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Editorial Manifesto




Pink Bell Knoll Books


At Pink Bell Knoll Books, we believe romantic fiction can be more than fantasy —
it can be respect, truth, and emotional freedom.


Our stories don’t shout.
They whisper desire, reach deep,
and show that pleasure doesn’t need to hurt to be intense.


Here, a woman can be desired without being diminished.
She can surrender without disappearing.
She can love without losing herself.
She can say no.
And when she says yes, it’s full-hearted.


We publish romantic fiction in all its forms —
whether they unfold in the soft glow of modern life or in the rich textures of the past.
From tender flirtations to daring sensuality,
what matters is that they honor the soul as much as the skin.


We write for those who want to feel —
with the body, with the skin, with the soul.


If you're looking for a place where desire is treated with beauty,
where pleasure is shared, and love comes with truth —
welcome to your home.


Pink Bell Knoll Books — where passion meets respect.
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Chapter 1

The Disputed Prize





The Caribbean dawn broke like spilled blood across the horizon, painting the restless waters in shades of crimson and gold. Isabella "Tempest" Blackwater stood at the bow of the Sea Serpent, her weathered hands gripping the rail as she surveyed the scene before them. The hurricane had passed three days ago, leaving destruction in its wake—and opportunity for those bold enough to seize it.

"There she be, Captain," called Lyle McKinnon, her grizzled quartermaster, pointing toward the massive shape listing against the coral reef. "Spanish treasure galleon, by the look of her. The Santa Isabella—we've been hunting that beauty for nigh on six months."

Isabella's dark eyes narrowed as she studied the ship. The galleon sat heavy in the water, her masts snapped like kindling, her hull scraped raw by the reef's merciless teeth. But she was intact enough to hold her treasures, and Isabella could practically smell the Spanish gold calling to her across the waves.

"Ready the boats," she commanded, her voice carrying easily over the morning breeze. "And tell the lads to keep their wits about them. A prize like this won't stay secret long."

Even as the words left her lips, Isabella felt the familiar prickle at the base of her neck—the sensation that had kept her alive through seven years of piracy. She turned slowly, scanning the horizon, and cursed under her breath at what she saw.

Black sails. Coming fast from the northeast.

"Captain," young Tom Briggs called from the crow's nest, his voice cracking with excitement and fear. "Ship approaching! 'Tis the Storm Chaser!"

Isabella's jaw tightened. Of course it would be him. Of all the pirates prowling these waters, it had to be Alistair bloody Drake who'd caught wind of the prize. The man had an uncanny ability to appear wherever she least wanted him—and most needed him gone.

"Shall we make ready for battle, Captain?" Lyle asked, his hand already moving to his cutlass.

Isabella watched the sleek brigantine cut through the waves with predatory grace. The Storm Chaser was everything the Sea Serpent was not—built for speed rather than firepower, elegant where her ship was brutal. Like her captain, the vessel was deceptively beautiful, hiding deadly intent beneath refined lines.

"No," she said finally, the word tasting like bitter rum on her tongue. "Not yet. Drake's too clever to fight here—we'd tear each other apart while the Spanish navy sails up to claim what's left."

The Storm Chaser drew alongside them with practiced ease, her crew moving with the fluid precision that marked them as true sailors rather than mere cutthroats. Isabella caught sight of Alistair Drake at his ship's wheel, his golden hair catching the morning light like spun treasure. Even from this distance, she could see his infuriating smile—the one that had been haunting her dreams for longer than she cared to admit.

"Ahoy there, Tempest!" His voice carried clearly across the water, rich with that cultured accent that marked him as nobility gone wrong. "Fancy meeting you in such troubled waters. I trust you slept well through the storm?"

Isabella leaned against her own rail, affecting a casual pose that belied the tension coiling in her muscles. "Well enough, Drake. Though I'd wager I'll sleep better tonight with Spanish gold for a pillow."

"Ah, but that presupposes the gold belongs to you," Alistair called back, his crew securing lines to bring the ships closer. "A rather bold assumption, considering I spotted the wreck first."

"Did you now?" Isabella's voice dripped with false sweetness. "Strange, I could have sworn my lookout called it an hour past dawn. When did your man sight her—just now, perhaps?"

The space between their ships narrowed to mere yards. Isabella could see Alistair clearly now—the sharp blue of his eyes, the scar that ran from his left temple to his jaw (a souvenir from their encounter at Port Royal two summers past), the way his white shirt lay open at the throat, revealing the bronzed skin beneath. She forced herself to focus on his words rather than the unwelcome heat that always sparked to life in his presence.

"Your generosity knows no bounds, my dear Tempest," Alistair said, swinging across to her ship with fluid grace. His boots hit the deck with a soft thud, and suddenly the Sea Serpent felt too small to contain them both. "Perhaps we might discuss terms like civilized folk rather than screaming across the waves like fishwives?"

Isabella's crew shifted restlessly behind her, hands moving to weapons. They knew their captain's history with the golden-haired pirate, knew that blood had been spilled between these two more than once. But Isabella raised a hand, stilling their movements.

"Civilized?" She laughed, the sound carrying no warmth. "There's nothing civilized about what we do, Drake. We're pirates, not merchants haggling over the price of tea."

"True enough," Alistair agreed, moving closer with that predatory grace she remembered too well. "But even pirates can appreciate the value of... cooperation. When it serves their interests."

He was close enough now that she could smell the salt spray on his skin, see the new lines around his eyes that spoke of too many battles and too little sleep. Isabella felt her pulse quicken and cursed her body's betrayal. Seven years of rivalry, of crossing swords and trading insults, and still he affected her like this.

"What did you have in mind?" she asked, proud that her voice remained steady.

Alistair's smile widened, and Isabella caught a glimpse of the shark beneath the gentleman's facade. "A partnership, naturally. That galleon's too large for one crew to strip properly before the Spanish arrive to investigate. But two crews, working together..." He spread his hands in a gesture of apparent reasonableness. "We could have her emptied by nightfall and be well away before dawn."

"And the division of spoils?"

"Fifty-fifty, of course. I'm nothing if not fair."

Isabella snorted. "Your definition of fair and mine have never aligned, as I recall."

"Come now, Tempest. That business in Tortuga was hardly my fault. How was I to know the governor had already promised safe passage to someone else?"

"You knew bloody well—"

"Captain!" The shout came from both crews simultaneously, and Isabella spun to see what had captured their attention. On the horizon, three sets of sails had appeared—Spanish ships, flying the colors of the treasure fleet.

"Bugger," Alistair muttered, his facade of casual confidence slipping for a moment. "They're closer than I expected."

Isabella calculated quickly. The Spanish ships were still hours away, but hours were all they had. Neither crew could take the galleon's treasure alone in that time, and fighting each other would only waste precious minutes.

"One third to you," she said quickly. "Two thirds to me. My ship spotted her first."

"Forty-sixty," Alistair countered. "And I provide the expertise—I've raided that class of galleon before."

"Expertise?" Isabella's eyes flashed dangerously. "I've been taking Spanish gold since before you knew which end of a sword to hold, you arrogant—"

"Forty-five, fifty-five," Alistair interrupted, stepping closer still. "Final offer. Or we can stand here arguing until the Dons arrive and claim it all."

Isabella stared into his blue eyes, seeing the challenge there, the certainty that she would refuse and he could claim moral superiority. It was the same look he'd worn that night in Tortuga when he'd left her crew stranded while he sailed away with the governor's gold. The memory still burned.

"Done," she said through gritted teeth. "But I want it in writing, Drake. Your word isn't worth the ink to write it with."

Something flickered in Alistair's expression—hurt, perhaps, though it was gone too quickly to be sure. "As you wish. Lyle, isn't it?" He addressed her quartermaster without taking his eyes from Isabella's face. "Fetch paper and ink. Let's make this proper and binding."

As Lyle scurried to comply, Isabella became aware of how close they were standing. She could see the pulse beating at the base of Alistair's throat, could count the gold flecks in his blue eyes. When he spoke again, his voice was low enough that only she could hear.

"You know, Tempest, there was a time when my word was enough for you."

"That was before I learned better," she replied, matching his quiet tone. "Before I discovered what your promises were worth."

"And what's that?"

"Less than nothing. At least nothing doesn't stab you in the back while smiling."

Alistair's jaw tightened. "If you're referring to Tortuga—"

"I'm not referring to anything," Isabella cut him off. "I'm stating facts. You've betrayed me twice, Drake. There won't be a third time."

"Haven't I? How curious. I seem to recall a different version of events."

Before Isabella could respond, Lyle returned with parchment and quill. As Alistair bent to write their agreement, Isabella found herself studying the strong line of his shoulders, the way his hair fell across his forehead. She jerked her gaze away, annoyed with herself.

"There," Alistair said, straightening and handing her the document. "Fair shares for all, and may the devil take the hindmost."

Isabella read quickly, surprised to find the terms exactly as discussed with no hidden clauses or clever wordplay. She signed with a flourish and handed the paper back.

"Right then," she said, all business now. "Lyle, prepare three boats. Take Jenkins and his best men—I want that ship stripped faster than a Port Royal whore."

"Language, Tempest," Alistair murmured with mock horror. "There are gentlemen present."

"Where?" Isabella looked around theatrically. "I see only pirates and rogues."

"You wound me. I'll have you know I'm the very soul of gentility."

"The soul of something, certainly."

Their boats hit the water minutes apart, crews rowing hard toward the listing galleon. Isabella found herself in the same boat as Alistair—an arrangement she suspected wasn't entirely accidental on his part. The man seemed to delight in making her uncomfortable.

"Tell me, Tempest," he said as they neared the wreck, "what drove you to such desperate measures that you'd partner with your most hated enemy?"

"You flatter yourself," Isabella replied without looking at him. "You're nowhere near my most hated enemy. That honor belongs to Commodore Blackwood."

"Ah yes, the good commodore. Still hunting you, is he?"

"Like a dog with a bone. The man's obsessed."

"Can you blame him? You did sink his flagship."

"It was in my way."

Alistair laughed—a genuine sound that did uncomfortable things to Isabella's composure. "God's blood, woman, you sink a man's ship and call it an inconvenience. No wonder half the Royal Navy wants your head."

"Only half? I'm losing my touch."

They reached the galleon as the sun climbed higher, transforming the Caribbean morning into a furnace of heat and light. The Santa Isabella groaned against the reef like a dying whale, her magnificent carved stern partially submerged, her gun ports gaping like dead mouths.

"She's beautiful," Alistair murmured as they climbed the rope ladder his men had thrown over the rail. "Look at that workmanship—Spanish colonial at its finest."

Isabella had to admit he was right. The galleon was a masterwork of naval architecture, built for both war and trade. Her decks were wide enough to dance upon, her appointments rich with gilt and carving. Even listing and broken, she maintained an air of wounded majesty.

"Aye, she's a beauty," Isabella agreed. "Shame we have to gut her like a fish."

They made their way toward the captain's cabin, boots splashing through ankle-deep seawater that had flooded the lower decks. Isabella noted approvingly that both crews were working with professional efficiency, stripping anything of value while keeping watchful eyes on their rivals.

The cabin door hung askew on broken hinges. Inside, water lapped at overturned furniture and scattered papers. But there, bolted to the deck, stood the captain's strongbox—a massive iron chest that would take both crews to move.

"After you, my lady," Alistair said with exaggerated courtesy, gesturing toward the flooded cabin.

Isabella shot him a sharp look but waded inside, grimacing as the warm seawater rose to mid-thigh. The cabin was a wreck of soaked silk and splintered wood, but her experienced eye quickly catalogued the treasures still worth claiming—a silver crucifix, a set of navigational instruments, what looked like a pouch of uncut emeralds.

"The strongbox will need both our crews," she said, running her hands over the iron surface. "But there should be smaller treasures cached throughout the ship."

"Agreed. My men will take the forward sections, yours the aft." Alistair moved to examine a water-damaged chart table. "We'll meet back here to—"

His words were cut off by a tremendous groan from the ship's timbers. The galleon lurched suddenly to starboard, and Isabella found herself thrown against Alistair as the cabin floor tilted at a dangerous angle.

For a moment they were pressed together, her hands flat against his chest, his arms automatically circling her waist to steady them both. Isabella was intensely aware of his solid warmth, the steady beat of his heart beneath her palms, the way his blue eyes darkened as he looked down at her.

"Steady on," he murmured, his voice rougher than usual.

Isabella pushed away from him as soon as the ship settled, annoyed by her body's traitorous response to his nearness. "The reef's claiming more of her," she said briskly. "We need to work faster."

"Indeed." But Alistair's voice held an odd note, and when Isabella glanced at him, she caught him staring at her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

They worked in tense efficiency for the next several hours, both crews stripping the galleon of everything portable and valuable. Isabella found herself constantly aware of Alistair's presence—the way he moved with catlike grace despite the tilting deck, the competent authority in his voice as he directed his men, the way sunlight turned his hair to spun gold.

It was infuriating. Seven years of rivalry, and still the man affected her like this. Still she found herself watching the play of muscles beneath his shirt as he hauled treasure, still she felt that familiar flutter of heat when he smiled at her across the flooded deck.

"Captain!" Tom Briggs's voice carried across the water from the Sea Serpent. "Spanish ships closing fast! Two hours, maybe less!"

Isabella cursed creatively in three languages. They'd managed to transfer perhaps half the galleon's portable wealth, but the strongbox remained stubbornly bolted to the tilting deck.

"We need that chest," Alistair said, voicing her thoughts. "There's enough gold in there to buy pardons for both our crews."

"Or enough to make us rich beyond imagining," Isabella countered. "If we can get it free."

They tried everything—prying with iron bars, hammering at the bolts, even attempting to cut through the deck itself. But the Spanish had built their strongboxes to survive shipwrecks, and time was running short.

"Captain Blackwater!" The shout came from one of Alistair's men—a lean, dark-skinned sailor named Marcus. "Ship's taking on more water. She'll break apart soon if the tide turns."

Isabella felt frustration rise in her throat like bile. So close to the greatest prize of her career, and the sea itself conspired against her. She aimed a vicious kick at the strongbox, achieving nothing but a bruised toe.

"Easy, love," Alistair said, moving closer. "Losing your temper won't move that chest."

"Don't call me love," Isabella snapped. "And don't stand there looking smug while our prize slips away."

"I'm not looking smug. I'm thinking."

"A dangerous pastime for you."

Alistair ignored the barb, studying the strongbox with calculating eyes. "What if we don't move it?"

"What?"

"The chest. What if we open it here and transfer the contents?"

Isabella stared at him. "It's locked, Drake. Spanish locks aren't exactly known for yielding to gentle persuasion."

"No, but they're known for yielding to gunpowder." Alistair's grin was sharp as a blade. "A small charge, carefully placed..."

"You want to blow up a treasure chest? On a ship that's already half-sunk?"

"I want to blow up a lock. There's a difference."

Isabella considered. It was risky—too much powder and they'd destroy the contents, too little and they'd achieve nothing but noise. But with the Spanish ships growing larger on the horizon, desperate measures seemed called for.

"Do it," she decided. "But if you blow us all to Kingdom Come, I'll haunt you through eternity."

"I'd expect nothing less."

Alistair worked with swift precision, using a small charge of powder from his pistol and focusing the blast with iron fragments. The explosion, when it came, was more like a very loud crack than a true detonation. Smoke filled the cabin, and Isabella held her breath until it cleared.

The lock hung in twisted ruins.

"You magnificent bastard," Isabella breathed, and Alistair's answering grin was brilliant enough to outshine the Caribbean sun.

Inside the chest lay more wealth than Isabella had seen in one place since her last raid on Panama—bags of Spanish reales, bars of silver, pouches of rough-cut emeralds and pearls. But at the very bottom, wrapped in oiled silk, was something that made both captains freeze.

A map.

Not just any map, but one marked with the distinctive cartography of the legendary Henry Morgan. Isabella recognized the style immediately—she'd studied enough of his charts to know his work. But this map was different, showing not ports or shipping lanes, but the location of something marked only as "La Herencia de la Reina"—the Queen's Inheritance.

"Mother of pearl," Alistair whispered. "Do you know what this is?"

"Morgan's final cache," Isabella said, her voice equally hushed. "The treasure he was said to have hidden before his death. Half the pirates in the Caribbean have spent fortunes searching for it."

They stared at the map in shared awe and growing excitement. This was more than treasure—this was legend made manifest, the greatest prize the Caribbean had ever known.

"We have to go," Alistair said reluctantly. "The Spanish—"

"Are still an hour away," Isabella finished. "Long enough to copy this map."

But as she reached for the parchment, Alistair's hand closed over hers. His grip was firm but not painful, his blue eyes intense as they met hers.

"Careful, Tempest. Some treasures are too dangerous for one person to claim alone."

Isabella felt the familiar spark of challenge rise in her chest. "Is that a threat, Drake?"

"It's a warning. Morgan's treasure... there are stories. Dark ones. About what happened to those who sought it."

"Superstitious nonsense."

"Perhaps. But perhaps not." His thumb brushed across her knuckles, and Isabella felt an unwelcome shiver of sensation. "Promise me you won't pursue this alone."

"I don't make promises to you anymore," Isabella said, but she didn't pull her hand away. "Not after—"

"After what? After Tortuga?" Alistair's voice carried genuine frustration. "Bloody hell, woman, when will you listen to the truth about that night?"

"The truth?" Isabella laughed bitterly. "The truth is that I trusted you, and you left me stranded while you sailed away with the gold. What other truth matters?"

"The truth that I had no choice!" Alistair's composure finally cracked, revealing the passion beneath. "The truth that Governor DeSilva threatened to hang my entire crew if I didn't leave port immediately. The truth that I spent three days circling back to find you, only to discover you'd already escaped on your own."

Isabella stared at him, her certainty wavering for the first time in two years. "You... came back?"

"Of course I came back. Did you really think I'd abandon you to that Spanish pig?"

Before Isabella could respond, the galleon lurched again, more violently this time. Water surged through the broken cabin door, and somewhere in the ship's bowels, timber cracked with sounds like cannon fire.

"She's breaking up!" Marcus shouted from the deck. "All hands abandon ship!"

Alistair snatched the map, but as he turned to flee, the silk wrapping tore. The ancient parchment split down the middle, each captain left holding half of Morgan's final secret.

They stared at each other across the flooding cabin, each clutching their piece of the map, the weight of shared destiny settling between them like fate itself.

"Well," Alistair said with rueful humor, "it seems the legend has a sense of irony."

Isabella looked at her half of the map, then at his, recognizing with sinking certainty that neither piece was complete without the other. The coastlines matched, the compass roses aligned, but the crucial details—the landmarks, the final location—were split between them.

"Captain!" Lyle's voice was desperate now. "Spanish ships closing fast!"

Isabella made her decision. Tucking her half of the map into her bodice, she turned toward the door. "This isn't over, Drake."

"No," Alistair agreed, following her toward the boats. "I rather suspect it's just beginning."

As they abandoned the dying galleon, Isabella couldn't shake the feeling that her life had just taken a turn toward waters more dangerous than any she'd sailed before. And despite everything—the broken trust, the bitter rivalry, the pain of betrayal—she found herself looking forward to the voyage.








  
  

Chapter 2

The Cartographer's Cipher





The rendezvous had been Isabella's idea—a small, uninhabited cay twelve leagues northwest of the Windward Passage, far enough from shipping lanes to avoid unwanted attention. Three days had passed since their escape from the Spanish treasure fleet, three days during which Isabella had studied her half of Morgan's map until her eyes burned and her head ached with frustration. 

The parchment was maddeningly incomplete. She could make out fragments of coastline, partial compass bearings, and what appeared to be notations in a script she didn't recognize. But without Drake's half, it was worse than useless—it was a torment, dangling the greatest treasure in pirate lore just beyond her grasp.

"You're brooding again, Captain," Lyle observed from where he sat mending nets in the shade of a palm tree. "Been doing a powerful lot of that since we left the galleon."

Isabella glared at him from her perch on a piece of driftwood. "I don't brood."

"Aye, and I don't drink rum." Lyle's weathered face creased into a grin. "What's got your knickers in such a twist? We came away from that wreck richer than we've ever been."

It was true. The Sea Serpent's hold was packed with Spanish silver, enough to keep her crew in comfort for months. But Isabella's thoughts kept returning to that torn map, to the promise of wealth beyond imagining, to the way Alistair's eyes had darkened when he'd warned her about pursuing Morgan's treasure alone.

"Drake should have been here by now," she muttered, shading her eyes to scan the horizon for the hundredth time that morning.

"Maybe he decided the risk wasn't worth the reward," suggested Tom Briggs, who was attempting to spear fish in the shallows with notably poor success. "Maybe he sailed off to spend his share in Port Royal."

Isabella's jaw tightened. "He'll come."

"How can you be so certain?" Lyle asked.

Because I know him, Isabella thought but didn't say. Because for all his faults, Alistair Drake had never been able to resist a challenge. Because the man was as obsessed with treasure and glory as she was, and Morgan's cache represented both in abundance.

Because when he'd held her hand over that map, she'd seen something in his eyes that went beyond mere greed.

A sail appeared on the eastern horizon just as the sun reached its zenith. Isabella rose to her feet, her hand automatically checking the placement of her cutlass. The Storm Chaser approached with typical precision, her crew handling the sails with the fluid grace that marked them as true seamen.

"Punctual as always," Isabella murmured, though relief flooded through her in a way she didn't care to examine too closely.

Alistair's voice carried across the water as the ships drew together. "Ahoy, Tempest! I trust you've been enjoying this tropical paradise?"

"The accommodations leave something to be desired," Isabella called back. "No rum, and the fishing is terrible."

"A tragedy indeed. Shall we remedy the first part, at least?"

Within minutes, both crews had established a camp on the beach. Alistair produced a bottle of aged rum that must have cost more than most pirates saw in a year, while Isabella contributed fresh fruit her men had gathered from the island's interior. The gesture felt oddly domestic, and Isabella found herself fighting the urge to smooth her hair or check her appearance.

"Now then," Alistair said once they'd found a relatively private spot near the water's edge, "shall we see what Henry Morgan has left us?"

Isabella withdrew her half of the map from its oiled silk wrapping, spreading it carefully on a flat piece of coral. Alistair did the same with his portion, and slowly, reverently, they brought the two pieces together.

The effect was immediately apparent. What had been fragments became a coherent whole—a detailed chart of the southeastern Caribbean, marked with symbols and notations that spoke of hidden knowledge. But even complete, the map presented new mysteries.

"The text," Isabella said, frowning at the strange script that decorated the margins. "It's not Spanish or English."

"Nor French or Dutch," Alistair agreed, leaning closer. His shoulder brushed against hers, and Isabella felt that familiar spark of awareness. "The style looks... indigenous, perhaps?"

Isabella studied the flowing symbols more carefully. They had an organic quality that was distinctly different from European scripts, with curves and flourishes that seemed to echo the natural world.

"Taíno," she said suddenly. "It's written in Taíno script."

"You're certain?"

"My father..." Isabella paused, old pain flickering across her features. "My father traded with the indigenous peoples before the Spanish drove most of them away. He taught me to recognize their writing, though I never learned to read it properly."

Alistair was quiet for a moment, and when Isabella glanced at him, she found him watching her with an expression of unexpected gentleness. "He sounds like he was a good man."

"He was." Isabella's voice was carefully neutral. "Before Commodore Blackwood murdered him."

"Isabella—"

"We need someone who can read this script," she said quickly, uncomfortable with the sympathy in his voice. "Someone who still remembers the old knowledge."

"And where exactly do we find such a person? The Spanish have been rather thorough in their... cultural modifications."

Isabella was quiet for a long moment, her mind racing through possibilities. Then, slowly, a smile spread across her face—not the sharp, predatory grin her enemies knew, but something warmer and more genuine.

"Abuela Rosa," she breathed.

"I beg your pardon?"

"There's a woman—an elder—on the island of Vieques. The Spanish consider her a harmless old herb woman, but the locals know better. She's said to be the last keeper of the old knowledge, the old ways."

Alistair raised an eyebrow. "And you believe she can read this?"

"If anyone can, it's her." Isabella carefully rewrapped her half of the map. "But Vieques is dangerous waters. Spanish patrols, and worse—there are stories of ships that sail too close to the island and simply... disappear."

"Superstitious nonsense," Alistair said, but his tone lacked conviction.

"Is it? Morgan himself was said to have consulted with the island's guardians before hiding his final treasure. Some say that's why his cache has never been found—it's protected by more than locks and traps."

Alistair was quiet for a moment, staring out at the endless blue of the Caribbean. When he spoke, his voice was thoughtful. "You know, there's something I haven't told you about that galleon."

Isabella turned to face him fully. "What?"

"The captain—the one we found dying in his cabin. His last words weren't about the treasure or the map."

"What did he say?"

"'Beware the Queen's price.' He said it three times before he died."

A chill ran down Isabella's spine despite the tropical heat. "The Queen's price?"

"Morgan's treasure is known as the Queen's Inheritance," Alistair continued. "What if it's not just a name? What if there's an actual price to be paid?"

Isabella forced a laugh, though it sounded hollow even to her own ears. "You're starting to sound like old Tom Briggs and his ghost stories."

"Perhaps. But perhaps there's wisdom in old stories." Alistair turned to meet her gaze, his blue eyes serious. "I meant what I said on the galleon, Isabella. Some treasures are too dangerous to pursue alone."

The use of her real name, spoken in that low, intimate tone, sent an unwelcome shiver through Isabella's body. She stood abruptly, needing distance from his intense stare.

"I can handle whatever dangers come," she said, proud that her voice remained steady. "I've been doing it for seven years."

"Aye, and it's a miracle you're still alive," Alistair replied, rising to follow her. "Do you know what the Royal Navy calls you in their reports?"

"Probably nothing fit for polite company."

"The Ghost of the Caribbean. They say you've escaped death so many times, you must be more spirit than woman."

Isabella turned to face him, chin raised defiantly. "And what do you call me?"

Alistair was quiet for a long moment, his gaze traveling over her face with an intensity that made her pulse quicken. When he spoke, his voice was rough with something she couldn't quite identify.

"Magnificent," he said simply. "Absolutely magnificent."

The word hung in the air between them, heavy with implications that neither seemed ready to acknowledge. Isabella felt heat rise in her cheeks and turned away, ostensibly to check on her crew but really to escape the weight of his stare.

"We should leave for Vieques at first light," she said, her voice more brusque than she'd intended. "The longer we wait, the more likely it is that word of our... partnership... will reach unwelcome ears."

"Agreed. Though I should warn you—my ship is faster than yours. If we're to travel together, we'll need to adjust our pace accordingly."

Isabella's temper flared. "My ship has sailed these waters longer than your pretty little brigantine has existed. She may not be built for speed, but she's survived storms that would crack your hull like an eggshell."

"I wasn't insulting your ship," Alistair said mildly. "Merely stating facts. The Sea Serpent is built for battle, not racing. There's no shame in that."

"There's no shame in anything I do," Isabella snapped, then immediately regretted the defensive tone.

Alistair's expression softened. "No, there isn't. You've built something remarkable, Isabella. Your crew's loyalty, your reputation... they're not gifts. They're earned through courage and competence and sheer bloody-minded determination."

The unexpected praise caught Isabella off guard. She'd grown so accustomed to Alistair's mocking tone, his casual arrogance, that this moment of genuine respect felt dangerously intimate.

"Flattery, Drake?" she managed. "How unlike you."

"Not flattery. Truth." He moved closer, and Isabella found herself trapped between his approach and the fallen log she'd been sitting on. "Whatever else lies between us, I've never doubted your capabilities."

"Haven't you?" The question came out as more of a whisper than Isabella had intended. "Then why did you leave me in Tortuga?"

Alistair's jaw tightened. "I told you—"

"You told me Governor DeSilva threatened your crew. But there's more, isn't there? There's something you're not saying."

For a moment, Alistair's carefully maintained composure cracked, revealing something raw and vulnerable beneath. "There's always something I'm not saying when it comes to you."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means..." Alistair ran a hand through his golden hair, frustration evident in every line of his body. "Christ, Isabella, do you really not know?"

"Know what?"

But before he could answer, Tom Briggs's voice rang out across the beach. "Captain! Ships on the horizon! Three of them, flying Spanish colors!"

Isabella's blood chilled. Three ships meant a hunting squadron, not a merchant convoy. Someone had either tracked them from the galleon or—worse—discovered their rendezvous point through other means.

"How far?" she called back.

"Hour, maybe less!"

Isabella and Alistair exchanged grim looks. There would be no time for a leisurely departure, no chance to cover their tracks. It would be a race to open water, with Spanish guns at their backs.

"My ship's faster," Alistair said without preamble. "We could—"

"No." Isabella's voice was firm. "We travel together or not at all."

"Isabella, be reasonable. If one of us escapes with the map—"

"Then one of us has half a treasure and a lifetime of looking over their shoulder. No, Drake. We see this through together, or we don't see it through at all."

Alistair stared at her for a moment, then slowly smiled—not his usual mocking grin, but something warmer and more genuine. "You know, for a woman who claims not to trust me, you certainly seem determined to keep me close."

"I don't trust you," Isabella replied, but there was less heat in it than usual. "I just trust you more than I trust anyone else with half of that map."

"Damning with faint praise, as always."

"You want praise? Help me get both our crews to Vieques alive."

"As my lady commands."

They moved with practiced efficiency, both crews responding to the urgency in their captains' voices. Within minutes, the Sea Serpent and Storm Chaser were cutting through the waves, their combined wake pointing toward the deep blue of open ocean.

Isabella stood at her wheel, feeling the familiar comfort of deck beneath her feet and wind in her hair. Beside her ship, the Storm Chaser kept perfect pace, Alistair's crew working with the same fluid precision she'd noted before.

"He's good," Lyle observed, following her gaze. "I'll give the bastard that."

"Aye," Isabella agreed. "He's good."

Too good, perhaps. Too skilled, too charming, too willing to risk his life for a treasure that might not even exist. And far too able to make her forget why she'd sworn never to trust him again.

But as the Spanish ships grew larger behind them, Isabella found herself grateful for his presence. Whatever lay ahead—supernatural guardians, ancient curses, or simply the dangers of the open sea—she would not face it alone.

And despite everything, despite the bitter history and broken trust between them, that knowledge brought her more comfort than she cared to admit.

The race to Vieques had begun.









