia stood there, just as he’d left her, wondering what had just happened. Why had he kissed her and then left? Would he still be here if he hadn’t?

      Not knowing what else to do, she sat upon the floor and took a bite of her food. While she still wished to have his company, she wouldn’t change a moment of this evening, especially the kiss. She thought of her cousins, Clarissa and Agnes, along with her sisters, Fiona and Ainsley. Each would come home with a man whom they loved. But her heart didn’t ache so much when she thought about it. She’d had a moment of her own.

      What would it be like to be held against Captain Andrews…Jack? Just the thought made her body heat and ache at the apex of her legs.

      She didn’t know how long he would stay here at the castle with her, but some part of her wished that it might be forever.

      Sighing, she rose from the floor and picked up her plate and her candle. She wasn’t likely to sleep any better, but it was time to stop meandering about. She took one last look about the room, one of her favorite places and thought about how she’d shared it with Jack.

      It was strange, because in some small way her Christmastide prayer on the beach had been answered. Even if all they ever shared was that kiss, she’d found a hope and some strength in herself she didn’t even know had existed.

      With a smile, she made her way downstairs.
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      That smile was still there when she rose the next day. It bubbled into a happiness that made her feel light and so strong. There was a spring in her step as she made her way down to the common room, a sway to her hips she didn’t normally possess.

      With a house full of guests, she’d expected the great hall to be full, bursting with people, but not a soul was there. Not even her father.

      After eating breakfast, she made her way to the library. While the winds had quieted, the rain still pelted the shore and it was the perfect day to curl up with a book.

      The moment she passed into the library, her eye was drawn to the corner of the room. Sitting near the fire was Jack, holding a book. Her heart jumped in her throat.

      “Hello.” He stood, setting his novel down.

      She blushed and gave a small curtsey. The kiss they’d shared had transformed her, but when faced with him, she didn’t quite know what to say.

      He cleared his throat. “I wanted to apologize for leaving so abruptly last evening. I was worried I had overstepped my bounds and—”

      “You didn’t.” She moved tentatively toward him. “Overstep, that is.” Moving closer still, she took a breath. “I have two cousins and two sisters, each of whom is bringing her betrothed or her husband home for Christmastide. Having shared that kiss with you, I can stand straight and smile at their happiness.”

      “Emilia.” The way he said her name sounded like a groan.

      She licked her lips, taking another step. She probably should keep quiet, but she was usually mum and she just didn’t want to be now. For once, she wished to shout her feelings from the top of the castle. “I don’t want you to think I’m not glad for them. I am. But I had started to worry it would never be my turn.” Lifting her hands in front of her, she silently begged him to understand. “Nor am I asking anything of you. I just want to thank you. Even if it was only meant as a thanks for yesterday, it helped me to know that I want—”

      He crossed to her in two long strides and, before she knew what was happening, he’d swept her into his arms and crushed her against his body.

      His lips crashed down on hers. Last night’s kiss had been soft. A whisper of a touch. This kiss set her to blaze. His strong lips claimed hers over and over as her body melted into his, held up only by the strength of his arms. If he hadn’t held her, she likely would have slipped to the floor.

      As his hand travelled into her hair, his lips parted hers, and his tongue slid across her bottom lip. She gasped as her hands grasped at his shoulders, desperately holding onto him.

      Then his tongue probed deeper and Emilia lost her ability to think, to reason. All that mattered was he kept kissing her, touching her.

      As his tongue made another pass, she mimicked his movements, wanting more from him, needing to give. He groaned deep in his chest and it reverberated through her. She’d love to feel it without the barrier of their clothing.

      One of her hands slipped off his shoulder and, moving up his neck, found his bare skin, her fingers playing along his flesh. She heard him groan again and then he gathered her closer still, lifting her off the ground so that her mouth was even with his.

      Wanting to feel more she dipped her hand below his cravat, the hair of his chest tickling her fingers in a way that made her both want to giggle and moan. One of his hands slid down and cupped her behind, pulling her hips closer. She did moan then, long and low as their bodies rubbed in all the best places.

      “Jack,” she managed to breathe out between kisses.

      But his name on her lips seemed to jar him. He slowed, then stilled, then set her down and took a half step back. His eyes filled with alarm. “I apologize. I shouldn’t—”

      Her hands grabbed at his shoulders. “If you say it, I’ll be forced to…” She couldn’t think of what she might do. Couldn’t bring herself to make a threat. It wasn’t in her to hurt someone, especially not him. “I’ll…” She tried again. “Don’t apologize. I don’t want to think that you regret it.”

      “I don’t regret it.” He pulled her closer, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “I’ll never regret it. It’s you who should wish for me not to touch you. I’m a sea captain, gone most of the time. I could never give you the life you deserve.”

      Her chin tucked down as his words sank in. Of course he was right. A captain’s wife would be difficult at best with a husband off at sea most the time and she would be alone, never knowing if or when he’d return.

      But in her heart, she didn’t believe that was actually the reason he regretted kissing her. He’d likely found her lacking. Tears welled in her eyes, but she wouldn’t cry. It was her turn for regret. While yesterday had emboldened her, today sent her crashing down, as though knocked over by a wave. “I should go,” she murmured, not meeting his eyes.

      Then, slipping out of his arms, she turned and walked away. He didn’t try to stop her and, keeping her shoulders straight, she refused to look back. She didn’t allow a tear to spill until she’d made it well into her room.
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      Jack watched her go, everything in him crying out to call her back. He couldn’t, of course. He’d told her it was because he was a captain, but that wasn’t the real reason. Once upon a time he’d loved being at sea but that had faded with his youth. It was tedious and dangerous and he’d trade it for a quieter life in a moment.

      The reason that he couldn’t allow himself to touch Emilia again was because he was born under a bad omen. Even the man who’d given him his name had grown to hate him. Emilia deserved better. Not fit to muck her stalls, let alone share her bed. But he could never share that with her. If he had to watch her affection die as she learned what he really was, he’d perish with her feelings.

      The enormous castle felt tiny as he prowled around it, trapped by the rain. His sailors had all tucked themselves into their rooms, likely enjoying large beds and private spaces, but he couldn’t relax. Some part of him hoped he’d find her again if he kept moving about, but Emilia was nowhere to be seen.

      He even found the stairwell to the tower. It seemed a longer journey to the top without her in front of him. He couldn’t help but hope he’d find her when he’d climbed to the watch room, but when he arrived, it was empty.

      The rain-swept sea was all that greeted him, the view now dismal rather than majestic as he thought of all that he wished his life could be.

      “Bloody bullocks,” his teeth clenched. Unable to stand it any longer, he made his way back down the tower, intent upon finding Haggis.

      The man was in his study working over ledgers. It was an odd sight, watching a man that large fold himself into position, hunched over books, a tiny pen grasped into his giant hand.

      Though the door was open, Jack knocked upon the frame. “May I come in?”

      Haggis waved him forward, tossing the pen on the desk. “Thank the saints ye interrupted. If I had ter write one more line, I might have broken the desk in half.”

      Jack gave a low chuckle. “I feel that way about being inside. Which is why I may brave the rain and go in search of a mast. Any thoughts where I might begin?”

      “Are ye sure? No one’s kickin’ ye out.” Haggis gave him a sideways stare. “Ye can stay as long as ye like.”

      Jack grimaced, despite himself. He needed to be away from Emilia. It was not his want to kiss females every time he laid eyes on them and he didn’t fancy how out of control he was. The only solution was to leave. “I appreciate that. You’ve been more than kind. But sailors aren’t afraid to get wet. And, as I mentioned, I have family waiting for me. It’s important I arrive soon and I suspect the mast will take a bit to get here and even longer to replace.”

      Haggis pulled out a fresh sheet of parchment and scrolled a note. “Take this to the shipyard in Kirkaldy. They’ll get you what you need. Remis is a friend a’ mine, he’ll help you drag the mast to yer ship.”

      Taking the note, he stood. “Thank you, Haggis. Your help has been above and beyond anything I could have hoped for. I—”

      “Don’t thank me.” Haggis waved his hand. “It’s Emilia who dragged ye out of the ocean. My part is small compared to hers.”

      Jack gave a nod, his insides tightening at her name. He owed her everything, his very life for whatever that was worth.

      Saddling a horse from Haggis’ stable, he thought about how he’d repaid her kindness. He’d gone and bloody hurt her feelings, that’s how. He’d seen it on her face as she’d left, the lines of hurt, the tears just behind the lids.

      How could he make it up to her? He rode along the rutted road to Kirkaldy, rain driving at him, wondering what would explain his actions. He had to leave, he lacked control around her, but before he did, he owed her the truth.

      Bloody bullocks, that was going to be painful. But it must be done. Emilia deserved nothing less.

      Sitting straighter in the saddle, he made his way to Kirkaldy.
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      Emilia was hiding out. That was the only way to describe it.

      After having both lunch and dinner in her room, however, even she was growing antsy. By breakfast the next morning, she called in a maid to help her dress, determined to go to breakfast. Maybe she wouldn’t even see Jack. She hadn’t yesterday, at least not until she’d made her way to the library.

      Tentatively, she stepped into the dining room to find only her father sitting at the table. “Good morning, Da,” she called. Relief swept through her. Underneath that, however, was a niggle of disappointment that she hadn’t expected. No matter the rejection, part of her yearned to see him.

      “Mornin’,” Haggis bellowed down the table. “Glad ter see ye at a meal, lass.”

      She smiled then. “Da, I’m no substitute for Ainsely or Fiona.”

      Her father gave her a quizzical stare. “No lass, ye’re a sight better company in the mornin’ ye are. Yer sisters are forever gabbin’ on. Drives me near mad at times. But I’ll miss even them when they’re gone. Shoulda had more wee bairns.”

      He continued lamenting the quiet of the house and how it would be a preview to the future, but she’d stopped listening. Her father found her better company than her sisters at times? Oh, she knew she was the more responsible one. The one expected to keep a level head and keep her sisters out of trouble. But more enjoyable?

      Sitting, her father finally stopped talking. “Will Captain Andrews be joining us?” she asked, her eyes cast down toward the table, lest her father see something in her gaze.

      “Nay. Left for Kirkaldy yesterday to fetch a mast. He’s lucky there’s a boat yard so close,” her father said between bites.

      Emilia’s head snapped up. Gone? “Will he be returning?”

      “Aye, I expect by tomorrow or the day after. He’s in a hurry to get movin’. Something about family he needs to visit.”

      Family? Emilia briefly wondered who it might be. But really, it was none of her business. Unless of course it was a wife. She blinked several times at the thought. His comments about how it wasn’t her it was him or how being a captain’s wife was no way to live. Sweet Mary and Joseph was he married?

      She stood, her fists clenching.

      “Aren’t ye gonna eat?” Her father blinked up at her.

      Giving herself a shake, she sat back down. Dutifully, she picked up her fork and put some food in her mouth. She couldn’t taste anything but she chewed nonetheless. When Jack Andrews returned, they were going to have to talk.

      

      But he didn’t come back that day and he still hadn’t returned in the morning. By the afternoon she’d begun to wonder if her father was wrong and he wasn’t returning at all. He’d likely snuck off in the cowardly move of a man who went around kissing innocent women when he was already wed.

      The rain and wind had stopped at least, and so, unable to stand the inside of the castle any longer, she took herself out to the beach. Most of the sailors were onboard Captain Andrew’s vessel, dismantling rigging.

      She watched them for a time, marveling at their ability to scale up and down the masts of the ship. And apparently, everyone in the castle had been informed he was leaving for a new mast except for her.

      As if she conjured him, a ship appeared from the west. She knew without a doubt that this was the captain returning with his mast. The boat was too close to the shore to not be mooring. A great deal of anger swept away, as though washed by a wave at the thought of seeing him. Why couldn’t she stay angry?

      Her sisters had always loved that about her that she was too softhearted to hurt their feelings or be cross with them, but sometimes she wished she could really hold people accountable. And so as the ship drew nearer and she saw Jack standing in the bow, she did not raise her hand and wave. She stood, shoulders straight. He didn’t have to know that her anger had melted at the sight of his broad shoulders or the clench of his strong jaw.

      The smaller vessel docked next to the The Rose. Jack climbed out and immediately hopped onto his own boat.

      Emilia’s shoulders sagged. Apparently, it didn’t matter that she was pretending to still be angry. He didn’t seem to care. Turning, she decided to collect what was left of her dignity and return to the castle. She had reading to catch up on. In her room.

      With any luck, they’d have the mast fixed in a matter of days and she would never see Jack Andrews again. That would suit her just fine. Her feet were stomping in the sand as she made her way to the stairs.

      “Lady Emilia,” Jack’s voice called behind her.

      She stopped then. Just for a moment, she didn’t turn, trying to decipher how she felt. Was she angry again? Confused? More than anything, she felt rejected. Again. Still looking toward the castle, she replied, “Captain Andrews.”

      “Emilia.” His voice held a touch of something desperate, which confused her enough to make her turn toward him. Then she met his deep blue eyes. “I’ve something I’d like to give you.”

      She took a half step back. “You’ve given me quite enough, thank you.”

      His face spasmed, looking pained. “We need to discuss what I’ve given you and why I stopped—” His words ended abruptly as he looked out over the water. Taking a breath, he handed her a box, wrapped with a ribbon. “I know it isn’t entirely appropriate for me to give you a gift but you did save my life and I wanted to thank you.”

      Holding the box, she found her hands trembled. “What is it?” she whispered, unsure of why she did so. No one was near them. The wind drowned out any noise she made.

      “Open it and see.” He stepped closer blocking some of the wind.

      One of her hands pulled at the colorful fabric she had thought to be a ribbon, its texture silky to the touch. But it came undone and fluttered in the breeze, revealing an intricate scene of a beautiful evening sky filled with reds and oranges, a flock of birds dotting the landscape. “It’s stunning,” she exclaimed.

      “I purchased it in a market in Beijing.” He gave a grin. “I’ve carried it for years, waiting for the right person to give it to.”

      “Thank you, Jack.” She held the fabric close to her face.

      He gave a small laugh. “That is just the wrapping. Open the gift.”

      Opening the lid to the box, she nearly gasped, as her fingers lifted out a silver fox-fur muff. Jack reached for it and slipped it over one of her hands, making it instantly warm. Handing him the box, she put her other hand inside.

      “I must confess that I won that in a game of cards in France. I didn’t know what to do with it until I met you.” He had moved close enough now that he held the box out to her.

      Peeking back inside, she gasped at the sight of a pink opalescent object. Pulling her hands out of the muff, she reached in and lifted the delicate object out of the box. “What is it?” She’d seen many shells along the beach but nothing so intricately designed as this.

      “It’s an apporhaidae. I found it on a beach on a peninsula called Cape Cod in America. It reminds me of you. Delicate in its beauty but deceptively strong.” He had moved closer still so that his breath was fanning across her face.

      As she tipped the shell, a strand of pearls slithered out of its interior, sliding down her hand and onto her arm. “Oh, Jack,” she breathed. “I couldn’t possibly accept all of this.”

      His lips came to her ear, one of his hands lightly grasping her arm. “I thought to give those strands to the woman I asked to marry me. But I want you to have them. Every time they touch your skin, think of me.”

      “The woman you asked to marry you?” she repeated. Because it meant he had yet to ask anyone and he wasn’t married. Which should have been a relief but it also implied that he wouldn’t be asking her.

      When had she decided that she even wanted him to? They’d only shared a few kisses. Emilia was a person who was normally content with what she got, without need for more. But at some point, she had started wanted more from Jack. Wanting forever.

      For just a moment, she let her thoughts drift to the possibility of Jack sitting next to her as her family gathered for Christmastide.

      She set those thoughts aside. He’d made it abundantly clear that wasn’t what he wanted and it was useless to dream. It would only hurt more later.

      He cleared his throat. “I have to go assist with the installation of the mast but I’d like to see you again. Could we take a walk, perhaps, or a ride?”

      “A ride would be lovely.” Hope fluttered in her chest. But she took a breath, tamping it back down.

      “Tomorrow morning then?” He gave her a gentle smile.

      She nodded, “I’ll meet you at the stable by nine.”

      Turning, she began up the stairs, her gifts in hand. Heading straight for her room, she set the box down on the bed and held each item, turning it, touching it, remembering what he had said. It was a thank you gift, nothing more. Handsome men like Jack didn’t fall in love with quiet, bookish girls like her.

      But as she lay on her bed, allowing the pearls to drape across her neck, she allowed herself to dream.
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      Jack stood at the entrance of the stable and waited for Emilia. The Rose would be ready to sail by tomorrow. This was his last chance to give Emilia the explanation she deserved.

      He saw her walking from the main house toward him and he stood a little straighter. Her green riding habit was the perfect complement to her shimmering blonde hair and luscious curves. Jack took a steadying breath. His explanation would surely be undone if she ended up in his arms.

      “Good morning,” her shy smile made his breath catch and his body tighten. He wanted to unwrap that pretty package and see what was underneath her demure exterior.

      “Good morning,” he returned, holding out his elbow.

      Inside, Creeves had prepared the horses. Smiling a greeting, the man called to him. “Take yer pick, Captain.”

      Jack grabbed the reins of a large brown animal and began leading the beast outside, while Emilia took the reins of a delicate dappled grey. The horse was perfect for her. The groom followed behind with the third.

      Once outside, he hitched his animal and then crossed over to help Emilia onto hers. Grabbing her waist, he lifted her up into the saddle. Her scent assaulted his nose, reminding him of fresh flowers in spring. As he lifted her, he was aware that his hands nearly circled her waist.

      The urge to pull her back down against his body made his teeth clench together. Pulling his hands away, he looked off into the distance, over the ocean. “Where should we ride?”

      “There is a loch a few miles away, if you’d like to go there.” Her eyes scanned his face, looking to see if he approved.

      He couldn’t help himself, he allowed one of his hands to feather down the wool of her riding habit. It was so easy to be with her. She was going to make some man incredibly happy. If only it could be him. “That sounds perfect.”

      He mounted his horse and they began down the path, winding over open ground. Emilia was in front, he was just behind her, Creeves trailing in back of their little group. But soon enough, short stubby trees dotted the landscape and Emilia urged her horse faster. He kept pace and soon they were whipping along the path.

      He could see tendrils of hair, loosening to blow in the wind behind her as she expertly maneuvered her animal. Her skill was impressive and a little unexpected. It also fueled the fire already burning in his veins. He wanted to catch one of those strands and hold it between his fingertips. But instead he rode faster, passing her by as her eyes danced with delight.

      Before he knew it, the view opened in front of him to reveal a near frozen loch nestled between two ridges. “It’s beautiful,” he breathed.

      “It’s far better in summer, but I hope it’s still worth the ride.” She gave him a grin as he swung down from his horse and walked over to help her. “If for no other reason than it will take Creeves several more minutes to get here.”

      Her eyes sparkled with mischief as he placed his hands at her waist to help her down. Her feet touched the ground just as her hands clasped his forearms. He couldn’t resist. Pulling her closer, their bodies lightly touched. “That is worth the ride.” He chuckled but his eyes devoured every line and curve of her face, ending with her lips.

      Without thinking, he found himself leaning in as if to taste her.

      “You said you wanted to speak with me. I thought that might include some privacy.” Her voice was soft but her words were like a swim in the loch. He stepped back, trying to pull himself back under control. Her own eyes held an uncertainty, the hurt from a few days ago still shining in them. She’d stopped him on purpose to protect herself.

      “I wanted to explain why I have kissed you but not asked to court you…” But his words trailed off because he could already see the pain intensifying in her eyes.

      She turned her face away and then stepped around him, moving toward the frozen water. “I don’t need an explanation.”

      “You do,” he insisted, following behind her.

      She shook her head, turning it back to him just enough so he could hear. “I don’t need you to tell me what flaws of mine keep you from wanting to court me. I am painfully aware of them already.”

      He couldn’t stop himself then, seizing her waist, he spun her around and pulled her against his body, his lips crashing down on hers. Her arms snaked around his neck as he opened her mouth and deepened the kiss.

      On and on it went. A desperate need to touch her skin, feel her body against his was about to shred the last of his control. It took every last bit of it to pull his mouth from hers. “Emilia. You are not the reason I can’t court you, it’s me.”

      Her eyes widened. “What does that even mean? Is this because you’re a ship captain?”

      “No, love.” He unwrapped one of his hands from around her waist to trail it down the velvet of her cheek. “I’m not fit to be your husband.”

      She shook her head. “You are a good man. Why wouldn’t you be—”

      “Let me explain.” He took a breath. It was time to tell her the truth. “Emilia, I never met my real father. He could be dead or alive, I’ve no idea. The man who raised me married my mother and gave me his name but it was always known that I was a bastard. He never let me or my mother forget it.”

      “Jack?” Her eyes searched his, surprise lighting them.

      “Much of my childhood, I spent with mother’s brother, my Uncle Kirklan, here in Scotland. As I grew older, Andrews could stand the sight of me less and less.” He looked out over the water.

      “Is that who you are travelling to visit? Your Uncle Kirklan?” Her gentle voice held no disdain, no malice, just kindness.  A warmth and sympathy so often lacking in his life. He tightened his grip on her without even realizing it.

      He nodded. “He sent me a letter near a month ago that he needed me at Rosslyn Estate. The letter was quite short without much detail, which worried me more than him requesting my presence.” He ran his hand through his hair. The quiet understanding in her eyes made it so easy to share. He felt himself lightening as he said the words. “I normally wouldn’t have sailed this far north at this time of year if not for his plea. But I couldn’t deny him.”
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