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    Prologue




    IN A TAVERN JUST OFF the docks of the small port village of Oaksbridge, Orrin Walsh sipped his ale at a corner table. He paid no mind to the drunken strangers laughing and stumbling noisily around him; his attention was on his quarry, the bloated toad of a man across the room who belched and wiped the rum off his chin with the back of his dirty sleeve. Cormac Doyle, the once semi-respectable merchant and fisherman, had found that piracy was a far more lucrative business.




    As Orrin watched, a large, hulking man ambled over and took the seat next to Cormac. A smaller figure passing by Orrin’s table then stumbled on its own feet and landed in his lap.




    “A thousand pardons, sir,” a gruff female voice spoke from inside the darkness of a hooded cloak, her face completely hidden in the shadows. “For your troubles,” she said as she pawed around in his lap with a creamy white hand.




    Orrin shackled her wrist and swiftly pulled her away from his body. “Be on your way, woman,” he mumbled. “I have no time for whoring.”




    “As you please,” she said with a small curtsy and then made her way across the room.




    Taking a good swallow from his drink, Orrin watched the woman approach his bounty. She whispered in Cormac’s ear and twirled a lock of his greasy hair around her finger. As Orrin took another sip of ale, he started to feel strangely lightheaded. He tried to shake off the feeling, but that only seemed to make matters worse. Orrin blinked and held onto the table as the room started to sway around him.




    Before he lost consciousness, Orrin saw the woman nod to the large gentleman sitting on the other side of Cormac, who paid for the rum and followed behind the pair as they left the tavern. As they passed his table, a lock of bright red hair fluttered out from under the woman’s hood, and Orrin could make out her red lips curled into a smile.
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    The next morning, Orrin awoke in a strange bed in a room above the tavern with no recollection of how he’d gotten there. He’d only had half a cup of ale the previous night, and even a tankard of whiskey wouldn’t have affected him like this. The only thing he could figure was that the damned hooded harlot must have tried to poison him. With a pounding head, he fumbled through his clothes and found he was less all his money and his father’s brass compass. The strangest discovery was a scarlet lip print just above his right hip.




    Orrin’s vision was still slightly blurry as he staggered down the stairs and into the empty tavern. He shielded his eyes from the overly bright morning sun and saw the majority of the town gathered near the docks. As he made his way through the crowd, he stopped cold when he reached the landing.




    Cormac Doyle’s body was tied to a docking post, his throat sliced clean open. Cormac’s blood soaked his shirt and trousers, dripping off his boots into a puddle beneath him.




    Orrin listened to the harsh words of the people around him; clearly this was not a well-liked man. Mr. Doyle had cheated his former crew of honest workingmen out of their fair wages and fired anyone not willing to partake in his unlawful new venture. He’d blatantly kept company with whores and drank away any money he’d made, leaving his wife and son to beg for food on the street.




    A rail-thin woman stepped cautiously up to the body. Her right eye was swollen closed, and her lip was bruised and split. True, it was a husband’s right to make sure his wife obeyed his wishes by any means, but anyone who took to raising a hand to a woman was nothing more than a coward and poor excuse of a man in Orrin’s opinion. It was becoming very clear that Cormac Doyle had gotten exactly what he’d deserved, and whoever had rid the world of his company was to be commended.




    The woman squared her shoulders and spat onto the remains of her husband, cursing his soul. As she turned and picked up the hand of a small boy with a blackened eye, Orrin saw a coin purse hanging under her bodice. Stitched into the fabric in gold-colored thread was an elaborately scripted A.




    “It can’t be,” Orrin said to himself as he watched the woman and boy head into market for probably the first time in a very long while.




    “Ah, you’re awake,” the burly barkeep said, ambling out of the crowd. “I trust your sleep was well?”




    “Yes, many thanks.” Orrin raked his hand through his unkempt hair. “I do intend to pay you for your trouble…”




    “No need.” The barkeep patted the hefty purse hanging from his belt—Orrin’s purse. “The lovely lass had her companion pay your debt in full before they left, and then some.”




    “I shall have to thank her for her generosity,” Orrin said, the muscles in his jaw tightening as he clenched his teeth. “Tell me, where can I find her?”




    “Last I saw, she was leaving with”—he turned to the macabre scene—“him.”




    “Did you see her face?”




    “Aye.” The large man sighed. “She was a vision indeed, that one. Truthfully, I would have let you stay free of charge if she’d asked.”




    “Did she give you a name?”




    “No name, but I will never forget what she looked like…long red hair, white skin, lips ripe for kissing, amongst other things,” the barkeep said with a wink and a nod, elbowing Orrin in the ribs. “Wait…you don’t suppose she had anything to do with that, do you?” he asked, pointing to the scene of the murder.




    “Yes, I do,” Orrin hollered over his shoulder as he ran toward his ship. He skidded to a stop when a thought occurred to him. “One moment, where is Mr. Doyle’s vessel?”




    The barkeep looked around the docks and shrugged. “It’s gone. It was moored right there last night.” He pointed to an empty slip on the far dock.




    Orrin’s rage drowned out the sound of the barkeep, who prattled on. It had been her. He grumbled at the thought that he’d literally had that sea witch of a female pirate in his lap last night, for God’s sake. Once again, she’d slipped right through his fingers. She’d not only stolen his prized possession, but also lifted the item right off of his person directly. And even though she’d clearly murdered Cormac Doyle in cold blood, it appeared as if she’d outright purchased his ship from his widow.




    Nothing about this woman made any sense. She’d had ample opportunity to do away with him in any number of ways while he’d lain passed out and be rid of him, a pirate hunter, once and for all. But she hadn’t.




    What sort of pirate behaves in that manner?


  




  

    Chapter One




    ORRIN STOOD ON THE deck of his ship, his arms crossed over his chest as he leaned back against the railing. The salty sea air bit at his skin, pulling strands of his hair free from the tie that bound it behind his neck and whipping the golden brown locks around his face. The sound of the water breaking against the hull lulled him into a near hypnotic state as the crisp fluttering of the sails rumbled down the mast and into his bones when the wind picked up, filling the massive pieces of canvas and making them billow out into the black night sky.




    He often wandered the deck in the hours before dawn, when it was darkest. During this time, he frequently thought about that night in Oaksbridge and what he would do if he ever again ran across the she-pirate and her band.




    As a legendary pirate hunter, Orrin scoured the seas with his younger brother Kale and their loyal crew aboard the brig Iona, bringing the devils to justice for the despicable deeds they had done. He knew all too well the horrible and heartless things of which pirates were capable. When he was a boy, Orrin and his family had lived in a small port town and seen their fair share of ominous ships dancing out in the waves over the years.




    His father, Malcolm, had taken to the seas with Orrin and Kale as a transporter of various goods. Their vessel, the Iona, was fast and fierce and had garnered quite the reputation amongst marauders. They had been charged with transporting items of the highest value, for each member of the crew was an expert swordsman capable of removing a man’s head with a single stroke and gutting him—blindfolded, no less. Needless to say, they’d been mostly left to pass through the waters as they pleased.




    The men had been away at sea on such a voyage when their quiet little village was attacked by a particularly malicious band of pirates, one that showed no mercy to woman or child. The Iona had returned to its home port to find the entire village ravaged. Their beloved mother’s throat had been slit in their very home and the bodies of all their sisters cast into the water like garbage after the filthy crew had had their way with their young, innocent bodies. No one had been spared. Not even babes in their cradles.




    From that moment, Orrin, his father, and his brother had vowed to hunt down the beasts that had slaughtered their family like cattle and any other low-life scum that came across their path. The Walsh men and their crew had banded as bounty hunters, bringing pirate leaders back to the nearest port to be reckoned with by the law of the people, which at times could be as savage as the pirate’s way.




    One year into their quest, Malcolm had fallen ill and passed away, leaving his eldest son, Orrin, as captain of Iona and her crew, with Kale as his first mate.




    Together, the Walsh brothers had pored over the ocean, bringing pirate after pirate to justice until they’d finally found the band that had taken their family from them. Descending on their rotting vessel like the black plague, Orrin, Kale, and their crew had meticulously dismantled the men, body from limb.




    But even that savage revenge hadn’t quelled the emptiness inside Orrin. Nothing seemed able to. Not even the warmth of a woman.




    The ship had gained quite a reputation, capturing all its captain and crew set their word to.




    All but one: a pirate that no man had been able to capture, the one that had plagued Orrin and laughed at him, disrupting his sleep night after night. The one pirate on the seven seas he hadn’t managed to cross paths with since she’d slipped away in Oaksbridge two years ago. The she-pirate Aeron Lynch.




    As fate would have it, Queen Winifred had sought out and commissioned the Iona and her crew to hunt down the thieving scoundrel. Aeron was rumored to have enraptured the Queen’s lover, as she did every other man that came across her path. She was a most unusual pirate: she did not take what she wanted with a sword and threats of death but with a sway of her hips and a promise on her lips.




    The bravest and strongest of men had fallen before her, relinquishing their riches to her willingly for just a brush of her lips across theirs or a smile to light up her eyes…eyes that were said to be neither blue nor green but variant shades of both and with the innate ability to see straight through to the very depths of a man’s soul.




    Orrin peered out into the night, deep in thought over the strange ways of this woman pirate he’d now been hired to find. He’d seen her handiwork in person and knew, firsthand, of what she was capable.




    However, thinking about the commission, his stomach churned for an entirely different reason. There was something about Her Majesty herself that made the hackles rise on the back of his neck, something he couldn’t explain. He tried to avoid royal hire whenever possible, but the lure of hunting her, Aeron Lynch, was far too great.




    Orrin was so preoccupied with his own thoughts that he nearly leapt over the rail when Kale appeared behind him, wrapping his hand around his shoulder.




    “Brother, you must sleep.”




    “I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” Orrin replied, his pensive gaze sweeping over the black, bottomless waters of the night.




    Kale sighed and shook his head. “If you do not sleep while you can, your death will come sooner than you think.”




    “That is why I keep you at my back,” Orrin said, curling his arm around his brother’s neck and ruffling his dark hair.




    Kale squirmed away from his older brother’s grasp, and both men laughed like a pair of young boys. Kale settled back against the rail next to Orrin. “We will find that sea witch and whatever hole she’s been hiding in for the last two years,” he said, bringing some peace to his brother’s brow. “It is what we do.”




    “Yes, it is what we do.” Orrin nodded as he looked out into the moonlight shimmering on the ominous water. There, he spied a glow that was so faint it almost appeared as part of the moon’s reflection on the ocean’s surface.




    Earlier in the day, Kale had spotted a plume of smoke on the horizon in that very spot, and together they’d decided it was best to wait until they had the cover of pre-dawn to investigate the source. Now, as the rest of the ship slept, Orrin, with Kale’s help, slipped into a small dinghy and rowed alone toward the source of that light. Pulling the oars through the water, Orrin checked over his shoulder every couple of strokes to ensure he was on course, watching the trees that lined the shore come into focus the closer he got. After he beached, he hefted the small boat onto the sand and carefully covered it with fallen palm fronds, hiding it from view the best he could.




    Orrin stalked through the jungle as the dawn broke over the island. He didn’t need the crew to protect him from what he might find on the island; he was as fierce as a warrior. Orrin did not fear death—he welcomed it. He hoped that it would end the emptiness he felt in his soul.
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    The early morning sun washed over the thick veil of palm trees as Aeron rolled and stretched. Her long, auburn hair swept across the bed as she moved to sit up and smile at the sound of island creatures coming to life outside the window of her modest cottage.




    This was her sanctuary, her hideaway, built by the men who served her and furnished by the men she conquered.




    Her crew was large and fiercely loyal to her, willing to give their life to stay in her good graces, for they knew the ferociousness of her sword. It was not as well-known as her beguiling beauty, but it was just as lethal. She could render a man a eunuch with his own blade before he knew it was missing from its scabbard. Swordplay was, however, a skill rarely needed once she turned on her feminine wiles, and more often than not captives went willingly, hoping to be one of the select few to catch the eye of the seafaring beauty. Among those who traveled the high seas, Aeron’s insatiable appetite for the company of men was common knowledge.




    “Enter,” she called as a swift knock pounded against her door.




    The wooden door swung open, and an enthusiastic young man with blond hair entered.




    “Captain, there is a ship off the horizon of the south shore,” he said.




    Aeron noticed that he tried desperately to avert his gaze from her barely covered body.




    “Thank you, William. Tell the men to keep watch on the ship, and alert me if it comes into the shallows.”




    Young William bowed respectfully. “Aye, Captain. Anything else?”




    “No, Will, you may go,” Aeron said as she stood from the bed and reached toward the ceiling. Her thin chemise rode up her body as she stretched, exposing her calves before she moved about the small room to gather her bathing needs. While she was in motion, she felt the chemise drift to and fro, doing little to conceal her bare leg and the curve of her shapely hip.




    William swallowed hard. “Aye, Ca-Captain,” he stuttered, and scuttled out the door.




    Aeron smiled to herself, then slipped out the back door of her cottage and down the winding path to her private lagoon hidden within the jungle.
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    As the sky brightened, Orrin moved on pure instinct through the lush green vegetation, deep into the heart of the island. He didn’t know what he would find, but he traversed the undergrowth as if drawn by a siren song.




    Then he heard it, a voice in the distance. A woman’s voice.




    Silently, he pushed through the trees and vines toward the angelic voice rising above the soft sounds of a waterfall. He deftly and silently moved the branches aside, revealing a glorious crystal blue lagoon at the bottom of a trickling waterfall.




    The most beautiful creature he’d ever seen glided across the water, and Orrin blinked his eyes at the vision before him. He held his breath and drank in her beauty. Her hair swirled around her head like liquid fire, and slivers of sun peeking through the trees lit up bands of her flesh. Her porcelain skin practically glowed in the sunlight. Two perfectly shaped breasts crested the water just above the taut flesh of her milky belly. She looked like a dream, an aquatic goddess, and Orrin was almost surprised when he saw two delicately shaped legs kicking in the water instead of one sweeping mermaid fin. His body reacted instantly to the sight of her, tightening the muscles under his skin and pumping the blood through his veins.




    The woman sighed in contentment as she slid through the water, and Orrin felt a white-hot jolt of desire shoot straight to his groin. He gritted his teeth and tried to calm himself as the most beguiling smile graced her full, ruby lips. His heart pounded in his chest as he watched her climb out onto the rocks beside the waterfall, her dripping wet hair hanging down her back and over the curve of her round buttocks. This was a sensation he hadn’t felt in a number of years.




    When she flipped her hair over her shoulder, however, she revealed dozens of thick, angry red scars across her back. Orrin clamped his hand over his mouth and turned away, squeezing his eyes shut. His stomach churned as an old memory flooded his senses.




    Seven years ago, he had come into port a day early to find his wife, Helena, in their bed with another man.




    Calmly, he had stepped from their home, only to retch just outside the door.




    When the people of the village had heard of this, they had ripped her from the house and dragged her to the center of the village, where she would be persecuted as an adulteress and whipped in front of the entire town.




    Orrin was well respected and loved by all in the tiny port village; never did he turn away a soul in need of food or shelter. So when he’d realized their plan, Orrin had run to the square, grabbing the wrist of the man with the whip just before the first crack was to be made across Helena’s back. Although it was the law and his right as a husband to have Helena whipped for her actions, he refused. He couldn’t bear that burden on his conscience.




    He would also never forget the two thick scars that his sister—Iona, after whom his ship was named—had come home with when she’d returned from her brief stay on the mainland. Iona had refused to name the person who had wielded the instrument that marred her tender young flesh, but Orrin and his brother vowed to one day find that soulless beast and make him pay.




    Orrin had further sworn he would never be the cause of marks of that nature on any woman’s flesh, for any reason. Instead, he had chosen to place Helena on the next sailing ship—bound to where, it didn‘t matter.




    As he had watched the ship pull away from the dock, Orrin had known on some level he should feel some sadness, but all he felt was relief. He’d never really loved Helena; it was no secret in the village that Helena partook in relations with many a gentleman passing through port, but her father had sworn those days were past when Orrin had married the girl as a favor, a marriage of convenience.




    Orrin had looked into his wife’s eyes as the vessel departed, and when he saw the same relief in them that he felt, he mouthed, “Thank you.”




    Coming back to the present and taking in a deep breath, Orrin turned back to the lagoon only to find his beautiful water goddess standing before him. Her eyes snapped in blue and green fury as her sword sat poised at his throat.




    “See something inviting, do you?” the woman purred, crystal clear droplets of water shimmering along her naked flesh as she stood confidently before him. “Out, now.”




    Straightening to his full height, Orrin moved from behind the cover of vines and low-lying tree branches, his gaze traveling the entire length of her body.




    Her eyes narrowed at him, and she pressed the tip of her blade to his throat after one step.




    “Close your eyes,” she spat, “lest I slit your throat this instant.” Glancing down, she evidently noticed his obvious arousal and slid her blade down his body to the top of his trousers. “Or worse.”




    Clearing his throat, Orrin closed his eyes and stepped out into the open.




    The woman swiftly rid him of his sword. “Sit,” she commanded, “and keep your eyes closed, until I instruct you otherwise.”




    She plays at modesty when half the Queen’s Navy claims to have borne witness to her wares. Orrin sat on the rocky ground, scoffing aloud at the ridiculousness. He felt her hand grip his face and the cold steel of what he imagined was a dagger against his cheek.




    “You will not gaze upon my form as you see fit.”


  




  

    Chapter Two




    AERON DRESSED AT HER leisure and let the man sit on the cold, hard rock as she carefully looked at him. A warm breeze blew past the stranger, and her nostrils flared, inhaling his moist scent. It took her back to the dark tavern in Oaksbridge—this was the same pirate hunter, she was certain of it. She’d never forget the way his cool blue eyes focused on his target or his firm, commanding grip on her wrist. She’d never admit to another soul that she thought about that night two summers ago, and of him, often.




    Perhaps it was seeing him in the light of day, but he looked better than she’d remembered. His golden brown hair was tied neatly with a black ribbon at the back of his neck. His lips pursed together, red and ripe, and curls of hair swirled across his chest beneath his shirt. Long, powerful legs were swathed in black fabric that clung nicely to every inch of him. The cuff of his boots stretched up over the top of his knee, and his strong hands rested in his lap. He truly was a beautiful creature.




    Orrin Walsh. She knew his reputation as a pirate hunter, and if she wasn’t on marks with him, she’d find herself in a cell on the mainland or, worse, swinging from the end of a rope. But he was far too decadent not to taste.




    “You may open your eyes,” she finally said as she tied her belt around her waist. She tucked his sword between her folds of fabric as she steadied herself and deftly pulled on her boots. She studied the eyes of the man before her, bluer than any other she had ever seen, she was sure—and she’d looked into the eyes of many men—but full of a sadness that made the pit of her stomach knot up around itself. “Stand and walk,” she commanded with a flick of her sword as she tossed her chemise over her shoulder.




    Orrin stood fluidly, gracefully, his eyes appearing to drink in every inch of her. Aeron was certain she wasn’t clad like the women he was used to looking upon, but perhaps that was the novelty. No brightly colored skirts, no bits and baubles in her hair. Not even one hint of lace, only brown trousers that hugged the shape of her thigh like a second skin and a simple ivory shirt that silhouetted the outer curve of her breasts, its opening revealing her cleavage. She stood still, almost captivated as he silently appraised her body before she grew angry with herself for allowing it.




    “Did you not get your fill when my clothes were off that you must now blatantly ogle me clothed?” she sneered, despite the heat she felt in her body at the way he took in her appearance. How many nights had she thought about this very moment? Aeron swallowed her desire and gave him a swift shove with her boot. “Move.”




    She led Orrin down a jungle path, nudging him forward with a touch of her blade against the back of his neck when she felt he wasn’t moving fast enough. They broke through the trees into the makeshift village her band called home. Some huts and small cottages built of deck timber and tents made of old canvas sails dotted the land before them. There were women busying themselves with work and children running about the grounds. Aeron saw him gaping at the sight before him: entire families living there happily. Clearly this wasn’t what he’d expected to find when he’d landed on the island.




    Aeron nudged him forward with the cool steel of her blade against his spine and directed him into the tiny town square.




    A child ran over to them, smiling brightly and clutching a doll tightly in her grasp. “Captain,” she squealed, “thank you for my doll. She is so lovely.” The girl cooed, rubbing her cheek against the face of the toy in her arms.




    “You are most welcome, Rianna.” Aeron’s eyes softened as she smiled down at the girl.




    “Does she have a name yet?” she asked, conversing with the child as if it were nothing to be standing in front of her with a sword against a man’s back.




    “Yes.” The girl nodded. “I’ve named her Aeron, after you.”




    “I am honored, Rianna,” Aeron replied with a nod of thanks and a warm smile.




    Rianna giggled in return and skipped away.




    “Aeron is such a lovely name,” Orrin said, casting a glance over his shoulder at her, a grin lifting up one side of his mouth. “It’s most unfortunate that its beauty is wasted on the likes of a pirate.”




    Aeron stretched up onto her toes, pressing her face closer to his. “I’d mind that tongue, sir. I would hate to have to cut it from that pretty mouth of yours, but rest assured I will, pirate hunter.”




    He smiled as she pushed him along the trail. He was trying to get under her skin and looked assured he was succeeding. Bastard.




    “Brendon,” Aeron shouted up into the trees as they continued down another vine-riddled path on the other side of the village.




    “Aye, Captain,” a voice shot down from above.




    The pirate hunter looked up into the towering jungle trees, trying to see from which one the booming voice had come, and Aeron gave him a sound wallop on the back of the head. “Keep your eyes forward,” she reprimanded before turning to the trees again. “What of the ship off the southern shore?”




    “The bilge-sucking swabs have retreated, Captain,” Brendon called down as he dropped out of the tree right in front of the prisoner. “Didn’t much wait for you did they?” he directed at Orrin.




    “My crew will be back for me,” the prisoner seethed, “and all of you dogged pirates will be brought to justice.” He practically spat the word “pirates” out of his mouth, as if the very mention left a bitter taste on his tongue.




    “Arrogant bastard of a man,” Aeron said with a laugh as she stepped around to stare her prisoner in the face. “You think because they’ve found the island once that they will find it again?”




    “My men are highly trained and will seek out this poor excuse for an island within a few days’ time, mark my word.”




    “Your word?” Aeron tossed her head back and laughed. “Your word means absolutely nothing to me,” she said, “and your men, they may well be the most skillful men in the seven seas, but no one has ever found their way back to my island. Mark my word.”




    She could almost see his blood boiling with rage at her confidence.




    “Will,” Aeron called, waving the young man over. “Take this individual to the pen.” The pirate hunter’s sparkling blue eyes ignited fissures of heat deep in her belly as he glared down at her. “And see that he is not harmed,” she instructed, running a finger across the bottom of Orrin’s strong jaw as she licked her lips and felt his muscle twitch under her touch. “Anyone who harms him, will answer to me, understood?”




    “Aye, Captain,” William answered with a nod as he twisted the prisoner’s wrists behind his back and shoved him forward.




    Aeron watched as the young crewman led the despicable pirate hunter out of her line of sight. Walking back to the heart of her village, she prayed that no one saw through her bravado. That no one noticed her breath catching in the back of her throat whenever he looked at her, even in anger. She was playing with fire with this one, and if she wasn’t careful about the flames, everyone on the island could get burnt.
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    Stepping into the square, Aeron gratefully took the plate of food one of the children had brought to her and sat at the large table along the perimeter, looking out over people milling about. Her people.




    Her first mate, Darcy, sat next to her, turning his back to everyone as he propped his elbows on the table and leaned against it. He was a hulking man with closely cropped dark hair and tattoos from every corner of the world, and he was known far and wide for his specific methods of persuasion.




    “What of their ship, Captain?” he asked, his voice low enough for her ears alone. “Sink or scrap?”




    “Maybe it’s time to start a fleet,” she replied, a devious grin curling the corners of her mouth. “I hear it is a fine vessel, and I would hate to sink or scrap a brig of that quality. I think she would be just what we need for short runs, don’t you agree?”




    “Indeed.” Darcy nodded with an equally sinister smile.




    Aeron trusted Darcy implicitly, and she was confident that he knew if anyone could turn a crew to mutiny against another captain, it was her. This he would know firsthand, for that was how they’d met. She’d dressed as a man and boarded the ship he’d called home. When he had walked in on her changing one evening, he should have turned her over to the captain straight away, but he hadn’t. She had pled with him and sworn to make him her first mate if he’d help her take over the ship, which he had done happily, stating that Brutus was a horrendous man with no business being a captain.




    Darcy had also told her since then that it was something in her, some spark of fire in her eyes that had saved her. Aeron had spirit, a purpose, and Darcy had assured her that the men would be more than willing to get behind and follow her, though he did have to use his “talents” to convince a few of them. She was a woman, after all, and her mere presence on a ship had been believed to be bad luck by some, let alone her captaining the vessel.




    “Shall I question the prisoner then?” Darcy now asked, scratching his stubbly chin. He had that look in his eye that he got when musing over what methods he might use to interrogate a prisoner, most likely elated to finally get his hands on the infamous pirate hunter.




    She knew Darcy’s methods and the order in which he employed them well. He’d start with thumbscrews and the breaking wheel before moving on to the knee-splitter and one of Darcy’s tried and true favorites: rat torture.




    “No questioning. I don’t want him harmed in any way.”




    Darcy’s fist cracked against the table with a thundering crash as he leapt to his feet, causing others around them to look in their direction. “You’ve never asked that of any other pri—”




    Before he could finish his words, Aeron was on the move, the tip of her dagger against his neck.




    “This is not the morning to question my methods, Darcy,” she uttered. “I’ve already had my bath interrupted. Do you really wish to try my patience by interrupting my meal as well?”




    “No, Captain,” he replied, swallowing hard with the blade straining against his flesh as his throat flexed. “I was unaware you had plans for the prisoner. Forgive me.”




    Aeron pulled the dagger away from his throat and tossed it on the table. “Don’t be absurd Darcy, you know I forgive you.” She shook her head at her own reaction to the very legitimate question Darcy had posed. “I honestly don’t know what’s come over me…to threaten you, my dearest and closest friend. I’ve scarcely had a coherent thought in my head since Orrin Walsh stepped foot on this island.”




    She poked at her bread with her finger and shoved her plate away as Darcy’s wife, Catrin, called to him from in front of their cottage at the edge of the village square.




    “You’d better go.” Aeron motioned to the beautiful blond woman with the swollen belly. “She may not be as forgiving as I am.”




    “Aye,” Darcy agreed with a nod. “Her ire is far more frightening than any means of torture that I could dare to imagine, especially when she’s with child.”




    They laughed as he pushed away from the table and walked toward the small cottage.




    Aeron sighed to herself as she watched her friend enter his home, scooping his young daughter Rianna into his arms. She surreptitiously touched her belly as she then watched a group of children run through the village square, laughing as they chased a poor chicken past the pigpen. Aeron could have had a child with any of the men she’d taken into her bed, if she’d wished it.




    But she didn’t want a child with just any man.




    With a heavy heart she left her untouched food on the table and wandered down the path that led to the pen where prisoners were kept.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    ORRIN LET OUT A GRUNT as Will pushed him through the trees to a small hut out of the village’s sight.




    “Inside, filthy pirate hunter,” he spat as he gave Orrin a shove between his shoulders, causing him to stumble into the center of the hut and almost sprawl onto the floor. Will had a good amount of strength and anger for someone so young.




    Orrin righted himself and stared at Will from across the cramped room; something about the boy was familiar. Where had he seen him before?




    “I know you, boy,” Orrin said, slanting his eyes at William and tilting his head this way and that in scrutiny of his features. Will’s posture was staunch and proper, nothing at all like a pirate’s slack carriage.




    “I do not align myself with pirate hunters,” Will said, his lip curled in disgust. “And I’m no boy.”




    “Come now,” Orrin said. “You can’t be more than eighteen.”




    William dropped his gaze for a moment before lifting his chin. “I will be nineteen this summer,” he declared proudly.




    Orrin laughed outright. “Like I said, no more than eighteen.”




    Finally, the boy’s image clicked, placing the boy’s face in Orrin’s memory. He nodded and pointed a knowing finger in William’s direction. “Yes, I do know you, you’re—”




    Will raised his hand, and Orrin was certain the boy was intent on striking him before he could utter another word, but a hand shackled Will’s wrist. William’s mouth gaped open when he whirled around, and he began to stammer. “Captain, I…I…”




    “Which part of ‘no harm is to come of him’ was unclear?” Aeron asked coolly, flinging William’s wrist from her grasp with a twitch of her lip. The young man started to speak, but she put her hand up, silencing him and waving him away. “Leave us now.”




    “Aye, Captain,” he said with a bow of his head. “If there is anything I—”




    “I said leave us, boy,” she spat.




    Orrin watched Will’s face fall. The young man obviously harbored affection for his Captain, and the lack of reciprocation that now sent him skulking out of the hut like a wounded animal set in check the odd things Orrin had witnessed in the village. This was pirate behavior.




    “Do you always wound the pride of your men to make a point, or is it just for your own enjoyment?” Orrin sneered at her.




    The beautiful pirate shot him a scathing look in return.




    “Ah.” Orrin nodded, taking the opportunity presented to get underneath her skin again. He turned away from her and glanced back over his shoulder. “Perhaps it’s just to make yourself feel more powerful, then?” He watched her jaw clench with rage as he turned his back, smiling ruefully in assurance he’d succeeded in striking a nerve. He needed to keep going, pushing her until she broke. His mind raced, but all he could think about was an overwhelming urge to grab her and kiss her into submission.




    Orrin could practically hear her teeth grinding at his accusations and feel her gaze boring into his back. He heard her breathing grow more erratic and could only imagine what she was thinking. Would she really take the pirate way out and run him through while his back was turned, or would she be true to her nature as a temptress and use seduction to get what she wanted? His gut went with the first option, but his mind went with the latter, thinking for a moment how amazing her naked body would feel against his.




    The creaky hut door opened, and a petite young woman slipped in with a plate of food in her hands. Orrin was more than thankful for the distraction; he needed to focus on the task at hand, not fantasize about ways to make his captor scream his name.




    “Captain,” the girl said quietly with a bow of her head. “Food for the prisoner, as you requested.” Her cheeks had a tanned hue, and her long brown hair was haphazardly twisted into a messy knot. There was an air of innocence about her, and she kept her brown eyes cast to the floor the majority of the time. Orrin caught her braving a look in his direction, and he couldn’t help but smile. The girl flustered, nearly dropping the plate of food she carried.




    Orrin looked surprised to see meat, fruit, and bread on the dish and wondered what sort of foul libation could be tainting the meal.




    “Thank you, Maura,” Aeron said and took the plate from the girl.




    Orrin raised an eyebrow at the two women as they laughed and whispered, stealing glances in his direction. How different they were from one another. Young Maura covered her face, and her cheeks colored when he gave her a small smile. But the other woman, she did not giggle at him or cover her face; instead, her eyes washed over him, sending a bolt of lightning through his veins. Orrin tilted his head, allowing himself to take in the vision that was her body, unconsciously licking his lips as they curled into a lecherous smirk. Oh, the possibilities in the company of a woman like this were endless. The thought of exacting his own justice on her, in his bed, made his skin prickle with excitement.




    When Aeron cleared her throat and crossed her arms over her ample chest, he quickly turned his back to her, cursing himself for thinking her alluring at all.




    Stop this ridiculousness, he told himself. She is a pirate for God’s sake, same as the rest.




    “That will be all, Maura. You may go,” Aeron said, and she gave the sprightly young woman her leave. Maura gave a curtsy and turned to the door. “Maura,” Aeron called after her. “See that we are not disturbed.”




    Orrin swore he saw the two women share a small wink.




    “Yes, Captain.” Maura nodded, pulling the door shut after her.




    As Aeron set the plate of food on the dirt floor and stood at the other side of the room, she glared at Orrin. One of her thumbs looped into the belt tied around her waist, and the other lay poised on the end of her sword. She looked to be at odds with herself, and Orrin wasn’t sure if she was going to slice him in half or rip all of his clothes off and have her way with him on the ground like an animal.




    Orrin stared back, folding his arms across his chest and clenching his jaw, trying not to think about the latter or how soft those red lips of hers would feel skimming over his flesh as she did unspeakable things to him with her succulent mouth.




    “Who commissioned you, pirate hunter?” she asked. Her voice was strong and sure and sent Orrin’s blood coursing, burning with the wonder of what her hands would feel like on his body.




    “My name is Orrin,” he said, lifting his chin in outright stubbornness, challenging her. “If you are going to address me, at least have the common courtesy of doing so by name.”




    Striding across the room, her steps were fluid and sure as she floated over the dirt floor toward him. She reached out and pushed a lock of his hair behind his ear, admiring the cut of his jaw as she swept the back of her fingers across the light sprinkling of stubble along its edge.




    “Who commissioned you, Orrin?” she purred, her tongue darting out to moisten her lips.




    It took an immense bout of will for Orrin to back away from her warm caress instead of doing what he so wanted to do, which was lean his head into her hand and kiss the center of her palm.




    “I don’t know what you mean, pirate, I—” Before he could finish speaking, she was even closer, pressing her breasts against his arm, her lips brushing the shell of his ear as she spoke.




    “Aeron, my name is Aeron. If you are going to address me, at least have the common courtesy of doing so by name.” She ran one fingertip lightly over the silk of his shirt. “I know that you were hired, and you are obviously well paid to be able to afford such a finely tailored garment as this.” She toyed with the fabric along his chest, her touch barely grazing his bare skin. “So tell me, Orrin, who paid you and your crew for my head?”




    Orrin stared into her eyes, their intense blue-green boring into his soul, and he held her gaze longer than what was proper between a man and a woman who had just met. God, but I want to kiss that mouth, he thought to himself.




    “The port town of Sereph,” Orrin said, blurting out the first village name that came to mind. Squeezing his eyes shut, he willed himself to pull away from her grasp and turn his back to her. He could not look at her at the moment without wanting to take her in his arms, brand her lips with his, and feel the contours of her body.




    “Come now, you can do better than that.” Aeron laughed outright. “That measly little town barely has a pot to piss in, let alone enough money to hire you and your crew.”




    Stepping back into his line of sight, Aeron squared off in front of him. “Tell me who hired you. Was it another pirate?” she asked. “They seem to take issue with my being a woman. Did they offer you untold riches or treasure?” She snorted and shook her head in disgust. “Which one of my depraved brethren paid you to kill me?”




    “No one paid me to kill you,” Orrin said coolly. “I was employed to capture you.”




    With that, Orrin lunged at Aeron, wrapping his arm around her neck and hoisting her feet off the ground. As he reached for her sword, he felt himself pulled away, and the next thing he knew, he was sailing into the hut wall, landing directly onto the plate of food.




    Orrin shook the cobwebs out of his mind and saw a behemoth of a man bearing down on him. He was twice the height and width of any man in his crew.




    “Christ,” Orrin said, trying to get to his feet and out of the giant’s reach.




    “Gael, enough!” Aeron shouted at the large man, who obediently ceased his steps. “I won’t get any answers from him if he is unconscious or dead. I’m fine. Leave us,” she commanded. Gael growled a warning at Orrin before ducking out of the small door.




    “I want to know who commissioned you to capture me,” Aeron demanded, “and I know it wasn’t a pirate, for they would most definitely have ordered you to kill me on sight.”




    Orrin saw no reason to be untruthful at this point, as he was most certain she’d eventually come to the conclusion on her own. Aeron was clearly a highly intelligent woman; she did not move or speak like any pirate Orrin had ever encountered.




    “Her Majesty, Queen Winifred,” Orrin said, wiping a trickle of blood off his face and spitting a mouthful of it to the floor before he continued. “She accused you of enticing her lover. I thought that was the true reason until I saw Prince William.” He stood and brushed the dirt off his backside and glared at Aeron, shaking his head. “You took her son from her, and you are to be brought to justice, pirate.”




    Aeron’s eyes widened as the barest hint of panic flashed across her face. Within seconds, she appeared to snap back into the moment, ripping her sword out of its scabbard and pointing it directly at Orrin’s chest.




    “You lie,” she accused.




    Orrin studied her face, her posture. Her shoulders were square and sure, her hand steady as a rock as she held the blade over his heart. Her delicate lips trembled, her nostrils flared, and tears welled in her eyes. Something was wrong.




    “This isn’t about William, is it?” Orrin asked.




    Aeron exploded the breath she was holding and sheathed her sword as quickly as she’d drawn it. She strode to the door, practically yanking it down as she pulled it open. “Gael!” she shouted, standing in the open doorway, sucking air as if she couldn’t bear to be inside the small room one more instant. “Blindfold him, and take him back to his ship.”




    “But, Captain—”




    “I said do it!” she bellowed and took leave of the hut before she lost her composure completely.




    Orrin raced to the door, only to be held back by the gargantuan man that was Gael.




    “Aeron!” he called after her, but she did not turn. Instead, she practically ran through the jungle, lopping vines and branches out of her way with her sword.




    What on earth could have caused that reaction? She had looked as if she’d seen a ghost when he mentioned the Queen. Orrin sensed there was more to this than a scorned monarch, something terribly dark. His gut twisted, and he raked his hands through his hair in desperation. This was not right; he could feel it in every part of his soul, and he could not…no, he would not leave without knowing the truth.
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