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  Dedication




  My first thanks always goes to God for giving me this wonderful gift of storytelling, and then to my hubby Mike, for his love and support. To my sons (Mike Jr & Chris)—follow your dreams—you never know where they’ll take you! To my parents (Frank and Betty Ault), my siblings (Beth, Betti-Kay, Bill, Evy, Jeff, Joan, Randy and Susan), Pa Charles & Ma Gail, David and Tina—thank ya’ll for always being there for me. Laura Boudle—thank you for pushing me to find that local writers group, and for being such a wonderful friend throughout the years. You rock! To my writer friends—Rhonda McKey, Jeri Frazier, HeartLa group, and of course, the Rowdy Girls and Guy (Nancy Brandt and Meredith Tague Pence): When I joined this group, I had no idea that I would find such awesome and supportive friends. I wouldn’t trade the memories for anything! I raise my virtual cup to ya’ll. Write on!




  “The last recorded act of piracy on the North Atlantic took place on 20 September 1832, when the American brig Mexican bound from Salem to Rio de Janeiro carrying $20,000 in silver was taken by the pirate schooner Pandar... Piracy continued in the Far East, and to this day it flourishes in the Philippines, the Malacca Strait, the South and East China Sea, off the east coast of Africa and in the rivers and coastal waters of Brazil, and according to US authorities, drug-related piracy still occurs in the Caribbean.”—A History of Pirates, Nigel Cawthorne




  Prologue




  New Orleans




  1890




  “I wish mother could see this.”




  Jessamine pressed her face to the glass window. The Café du Monde was crowded with people, but there were more outside watching the Mardi Gras parade. Enthralled with the pretty floats and bright-colored costumes, she felt her heart racing.




  “Yes, she would have had her nose against the window as well.”




  Jessamine smiled sadly at her father and patted his hand. “It’s okay, Father. As long as we have each other, we’ll get through this.”




  He shook his head. “You are so strong for an eight year old.”




  She suppressed the tears and tried to smile, but her lips shook. “Not really, but mother wouldn’t want us to mourn her forever.”




  He sighed and wiped the beignet powder off her chin. “It’s time to return to the ship. It sails in about an hour.”




  Jessamine followed him out onto Decatur Street, and he grabbed her hand. He pulled her behind him as he pushed his way through the crowd. They stopped at the corner, waiting for a carriage to move. She tugged her hand free to scratch her nose and tried to see over the crowd. Jessamine desperately wanted to see a float. She stepped to her right to try and peek around a lady holding a large parasol but still couldn’t see anything.




  Frustrated, she turned to ask her father to lift her on his shoulders, but the spot where he had been standing was empty. Her heart jumped in her throat, and she froze in fear. She quickly searched the crowd, looking for a tall blond haired man. Panic overwhelmed her as she could see no sign of him. She bit on the tip of her glove and refused to cry.




  I’m not a baby anymore. I’m a big girl. I can handle this.




  She took a shaky breath and let it out through tight lips, something she had watched her mother do a hundred times. Thrusting her chin up, Jessamine headed toward the ship. She just knew her father would be there waiting for her.




  * * * *




  “But Captain Mayfield,” Jessamine cried, tears pouring down her face. She stood on the deck of The Lady Seasprite. “You can’t leave my father. I know he’ll be here soon.”




  “I’m sorry, my dear, but I run a tight ship. Schedules must be kept at any cost.” The old captain’s grey hair lifted as a chilly breeze wafted over them.




  She pulled her shawl tighter and sniffed. “Fine. Then let me off before you set sail. I’ll not leave without him.”




  His brows drew together. “I think that would be unwise. I cannot in good conscience let a young lady such as yourself go about the French Quarter on her own.”




  Her mouth dropped. “But—”




  “I tell you what,” he said and put a fatherly arm about her. “At our next stop, I shall wire a line to the office in New Orleans and let them know you are with me. Now I must tend to setting sail, my dear.”




  Fighting tears, Jessamine stepped to the rail and watched the bustling city of New Orleans. Her heart ached at the thought of her father searching futilely for her.




  He must be worried sick.




  The thought released a torrent of tears down her face. Unable to watch as the city faded from sight, she rushed below deck to the cabin and cried herself to sleep.




  * * * *




  The days had passed slowly for Jessamine. She had worried non-stop over losing her father in the crowd. She missed him dearly and wished she’d never let go of his hand. Sleep became her only comfort, and when someone banged crazily on the cabin door, she grouchily rose from her bed, struggling to keep her words civil. “Who is it?”




  “It’s Captain Mayfield. Open the door, Miss.”




  She scrambled for a robe before letting him in. The lantern cast shadows on his old worried face. She frowned. “What is it? What’s wrong?”




  He grimaced. “I’m afraid it’s pirates, dear. We’re about to be boarded by a lot of damn pirates.”




  Her face twisted in confusion. “But I thought there were no more.”




  “Unfortunately, my dear, there will always be pirates.”




  Her heart hammered in her chest as fear claimed her. “Oh no. You don’t think they’ll kidnap me, do you?”




  Snippets of pirate tales flashed through her head, and her knees shook. She sank into a chair. The captain laid a pair of scissors on the table.




  “Not if you do as I say.” He hesitated before emphasizing his next words. “Young man.”




  * * * *




  The wind on the back of Jessamine’s neck felt odd. She stood beside Captain Mayfield dressed in cabin boy clothes. Her hands trembled, and she put them behind her back. Thrusting her chin up, she stared at the early morning sky. She was too afraid to look at the pirates.




  The leader pointed his revolver at Captain Mayfield. “You have a choice to make.”




  “No, actually, I believe my crew and I have but one course.”




  The pirate captain shrugged. “To the lifeboats with ye then.”




  The crew began to fill the boats as Captain Mayfield continued to talk. “What about food and other provisions?”




  “Ye’ll get enough for a few days, but as ye can see,” the pirate motioned to his own crew, “I’ve got plenty of hungry mouths to feed meself.”




  The captain pulled on his white beard as he thought. Then he placed his hand on Jessamine’s back and pushed her toward the pirate. “The boy’s a good hard worker. Too young to starve to death.”




  Shocked, Jessamine started to protest when the pirate asked her if she wanted to join them in a life of adventure. Her heart pounded, and she looked at Captain Mayfield for guidance. He nodded once before turning his back on her. She swallowed over the lump in her throat and muttered a timid “aye”.




  The pirate smiled and pushed her in the direction of his first mate. “Welcome aboard, lad. Flint here’ll show you to your duties.”




  Chapter 1




  April 10, 1900




  Onboard The Devil’s Lair




  Jesse tread water beside the looming dark ship. Clouds hid the moon, making the world pitch black. She hadn’t gotten lost while swimming to her enemy’s schooner–a small miracle. The thought of sharks terrified her to no end.




  Grabbing the anchor’s rope, she began climbing, slipping on board without a sound. She unsheathed her knife and sawed on the rope. Though her twelve inch blade remained sharp, it still took a good bit of time to cut through the thick rope. Once done, Jesse took a deep breath and wiped the sweat off her brow. She looked to the beach, assuring herself the enemy pirates still celebrated their victory over her own crew. She narrowed her eyes, imagining the captain gloating over his recent conquest of her ship.




  One day, Captain LeBlanc, I shall avenge Captain Sawyer’s death.




  Her gaze darted toward her own ship several yards away. LeBlanc still thought he had control of it. However, she had freed what crew had been left, and they had reclaimed the ship. Now her task was to steal LeBlanc’s. Once she gave the signal, her crew would board this ship, and they’d set sail for open sea.




  She licked her finger and held it up, pleased at the wind’s direction. The tide was also in her favor. She looked up at the unfurled sails and frowned. To get out of the cove, the mainsail would have to be down.




  But first...




  She searched the inky darkness and could almost discern the figure of a man on the quarterdeck. She headed in his direction and kept to the shadows, grateful she still had the figure of a boy. Her practically non-existent bosom helped keep her true gender a secret. When she at last reached the quarterdeck, she saw he had his back to her. His focus remained on the beach party.




  Picking up a nearby bucket, she tiptoed up behind him and swung it at his head. He went down like a sack of potatoes, never knowing what hit him. She smiled and scrambled up the main mast. Within minutes, she had the mainsail down and was back on the quarterdeck.




  The wind caught the sail, and when she was halfway out of the cove, she signaled the other ship. Laughing, she saluted the beached pirates, who had no idea their ship had sailed.




  A well muscled arm suddenly slipped around her neck, and the cold tip of a revolver pressed against her right temple. She froze as her heart jumped into her mouth.




  “Keep your hands up,” the man whispered.




  “Damn, I knew I shoulda hit ye again,” she growled.




  “Well, as my head is pounding, I’m glad you didn’t.”




  His deep voice in her ear sent a warm shiver down her spine, stirring up a foreign feeling. Despite the fact a revolver dug into her head, she had the strangest urge to lean back in his embrace and bare her neck for his warm lips.




  “Now, seeing as how I’ve already got a crew on board, I do believe you’re outnumbered twenty to one.”




  She shook her head, cursing her attraction to the man that’d killed her captain. She groaned. “I thought ye were on the beach, Captain LeBlanc.”




  The man hesitated. “A good captain never leaves his ship unattended, lad. There’s always a skeleton crew.”




  One of his men tied her hands behind her back before shoving her forward a few steps. She turned to face the captain. The moon broke free of the clouds, bathing his face in its ethereal light. Their eyes met, and a sizzle jumped between them. She sucked in her breath. For a brief second, they were the only two in the world.




  His face reddened, and he backed away from her. “Take the lad to the captain’s cabin.” His gruff voice sent shivers through her body.




  She had to squash the sudden urge to fess up to her femaleness. She smiled with amusement. The captain must surely be questioning his manhood right about now. She giggled as she was led away.




  * * * *




  Unfortunately, her humor died a slow, miserable death as she spent hours alone in the cabin. Her anger flared as her beating on the locked door remained unanswered. She finally gave up and flopped onto the bed in disgust.




  Her thoughts swirled as she came up with a devilish plan to vex the captain. If he would just give her some news about her ship and crew mates, she wouldn’t be so mad. Huffing, she crossed her arms.




  Not true. He killed my captain. He deserves all of my wrath.




  A sudden chill swept over her, and despite her anger, she pulled the cover over her and huddled against the wall. Weariness soon claimed her.




  * * * *




  The bed dipped, and Jesse rolled toward the middle. She snuggled up to the warm back, draping her arm and leg over her new bed partner. Sleep had her well within its grasp, but when she hit the wall, she woke instantly.




  “Get the hell off me.”




  She blinked in amazement at the half-naked man towering over her. He had jumped out of the bed like a lion gone crazy. A smile curved her lips, and she patted the empty space impishly.




  “I don’t mind sharing,” she said in the deepest voice she could muster.




  The captain’s eyes narrowed, and he backed away. “Get your ass out of my bed.”




  She shrugged, reluctant to do as she was told. She grabbed the pillow and covers, but he grabbed one end of the blanket as it trailed past him. He yanked, expecting her to let go. Instead, he found her in his arms. He hesitated as her body molded to his as if it belonged in his embrace.




  After a moment’s hesitation, he pushed her away. She stumbled, and her back hit the table. She rubbed her sore rump. “Hey, that hurt.”




  “Blast it, you mangy ship rat,” he bellowed. His face darkened with red fury. He pointed. “Get your hide in that chair.”




  Once she was seated, he laid his palms flat on the table and glared at her. “Let’s get one thing straight right now. I don’t play those kind of sea games...not with men, anyway. So stay the hell away from me.”




  Completely enjoying herself, Jesse fought the smile threatening to overtake her. Instead, she made her lips quiver and a few tears welled up in her eyes, though more from mirth than sadness.




  “But me mates say I’m quite fetching.” She pushed out her lower lip.




  The captain closed his eyes, and Jesse guessed he was trying to stay calm. She found herself staring at his biceps, and her mirth became replaced with an odd fascination with his physique. He moved suddenly and put on a shirt, and she realized he’d caught her staring at his smooth, tanned chest.




  Crossing his arms, he loomed over her in an intimidating manner. “Now, I think it’s time you tell me who you are and why you were trying to steal this—er, my ship.”




  Her heart lurched. She was having a hard time remembering that he had killed her captain. She ground her teeth and stuck her nose an inch higher.




  “Name’s Jesse, and seeing as how you’ve lost your memory, stealing this ship was part of my revenge for killing me cap’n.”




  “Really? And what’s the other part?”




  She narrowed her eyes and lowered her voice, letting grief fuel her fury. “Twould be ending yer life.”




  He stared dispassionately at her. “You should’ve killed me when you had the chance, lad.”




  The door flew open, and a young man rushed in. “Cap’n Dulac, that other ship’s almost upon us.”




  It took but a second for the name to sink in, and when it did, Jesse jumped to her feet. “You scurvy dog,” she yelled. “You lied to me.”




  He held up his hand. “I never said my name was LeBlanc. That’s your doing.”




  She grabbed a plate off the table, threw it at him and pouted when it sailed past him into the wall. “This is MY ship. I stole it first.”




  He smiled. “Well, I stole it last, and like I told you before, you’re outnumbered.”




  “Not if my ship catches up with us,” she snarled.




  Like a lioness, she inched around the table, then lunged at him with the table knife in her hand. He outmaneuvered her and caught both her hands in his, squeezing until she dropped the knife. Then he threw her on the bed. She scrambled to get up, but he pushed her back down and aimed his revolver at her.




  “Stay,” he ordered. Then he turned to the young man standing uncertainly in the doorway. “Take him below deck and put him in the cage.”




  “But this is my ship,” Jesse protested as she was hauled to her feet.




  “Not anymore,” he smirked.




  * * * *




  Jesse hesitated before entering the barred holding area Captain Dulac had referred to as the cage. She tilted her head and batted her eyelashes. “How bout a pillow and blanket?”




  “How bout getting your arse into this cell?” The young sailor placed a hand on her back and shoved her in. “And don’t be trying nothing with me. I don’t drift that way either.”




  The door slammed shut, and she placed her hands around the bars. “You never know till you try.”




  He stopped walking and faced her. “You may be as purty as a woman what with those pouty lips and all, but I am not that desperate.”




  Without waiting for a reply, he marched back on deck. She touched her lips, wishing for the first time she had a mirror. Pouty lips? I don’t pout.




  She ran her hand through her cropped hair, remembering the last time it was long. That had been ten years ago when she was a little girl. Then it hit her that the sailor had called her pretty, and she smiled. No one had ever called her that before. No one had ever dared.




  “Well, you certainly have them fooled.”




  She turned around, startled she had company in the cell with her. The man was a lot shorter than Dulac, and his dark hair and handsome face had her heart fluttering for the second time that day. She placed her right hand on her hip. “Excuse me?”




  “Well, that derriere belongs only on a woman.”




  She snorted and turned her back on him. “You’re wrong.”




  Seconds later, a hand reached from behind and grabbed her right breast. She growled and spun around, punching him as hard as she could in the jaw. Surprised, his hand rubbed where she had hit.




  “Nice,” he muttered. “Small, but nice.”




  She hit him again. “Keep your blasted hands to yourself.”




  “I could say the same for you.”




  “Hey, I didn’t grab your breast,” she fumed.




  He smiled devilishly. “You can if you want to.”




  She went to hit him again, but he jabbed her in the stomach with his fist. She doubled over in pain, the wind knocked out of her. He leaned close to her face.




  “I take it you’ve never been hit by a real man before.”




  “Give me a sword.” She strained to pull air into her lungs. “And I’ll show you how I deal with men like you.”




  He straightened up. “Hmm, that should be interesting. I look forward to that day.”




  He took a seat on a crate. “Where were you when my mates were taking control of your ship?”




  She sank to her knees and struggled to get out the words. “My captain made me hide. Said Cap’n LeBlanc would sell me to the highest bidder if he caught me.”




  The man nodded. “Ah, I see. So he knew you’re female?”




  She glared at him. “I think I’m through with talking to you.”




  He grabbed her by the arm and yanked her to her feet. Then he pressed her against the bars, leaning his body close to her. “I’ll say when we’re through talking. You got that? Or I’ll take you here and now, and no one will be the wiser.”




  The color drained from her face, and her mouth went dry. Her courage, however, never flagged. “And then I’ll kill you.”




  His face remained expressionless for a moment. Then he laughed in her face. “You mean you’ll try.”




  His tone turned serious. “Come now. I’ll keep your secret, but you must do as I say. If not, I’ll show the world what you are, and you know how superstitious men are about women on a ship.”




  “That’s rubbish. We’ve had naught but luck since I came aboard their miserable ship.”




  “Until now.”




  Her fury faded to fear, and despite her instincts warning her not to trust him, she forced her head up and down. “Fine,” she grumbled through gritted teeth.




  “Then you agree? Whatever I want?”




  Misery clouded her soul, but she nodded again. “Aye.”




  The fiend kissed her long and hard. It was anything but pleasant. In fact, she thought a slimy eel had slipped into her mouth. Thank God. Not my soul mate.




  She pushed against him with all her strength, and when he relinquished his hold, she stumbled back against the bars. He laughed as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.




  “Oh, I’m sorry. Was that your first real kiss?”




  She stuck her nose in the air. “No, not that it’s your business.”




  A throat cleared, and Jesse turned to see Dulac watching. For some reason, she wanted to run to him and seek his protection from the beast behind her. Circumstance, however, prevented that.




  “I’m sorry to interrupt your little romance, but...” He paused, wrinkling his brows. “Wait, you two know each other?”




  Jesse wished she had her dagger to throw at him. She curled her lip up and started to respond, but the man behind her spoke first.




  “Of course.” He put his arm around her and pulled her close. “He’s my cabin boy.”




  If the situation hadn’t been so horrible, she would have thoroughly enjoyed the look that crossed Dulac’s face. As it was, her stomach turned ice cold.




  Dulac quickly composed himself. “Well, since you two are together, that rules out you being the boy the other ship is looking for.”




  Jesse gulped and started to speak, but the man stepped lightly on her bare toe. She bit her lip to keep from crying out.




  Dulac narrowed his eyes at her. “Why did you lie about trying to steal this ship from LeBlanc?”




  “He’s a known liar, sir, and as I raised him from the time I found him, I can tell when he’s lying,” the man holding her stated.




  “That’s a load of—”




  He clamped his hand over her mouth and looked apologetically at Dulac. “Sorry. I guess he was trying to get the ship back for Cap’n LeBlanc.”




  Dulac shrugged. “Well, that explains why that Flint fellow looked confused when I called the boy a man-lover.”




  He started to leave, but the man stopped him. “What are you planning to do with us?”




  “Maybe, if you’re good, we’ll drop you off at the next island we come across.”




  Jesse rolled her eyes. Oh great, now I’m being marooned with this lunatic.




  “What if we pledge allegiance to you and your crew?”




  Dulac hesitated, thinking the thought through. “Let me think on it and take a vote. We could use all the deck hands we can get.”




  “Thank you, sir. By the by, my name’s Rod, and I’ll let bygones be bygones. That was a nasty blow to the head you gave me last night.”




  Dulac just nodded and took his leave.




  Chapter 2




  April 11, 1900




  Dulac sat on a crate outside the cell with crossed arms and a frown. “They voted no.”




  Jesse’s heart sank to her feet. She blinked back womanly tears at the thought of being alone on an island with Rod. She grimaced at the memory of his eel-like kiss.




  Dulac continued. “But they fail to realize that I need your help in identifying LeBlanc.”




  Rod narrowed his eyes. “Why?”




  “Well, it was never my intention to keep his schooner. I simply wanted to prove to him that I’m an excellent thief.”




  “If you go back to that island, he’ll kill you,” Rod warned.




  Dulac just smiled. “Not if I come back with the other ship that escaped.”




  Jesse’s eyes widened at the news. “What’d you do with her crew?”




  “Locked up in its hold,” he replied, avoiding eye contact with her.




  Relieved, she relaxed, but not much as Rod had her hand in a death grip. In fact, if he squeezed any harder, she feared he’d pop her hand off.




  “What do you hope to gain?” Rod squinted, still suspicious.




  “A partner.”




  Rod laughed long and hard. “LeBlanc operates alone.”




  Dulac raised an eyebrow and leaned forward conspiratorially. “Ah, but I have it on good word that there’s a ship full of wealthy people heading to the islands from New Orleans.”




  As Rod digested the information, Jesse saw his dark eyes calculate the possibilities. He chewed his lower lip. “Why not claim it by yourself?”




  “It’ll be heavily guarded with men on it from the Lifesaving Service. I’ll need his expertise and all the help I can get. I figure two fully manned buccaneer ships against one will tip the scale in our favor.”




  Rod sighed and pursed his lips. “What do I get out of this?”




  “I’ll give you an extra five percent of the loot.”




  “Fifteen.”




  “Ten.”




  Rod smiled with a shark’s cunning. “Deal.”




  * * * *




  Jesse held her arms out to balance herself on the shaky plank. The water below sparkled in the early morning light. This part of the cove was deep, and she wondered if there were any sharks about. Forlornly, she looked over her shoulder at Dulac.




  “You cut the anchor,” he scowled. “You find it.”




  He tugged on the thick rope about her waist. The weight of it alone would cause her to sink to the bottom. “Once you attach this, you can come back up. Don’t let me see your face until then.”




  “But what if I run out of breath?”




  He glared at her. “You don’t come back on board until your task is done, and don’t think of trying to escape.”




  To reemphasize, he tugged on a smaller rope tied to her ankle. She longed to throw the huge hook in her hand at him. The thicker rope had a hook attached to it, and she wondered if it would help her in a shark attack.




  The plank under her feet bounced, and she almost lost her footing. Her eyes darted to Dulac, who shook it impatiently.




  “Go on now. I don’t want to stay tied up to the other ship for too long.”




  Jesse took a big gulp of air and dove. The sharp chill of the water shocked her at first, but she focused on her task. The water formed a cocoon around her, blocking out sound and, further down, sight. It was like searching for sunken treasure blindfolded.




  She swam close to the bottom for a time before lack of oxygen forced her to surface. She gulped in air and dove again. This time, it occurred to her to look for the rope that should still be attached to the anchor.




  An hour later, she was allowed back onto the ship. Wet and weary, she plopped down on the deck. Two male legs appeared in front of her, but she was too tired to look up. Dulac knelt and cut the rope off her ankle. He hesitated as he studied her foot.




  His touch sent a pleasant warmth up her leg, and she made the mistake of looking into his sky-blue eyes. Her heart danced around her chest. The spell wrapped around them, and once again, the world fell away. For the heartbeat of a second, she was his, and it was then that she knew he could possess her. But would he ever want to?




  “My God,” he whispered. “You even have a woman’s foot.”




  He dropped her foot as if it were an eel and put some space between them. His face twisted in perplexity. “Why would you cut the anchor of your own ship?”




  Jesse closed her eyes, remembering Rod’s threat to expose her. She desperately wanted to correct the notion she was part of LeBlanc’s crew. Instead, she refused to answer him.




  His face darkened, and he hauled her to her feet. “Fine. Take your place by your friend, then.”




  * * * *




  Jesse sat beside Rod in the rowboat. Two of Dulac’s men held a revolver to each of their temples. She shivered at its cold touch and prayed they didn’t accidentally click the trigger.




  The boat rocked gently as they stopped a few yards from the beach. The angry group of marooned pirates waited at the water’s edge. Rod held up his hand for them to stop.




  “I would speak with Captain LeBlanc,” Dulac’s voice boomed.




  The group on shore remained strangely quiet but gave each other questioning looks. Dulac cleared his throat and repeated his request.




  Rod spoke. “He has a proposition to offer you. A rather good one, at that.”




  After another moment of silence, the crowd parted, and a slim fellow of about thirty stepped forward. Jesse thought he looked a lot like Rod.




  “You steal my ships and have the audacity to return?” the man sneered. “I’ll see you dead before the sun sets.”




  “Correction. I stole one ship. The other had escaped, and I am merely returning it to you,” Dulac stated.




  LeBlanc crossed his arms. “What be yer proposition?”




  “We team up and overtake The Bountiful. Its cargo is wealthy men and women on holiday to the islands.”




  LeBlanc laughed. “I don’t need you to do that.”




  “It’ll be heavily guarded with men from the Lifesaving Service, and we’d outnumber them two to one, what with my crew and yours.”




  Jesse watched LeBlanc rub his beard in contemplation. She saw that although appearing to stare generally in their direction, his attention seemed to focus on Rod. She glanced at Rod in time to see him nod in approval. Her gaze returned to LeBlanc as he accepted Dulac’s offer. Why does he need affirmation from Rod?




  “I’d first be knowing with whom I’m partnering up.” LeBlanc’s voice boomed across the beach.




  “Captain Cristienne Dulac from New Orleans, at your service, sir.”




  Jesse eyed Dulac. She thought he talked strange for a pirate but shrugged aside her misgivings. Pirates abounded from all over the world and for different reasons. Who am I to judge?




  “You have yourself a deal then, Dulac.” LeBlanc smiled.




  Jesse noted the greed that played upon LeBlanc’s face. It stabbed her in the heart, for that sin had taken her captain’s life. She gritted her teeth and placed her hand as casually as possible on Rod’s knee. She was determined to get close to LeBlanc. After all, she had a death to avenge.




  * * * *




  “Awright. Here’s the deal. Half a yer men come w’ me, and half a mine go w’ you.”




  “Fair enough,” Dulac replied.




  “And,” LeBlanc continued, “you take the slower ship, The Lady Seasprite, while I keep The Devil’s Lair.”




  Jesse started to protest at the slander of The Lady Seasprite, but Rod squeezed her knee in warning. The four of them sat at the table where she and Dulac had gone round and round a day or so ago. Covertly, she watched him with a sense of longing. If she hadn’t taunted him so, he wouldn’t have thrown her in the cell, and she wouldn’t be in her current predicament.




  “I think we should trade first mates as well,” Rod suggested.




  “Aye, that’d be fine w’ me,” Dulac agreed. “Who’s your first mate?”




  Rod raised his hand with a knowing smirk. “Yours truly.”




  “Okay, but the lad stays here.”




  “No!” Jesse protested.




  Rod’s lips drew into a thin line. “Sorry, mate, but Jesse goes where I go or the deal’s off.”




  Dulac’s brows drew together in confusion. He looked from Rod to LeBlanc, and Jesse could see the wheels turning in his head. Curiously, he made no further objection on the matter.




  “What about the crew of The Lady Seasprite?” Jesse hoped her fear wasn’t written all over her face.




  “They were invited to join us once before.” Rod’s hand gently massaged her knee beneath the table. Her hands balled into fists when the desire to bust his jaw overwhelmed her.




  She forced a polite smile on her face but felt the fakeness to her bones. “Ask again. We could use all the hands we can get.”




  Rod’s dark eyes seemed to read her very thoughts. “I think not. Can’t trust the lot of ’em. The beach’ll make a nice home for them.”




  Her heart caught in her throat as she thought of her dear friend, Flint, marooned. At least the large island had many trees. Despite her misgivings, she thought it wise to let the matter drop. When the time came, she would see them rescued.




  The heavy silence startled her out of her thoughts. All three men stared at her expectantly. She blushed at having been caught daydreaming. “What?”




  “I said, I think you’d make a great decoy,” Rod reiterated.




  Her pulse seemed to stop for a second as dread filled her veins. “What are you talking about?”




  He smiled charmingly at her. “We put you in a dress and set you adrift. When the fancy ship comes to your aide, we’ll attack.”




  She fought the panic. If they put her in a dress, they’d see her ever-growing bosom. She’d been able to hide them in loose clothing so far, but a dress would reveal her. Rod knew that.




  She forced herself to scoff. “Never work.”




  “Why not, since your mates say yer quite fetching,” Dulac said and sneered.




  She snorted and stuck her nose up. “’Twould be impossible. What if the weather’s bad?”




  She caught Rod staring at her with a lustful look in his eye. No doubt, he pictured her in the dress. He licked his lips lasciviously. “But you’ll do it...if the conditions are right.”




  “But—”




  “You can wear a heavy shawl,” he added and squeezed the hell out of her knee.




  LeBlanc clapped his hands together and stood. “Well, I say we have a drink to seal the deal.”




  A devilishness overcame Jesse, and she smiled sweetly at Dulac. “How about we seal it with a kiss?”




  She smirked, delighting in watching Dulac squirm. He responded just as she knew he would. His tanned face paled, and he made an excuse to rush away. Her husky laughter caused even LeBlanc and Rod to smile.




  * * * *




  Dulac stormed to the bow of the ship. The sun beat down on his head as he grabbed the ship’s rail and fought his inner rage. He fairly shook with the desire to pummel Jesse.




  “Seal it with a kiss? More like a punch,” he mumbled.




  He couldn’t shake the last image he had of her, uh, him. Jesse had impishly puckered her—HIS—lips and blown him a kiss. He’d never forget the mischief dancing in the lad’s honey-brown eyes. Honey? What the hell happened to thinking like a man? More like...dung colored. No, that’s not true. Dung is a lot darker than honey, which is definitely more appetizing. How about coffee-colored? Like a cafe au lait. My mother loves coffee with milk.




  Dulac sneered at the idiocy of his thoughts and slammed his fist against the wood. Closing his eyes, he tried to control the aggravation at being propositioned by the lad. He forced himself to think of the one thing that always calmed him...Mags.




  She was a beautiful brown and white American foxhound that his parents were keeping for him. He’d gotten her when he was seventeen to replace the old feller he’d lost. He smiled at the thought of her running up to him and licking his face with her pink tongue. A pair of pouty, rosy red human lips popped onto Mag’s snout, and Jesse’s grinning face replaced the dog’s. Dulac cursed.




  Why would you make a man with such feminine lips, Lord?




  Dulac shook his head. Mustn’t blame the boy. It must’ve been hard being raised by pirates. I can only imagine what she—I mean, he has been through.




  He thought of his own happy childhood. His parents had doted on him and his sisters. He missed his twin sister, Cristi. She was married with two boys, and he surmised that had Jesse been raised in a normal atmosphere, she’d be married by now.




  Wait a minute, you idiot, he chastised himself. Jesse is a male not a female. Get a hold of yerself, man.




  Dulac forced himself to think of something else. The night he became a man in the true sense of the word rose to the surface. He’d been at sea for about a month, and his new shipmates had all but nailed a sign to his forehead that he was still a virgin. So at the next port of call, he had stumbled off the ship and into the arms of the first willing woman he met. He had to pay for it, but he was now thankful he didn’t have to pay for it in more ways than just money.




  A seagull screamed and dropped a white, messy goop onto the back of his hand. Disgusted, Dulac shook off what he could and went to wash the rest off.




  Chapter 3




  April 13, 1900




  The Lady Seasprite




  It took all of Jesse’s will not to throw the two plates of food at Rod and Dulac. She gritted her teeth, thinking the ship should have been hers. She cursed the fates for Dulac’s interception. She was tired to death of being the ship’s cabin boy. Her old captain had promised to move her into a more worthy position but had been killed before doing so. Her smile hid her animosity.




  “Mr. Rod, don’t you think I’m a bit old to be playing cabin boy?”




  Caught off guard, his eyes snapped to her face. He swallowed the mouthful of food and just stared at her. He rubbed his thumb absently over his jaw. Then he narrowed his eyes. “No.”




  Her smile faded, and she swallowed over the bitterness swimming in her mouth. “Why not?”




  “Don’t pout, boy. You’re the youngest on board. The task falls to you by default.” A mischievous gleam suddenly appeared in his dark eyes. “In fact, methinks after dinner, my boots could use a good shine and my feet a good washing.”




  The color drained from her face as an image popped into her head of her kneeling before him. She clenched her teeth and lifted her chin. She never had to wash her old captain’s feet, and she’d be damned if she’d wash his. He spoke before she could open her mouth.




  “On second thought, I think a bath is long overdue. Get the tub in my quarters and make sure the water is hot.”




  He returned his attention to his food while her jaw dropped. Anger flaring, she could only glare at him. When Dulac cleared his throat, her focus turned on him.




  “Oh, I suppose you want a bath drawn too,” she snapped, hands on her hips.




  Dulac’s eyes grew wide, and he shook his head adamantly. “No thanks. I’ll tend to my own needs this trip.”




  Rod glared at her. “What are you waiting for? Get to yer chores.”




  “Has he even eaten?” Dulac asked, carefully avoiding her eyes.




  Her stomach rumbled, and she shook her head. Dulac ordered her to go eat and then tend to her chores. She quickly scampered off with a heavy heart.




  * * * *




  The first mate’s quarters weren’t as big as the captain’s, but it was still quite comfortable. Jesse frowned as she dumped the last of the hot water into the tub. She handed the bucket to the cook, who shook his head in consternation.




  “What?” She rolled her sleeves down, wondering if there were itching powder laying about.




  “’Tis strange, is all. Mr. Rod wanting a hot bath in the middle of a voyage. How come he can’t bath in the cistern like everyone else?”




  Jesse shrugged. “Not a clue. I best be fetching him.”




  The door, however, flew open before she could take a step, and Rod filled the doorway. He smiled. “Ah, just what I had hoped.”




  The cook slipped out of the room, and Rod stepped in Jesse’s path as she tried to follow. “You’re not going anywhere. Sit.”




  She was forced to take a place on the bed as Rod took the desk chair. He pulled off his boots and tossed them at her. She caught them before they hit her in the face. She hesitated. Her lower lip poked out, but she twisted her mouth into a determined line and set about polishing them. Her cheeks grew red with embarrassment, however, as he continued to strip down to his birthday suit. She kept her eyes downcast and on her project.




  “Are you still a virgin?” Amusement laced his words. He remained standing in the middle of the room, waiting for her reply. She thought her cheeks would burst into flames, and she avoided answering the question.




  “Your bath is getting cold.”




  His robust laughter filled the cabin. “By your reaction, I see ’tis so.”




  He surprised her by kneeling at her feet, and her eyes inadvertently fell upon his manhood. She gasped and tried to scoot away. He grabbed her legs and held her firmly in place. Rod pinned her down with his body, and she fought with all she had.




  “No,” she begged when her strength gave out.




  He covered her mouth with his hand. “Hush.”




  A single tear escaped and slid down her cheek. She saw pity in his eyes, but something she didn’t recognize quickly obscured it. He smiled down at her.




  “Don’t worry,” he whispered and gave her a long, hard kiss. “I’ll not deflower you this day, my sweet.”




  With that, he rolled off her and left her quivering with fear. She heard him ease into the tub, and after collecting her wits, she slowly sat up.




  “May I be excused now?”




  “To go where? This is where you’re to sleep.”




  Jesse froze, trying not to panic.




  “I need some air.” She had to push the words out of her mouth, feeling trapped and despondent.




  “Wash my back,” he ordered, obviously refusing to answer her request.




  Ire flared back into her soul. She pursed her lips. “Wash yer own back.”




  “There’s a ship full of men who could use a bit of flesh. Shall we call attention to your God-given attributes?”




  The trapped feeling pressed down even more, and her shoulders drooped. Reluctantly, she slid off the bed and did as she was bid. When the task was complete, she found herself pulled into the tub with him. She squealed, but his strong arms held her in place. Her clothes were soaked.




  “Oops,” he whispered. “So much for a trip above deck.”




  She hit him in the jaw, and a surge of satisfaction rolled through her at the surprise on his face. It quickly vanished when he slapped her. She covered her cheek with her hand as tears sprang to her eyes. No one had ever hit her, and she narrowed her eyes as hate filled her heart.




  “Holy mother of God.”




  At the sound of Dulac’s voice, Rod pulled Jesse close to him, hiding her wet shirt. She didn’t know why he even bothered as her God-given attributes couldn’t even qualify as the size of apples, and the shirt she wore was big and heavy, hiding everything quite well.




  Jesse’s eyes flew to the door. Dulac stood gaping at them. His face turned bright red. Then his eyes darkened, and he flew into a rage. “Mr. Rod, whores will not be tolerated aboard ship, even if they are male.”




  Jesse’s cheeks burned, and she thought at this rate, they’d be permanently stained red with embarrassment. She turned it into anger as she struggled from the tub and soon stood toe to toe with Dulac. The fact he towered over her did nothing to squelch her temper.




  “You arrogant son of a dog,” she roared. “I’ve sailed since I was eight, and I’ve earned my right to be called a sailor. You call me a whore again, and you had better watch your back.”




  He crossed his arms. “Are you threatening me?”




  Two hands grabbed her shoulders from behind and pulled her back. “No, sir, he’s not.”




  Dulac stared into her eyes. “Good, because insubordination will not be tolerated either.”




  “Then don’t call me a whore.”




  Rod spoke up. “Ease up, mate. He’s a virgin.”




  Dulac raised an eyebrow. “I doubt that.”




  Jesse shook Rod’s hands off, and before he could stop her, she punched Dulac in the chin. While it hardly phased him, it still shocked him. He looked at Rod in astonishment.




  “Can’t you control the little snot?” he snarled.




  Rod shrugged. “What can I say? He likes to hit.”




  Dulac pointed his finger at her. “Change your clothes and meet me and Rod up on deck. I think a day or two tied to the mast will do you a world of good.”




  As he left, he threw the following words over his shoulder. “And at the next port of call, we’ll drop you off.”




  * * * *




  Jesse refused to cry at the humiliation of having her arms hug the mast. She would be forced to stand the entirety of her punishment, and she nearly cried again as she was already exhausted. She clenched her jaw and steeled her emotions. She’d rather be damned than beg for mercy.




  “Insubordination will not be tolerated,” Dulac bellowed for the rest of the crew. “And as ye can see, this be the punishment. No one’s to even acknowledge the lad. Water shall be given at intervals, but if I see anyone talking to him, they shall suffer the same fate.”




  Rod’s face appeared in front of hers, and he whispered conspiratorially. “He’s being a brute.”




  “He’s being an insufferable bas—”




  Rod’s hand covered her mouth before she could finish. He shook his head and kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry. It shall be over afore you know it.”




  He vanished, and as the rest of the crew finished with their daily chores, Jesse watched the sun set. She shrugged to herself, thinking she had at least received a reprieve from Rod’s beck and call. She shivered and wondered how she could get out of being alone with him in the future. She had no trust in him whatsoever.




  She considered asking Dulac to help her, and then it hit her that he’d probably insist she bunk elsewhere anyway. A weight lifted off her shoulders, and she gladly accepted the feeling of peace.




  The colors of the sky never ceased to amaze her, even during a storm. Tonight, the dark-blue mass seemed to push the lighter blue into extinction. The setting sun made the sky’s colors scream in protest.




  Her peace was broken as she suddenly remembered Dulac was going to kick her off the ship. A cold fear settled in her stomach. If that happened, what would she do?




  Determination pushed aside the fear. Why, I’ll simply find another ship to sail on.




  She smiled smugly. And when I get my own ship, I’m gonna hunt you down, Dulac, and repay all your kindness.




  * * * *




  A large drop of rain struck Jesse on her cheek, instantly rousing her from her hard-won sleep. She looked up at the dark sky, and another drop landed on her forehead. She groaned as the rain came down in torrents.




  Hours passed as the rain pounded her. She was soaked to the bone and shivered uncontrollably. Her wet bangs fell into her eyes, and she made a mental note to cut her hair later.




  Jesse did her best to keep her mind off the fact she was miserable. Her arms ached from lack of movement. Her legs ached from being on her feet for ten hours. She idly wondered how much longer her punishment would be.




  When the rain finally stopped, the wind froze her to the bone. Then she became aware of the rise and fall of the ship as it rode the storm’s waves. She closed her eyes as nausea threatened her, having no desire to suffer the stench of that. She was miserable enough.




  She had never suffered from seasickness during all her years at sea, but she’d never been tied to a mast either. ’Tis no wonder I feel like hell considering all I’ve had to face just recently.




  The ship’s nose pointed high in the sky as it rode another wave. It then dipped down in speedy descent. It rolled on its side, and Jesse stared wide-eyed into the ocean on her right. The ship righted itself, but the movement proved too much. She began to retch and then succumbed to crying over her predicament. Now her clothes were smelly as well as wet.




  All of a sudden, her hands were free, and she was swooped up into strong arms. As she was carried quickly across the deck, she looked up into the face of her rescuer and was shocked that it wasn’t Rod.




  * * * *




  Jesse stared at Dulac’s back as she buttoned up the shirt he had lent her. She was astounded he had set her free and even more so he had brought her to his own quarters. She smiled at the idea of him actually having a heart.




  “You can turn around now.” Her voice shook with weakness, but her heart pitter-pattered at the look on his face as he took in her scantily clad body. His shirt hung to her knees, and as she had no pants, the rest of her legs were bared for his viewing pleasure. She pointed a finger at him.




  “I am not a whore. So don’t get any ideas.”




  Unconsciously, he ran his tongue over his lips, and she wondered what they would feel like pressed against her own. A sudden craving had her licking her own lips in anticipation.




  “I’m sorry.”




  She nodded. “Okay.”




  “I had no idea it was raining.”




  It dawned on her he wasn’t apologizing for calling her a whore. Her anger flared for a brief moment before she sank wearily onto the bed. She was just too tired to fight. She felt run-down, and she flopped back on the bed.




  Dulac’s face appeared above her, and he actually looked concerned. His big hand covered her forehead. “A bit warm. You must be coming down with something.”




  She closed her eyes, wondering why he still stayed beside her. She peeked at him when he’d been silent for too long. “Don’t you have something to do?”




  The conflict in his eyes confused her, and she became acutely aware of how close he was. In fact, it was down right intimate, and she propped herself up on her elbows.




  “You’re too close,” she whispered, realizing she’d made a mistake sitting up. She could smell the scent that was his alone.




  Ignoring her remark, he asked, “Why’d you choose this life?”




  “I didn’t. It chose me at the tender age of eight.” Her eyes misted at the thought of her father.




  “What?”




  “My father and I were separated in New Orleans. I was just thinking how much he must have grieved when he couldn’t find me.”




  “You were close?”




  She nodded. “My mother’s death drew us close. We had only each other.”




  He studied her thoughtfully. “You must’ve cried buckets.”




  She shrugged. “I stepped up and did what I had to do. He didn’t raise me to...no, he didn’t raise me, did he? He didn’t teach me to be a simpleton. He taught me to face my problems with courage.”




  Silence fell between them as they studied each other’s face. Caught in the woozy world of sickness, she couldn’t resist touching a faint scar on his cheek. She traced it down until her fingertips touched his lips. Her heart caught in her chest as he grabbed her hand and slowly kissed the tip of each finger. The heat of his mouth went down her arm to the pit of her belly.




  Dulac froze when he realized what he was doing. He dropped her hand like a hot piece of fish and practically jumped off the bed. She saw confusion in his eyes and wanted to tell him of her gender but spite kept her mouth shut. Let him suffer as I suffered in the rain.
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