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To my critique partners, Lexi and Ann, who are definitely treasures worth keeping; to my son, who continues to inspire me every day; and to my husband, my hero—this journey wouldn’t be nearly as much fun without you.


Chapter 1

Charleston—1850

Music, raucous laughter, and light spilled onto the street as soon as Tristan Youngblood, captain of the Adventurer, opened the door of the Salty Dog. He stood still for a moment and let the atmosphere of his favorite tavern in Charleston wash over him.

The Adventurer’s crew filled the room with the exception of Coop, who stood watch aboard ship, and Jemmy, Tristan’s son, who was too young to join in the celebration. A more trustworthy, patient, experienced group of men he’d never find. He loved and respected them all, found comfort in their company, and trusted them with his life—and his secret. To the world, he was Captain Trey, treasure hunter. To those who shared his confidence, he was Tristan Youngblood, Lord Ravensley.

They had reason to celebrate this night, even if he did not. After months and months of searching, they’d found the legendary lost treasure of the Sierra Magdalena, a Spanish galleon savagely torn apart in a hurricane almost two hundred years ago off the coast of Hispaniola. Each and every one of them thought they had found heaven—or at least a little part of it.

Pockets bulging with pieces of gold, they turned, almost as one, and raised their tankards toward him. “Captain!”

“Tippy.” He signaled the tavern owner. “Drinks are on me.”

Loud cheers met his pronouncement as Tippy lined up clean tankards on the bar and proceeded to fill them one by one with thick, foamy ale.

Tristan accepted his crew’s slaps on the back and handshakes as he made his way through the crowded room to drop a small pouch of gold coins on the bar.

Graham Alcott, the Adventurer’s navigator as well as Tristan’s second in command and oldest friend, sat at a table in the corner, his arms around the two winsome barmaids perched on his knees. A cigar smoldered in the brass tray surrounded by the remains of a hearty meal.

Tristan grinned as he strode toward his friend. It never failed. No matter where in the world the Adventurer put into port, Graham found the loveliest, most willing ladies.

He cleared his throat. Graham took his eyes off the tantalizing bosoms presented to him and glanced up. His smile could have charmed the birds from the trees—or the drawers from even the most discerning young woman.

“Tristan,” Graham acknowledged as he nodded to the chair opposite him. “Sarah, my love, get the captain a glass of your finest rum.” He gave each girl a sound kiss on the cheek and a promise to meet them later, then he patted both behinds to usher them off his knees. With squeals and giggles, the women rushed to do his bidding.

Tristan dropped into the chair and stretched out his long, leather-booted legs, crossing them at the ankle. He grabbed a serrated knife and cut a piece of bread still warm from the oven, then slathered it with sweet, creamy butter and took a bite.

“Well?” Graham prodded as Sarah delivered two heavy-bottomed glasses and placed them on the table. Tristan grinned as Graham’s merry brown eyes followed the gentle sway of her hips.

“Well what?” Tristan replied after he swallowed.

“Don’t play games, Tristan.” Graham rested his elbows on the table. “I’ve known you too long. I was there when Tippy gave you the letter. I know the family seal when I see it. Was it your father? Is he here?”

Tristan stared at the light amber brew in his glass as he chewed the last of his bread. “No, my father isn’t here. He sent his henchman, the honorable Theodore Gilchrist, Esquire. If we’d made port in Jamaica, I would have met Paul Farnsworth, another in my father’s employ. Apparently, Father has all my regular haunts covered. The earl was bound and determined to give me the news.” The information Mr. Gilchrist imparted made his stomach churn, made the bile rise in his throat, made him want to disregard convention and lose himself on the high seas. Brown eyes twinkling with curiosity, Graham sat up straighter. “What news?”

Tristan pulled a half-smoked cigar from his vest pocket and used the candle on the table to light it. As he exhaled, blue-grey smoke swirled to the ceiling. “I have a little less than four months to put my affairs in order, go back to England and then—”

“Then what?” Graham lifted his glass and took a long drink.

“I am to be married.”

“Married!” The navigator choked on his rum as he spit out the word. He coughed into his hand, his face red. For a long time, he stared and said nothing. “I would offer congratulations, but I gather you don’t regard this as good news.”

Tristan twisted the signet ring on his finger while he looked around the room—at the hunk of bread on a plate in the middle of the table, at the cigar smoke drifting around him—anywhere but at his shipmate. “No, I do not.” He stopped twisting the ring long enough to rake his fingers through his hair; then he picked up his drink.

“You can’t be surprised.” Graham leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. His black-booted foot rested on the empty chair next to him. “Your father has been trying to marry you off for the past five years. Every time you go home, he introduces you to another eligible young woman. Perhaps he sees this arrangement as the way to get the deed accomplished.”

Tristan tossed back the rum as if it were water and ignored the burning sting the liquor left in his throat before he gave voice to his concerns. “God help me, I don’t want a marriage like my parents’. They barely tolerated each other before my mother passed.”

He twisted the ring on his finger and caught the glitter of the lion’s amber eye. “There was never any love between them. I doubt there was even fondness.” He lowered his voice. “My father has had the same mistress since before I was born and my mother . . . my mother went through lovers like . . . well, like you and I go through bottles of rum.”

Sarah sashayed to the table and refilled both glasses. Tristan nodded his thanks but didn’t offer her a smile, as was his wont. The news of his impending marriage settled like a rock in his stomach.

“Was your parents’ marriage arranged?” Graham swept his tongue over his lips in anticipation then reached for his refilled glass.

“Of course. It’s the way it’s done.” Tristan let his breath whistle between his teeth and crushed his cigar in the tray, frustrated by his father’s announcement. “I don’t want to marry a woman I don’t know, have never met. I believe—”

“But you don’t have to, Tristan. You’re an adult. Almost thirty. Tell your father no.”

Tristan snorted. “If it were that easy, I would. You don’t understand. Your parents met, fell in love, and married, the way I would like to, but . . . marriage is expected.” He lowered his voice to a whisper though he doubted his words could be overheard in a room full of laughing men and women. “For a man of my position. As the next Earl of Winterbourne, I have an obligation to make the most advantageous match, which means marry for money to fill the family coffers and produce future earls. And as my father’s solicitor informed me, though my younger brother and his wife have been married for nine years, there are no children from the union.” He rubbed his fingers over his freshly shaved face and found he missed the beard he’d grown during his last voyage. “Father wants heirs.”

“You jest.”

“I wish I did.”

Graham leaned back in his chair and studied the liquor in his glass. A smile crossed his face after a moment. “What about Jemmy?”

Tristan shrugged. “Father doesn’t know the adoption papers have become final, but I don’t think he would accept Rielle’s son as his heir. She was my friend and I loved her as such, but Jemmy isn’t of Youngblood . . . blood.”

The navigator nodded, and Tristan knew he understood more than his spoken words. Graham shook his head. “No more treasure hunting. No more sailing around the world at a moment’s whim. No more getting stinking drunk and spending our time with willing women.” He grinned to reveal a compliment of pearl white teeth beneath his shaggy beard. “I pity you, my friend.”

“Four months,” Tristan repeated, his tone and mood somber until an idea grabbed hold and wouldn’t let go.

Izzy’s Fortune. If he could find the infamous treasure of Queen Isabella, he could fill the Youngblood coffers with more than enough gold to last several lifetimes. He wouldn’t have to marry a woman he didn’t know, wouldn’t have to spend the rest of his life with a woman he didn’t want. He could have the time he needed to find what he wanted most.

Love.

Passion.

A woman who could share his dreams.

Who am I trying to fool? There is no such woman.

But Izzy’s Fortune. That, at least, had a chance of being real.

And if he found the treasure before Wynton Entwhistle of the Explorer, so much the better. An open rivalry existed between the two men and had from the moment they met some years ago when they’d both gone after the same fortune. Since then, Tristan had managed to stay one step ahead of the scheming seaman, much to Entwhistle’s regret and frustration.

Tristan glanced at Graham, smiled, then started to chuckle. “Four months is long enough to try one last time to find Izzy’s Fortune.” His gaze darted around the room to the crew in the midst of their merriment. “Do you think they’d mind?”

“Hell, no!” Graham slammed his glass on the table. “When do we leave?”

“Three days. No, four. We’ll need that long to gather supplies. Once we leave Charleston, I don’t plan on coming back—at least for a long time. Remember, I’m expected in England to—” Tristan choked on the word “—marry.”

“Again, you have my pity.” Graham laughed. “Who is this woman? Is she at least pleasant to look at?” He waved his hands in front of his face as his grin grew wider. “She isn’t some ugly beast with rotten teeth and pitted skin, is she?”

“I have no idea. I didn’t even ask her name.” Tristan wasn’t surprised he had not asked a most important question. He supposed the announcement that his marriage had been arranged without his knowledge or consent had shocked him into not thinking at all. “I should find out, shouldn’t I?” He tossed back his drink in one swallow. “I’ll pay another visit to Gilchrist in the morning, but in the meantime, I’m going back to the ship.” He stood and flipped a gold coin on the table. “I’ll relieve Coop so he can celebrate with his mates.”

“Are you certain?” Graham rose as well, although he never released the glass of rum in his hand, nor did he take his gaze from Sarah MacNamara and Rosie Flint. “I could just as easily take the watch.”

Tristan shook his head. “No, you stay.” He glanced at Sarah wending her way through the tavern’s rowdy customers. Her hips rocked back and forth as she sidestepped with innate agility the various hands aiming for her backside. She met his stare and grinned. “Sarah and Rosie would be disappointed if you didn’t keep your promises.”

Tristan made his way through the men, and again accepted their congratulations and well wishes before he handed another small leather bag filled with gold to the barkeep. He saluted his crew. “Drink up, me hearties! You’ve earned it.” He resisted the urge to tell them to keep their eyes, as well as their hands, on their gold.

“Aye, Cap’n!”

His men would be in sad shape tomorrow, sporting colossal headaches, perhaps still drunk from this night’s revelry, so he gave them a reprieve. “I expect you all to be onboard the Adventurer in two days.”

Again, their rousing chorus of “Aye, Cap’n” met his ears.

He grinned as he pushed through the door and left the deafening din of the Salty Dog. A senseless whistle escaped him as he strode over the cobblestones toward the three-masted clipper at berth.

His shoulders relaxed as his stride grew longer. He inhaled and caught the scent of a hearty beef stew as it simmered in someone’s pot. Warm light spilled through the windows of the homes he passed and he heard the telltale sounds of people settling in for the evening.

He loved harbor towns—the charming, quaint villages of England, the rowdy, yet oddly cosmopolitan ports like Charleston, the rough and tumble atmosphere of Port Royal. The sight of the ships from all around the world lined up side by side, their colorful flags waving in the breeze, comforted him as nothing else ever could. He would miss these ports when he obeyed his father’s command and married the woman the earl had chosen—a woman whose name he didn’t even know.

Beneath the glow of a street lamp, he stopped and shook his head.

An arranged marriage. God, he hated the thought.

Shoulders tight once again, he kicked at a rock on the cobblestones and scowled. The earl had given him no choice.

If the truth were known, Tristan didn’t object to the idea of marriage—he just hated the idea of being coerced into it, forced to give up the life he loved.

Part of it was his own fault. All the years he’d searched for treasure, he could have and should have searched for a wife. He could have remained in England and attended the debutante balls where most of the eligible bachelors of his class chose their future wives from the best families.

But marriage and the responsibilities of the earldom wasn’t the life he wanted.

The sea called to him, lured him, begged him to feel its power and glory. From the moment he’d first stepped foot on a ship, he’d known he wanted to sail for the rest of his life. The warmth of a woman’s hand on his cheek could not compare to the cool touch of spindrift on his face. The tedium of running the Winterbourne estates could never measure up to the exhilaration of riding out a storm on the high seas while the sky raged around him. In those moments, Tristan knew he truly lived.

He glanced up as he drew closer to the Adventurer. A shadow passed before the windows of his cabin, back and forth, as if someone waited for him with great impatience. It couldn’t have been Jemmy. The boy had been fast asleep when Tristan had left to see his father’s solicitor.

It wasn’t Coop Milliron, either. His faithful crewman paced the length of the deck from bow to stern, his footsteps heavy on the wooden planks. They grew louder in the still night when he climbed the stairs to the quarterdeck. Moonbeams lit his path. He had no need of a lantern to guide his way.

Tristan studied the shadow and grinned. The silhouette belonged to a woman—he couldn’t deny the full thrust of her breasts or the long skirt that twitched with her step. His grin widened, but only for a moment.

Who was she? What was she doing aboard his ship?

There could be two reasons a woman would be on his ship at this time of night. Either she was a strumpet . . . or a thief.

If she was looking for the spoils from the Sierra Magdalena, she’d wasted her time. Though it was common knowledge in Charleston that he and his crew had found the treasure, only a fool would have kept it on board. Tristan had never been a fool.

The other alternative pleased him much more. If she was looking for a night of pleasure, well then, she’d come to the right man.

Tristan quickened his step and bounded up the gangplank. Cooper jumped, startled, and pulled his cutlass from the sash around his waist in one easy, practiced move. The sharp blade glinted in the moonlight.

“Coop!” Tristan raised his hands and sidestepped the weapon.

“Cap’n, ye scairt the hell outta me!” The crewman lowered the cutlass and shoved it back into his sash then patted the handle for good measure. He stood as tall as his short stature would allow which made the white cotton of his shirt strain against the roundness of his belly. “Doncha be knowin’ not to sneak up on a man? Coulda got yerself killed!”

“Who is the woman in my cabin?”

“She dinna give me her name, Cap’n. She been waitin’ on ye fer pert near a hour.” His grin spread from ear to ear then faded as his bushy eyebrows disappeared beneath the red kerchief tied around his forehead. Tufts of dark brown hair, peppered with grey, spiked around the square of cloth on his head. In the moon’s glow, his cheeks were ruddier than normal and his bulbous nose, a result of years of heavy drinking, shined like a beacon in the middle of his face. “Were ye not expectin’ her?”

“No, I was not.”

The crewman mumbled beneath his breath words Tristan couldn’t quite make out before he apologized. “I’m sorry, Cap’n. It ain’t unusual fer ye to have a woman in yer cabin, though it ain’t happened in a while.”

“It’s all right, Coop,” Tristan said. “Why don’t you join your mates at the Salty Dog? You shouldn’t miss the celebration.”

The seaman’s sharp brown eyes disappeared in the wrinkles of his face as he grinned. “Aye, Cap’n!” He needed no further urging as he scurried down the gangplank.

Tristan watched him for a moment then strode across the deck, the hard soles of his boots loud in the silent night.

At the end of the hallway, his door stood wide open. Candles lit against the darkness created a warm glow on the mahogany paneled walls. He glanced around the room. All the built-in cabinets were ajar. Maps littered the floor, some flat, some curled into long tubes, which rolled back and forth as the ship moved. Perturbed, but not angry, his jaw clenched but only for a moment as he took in the sight before him.

The woman stood at his desk, her hands flat on the surface as she studied a map. Covered in yards of pale blue silk, her backside wiggled as she shoved the current map out of her way to study the one beneath it.

The glow from the candles brought out the golden glints in her hair, which curled down her back in wild abandon. With a well-practiced flick of her hand, she pushed long, light brown hair away from her face then reached for the snifter of cognac on the desktop, finishing the amber brew in one swallow.

Tristan leaned against the doorjamb and twisted the ring on his finger as he admired the tantalizing view before him, no longer bothered by her uninvited presence. A new feeling took hold, one that filled his veins with desire. It had been a long time since he’d had a woman. “Are you finding my maps of interest?”

“Oh!” She gave a guilty start and whirled around. A pretty shade of pink colored her face and contrasted with the pale blue of her gown. Her eyes, the color of the deep blue sea, were wide and twinkled in the candlelight. “I’m . . . I’m . . .” She paused to breathe. “You must be Captain Trey.”

“I must be.” He took two steps into the room. She backed into the desk, unable to retreat further. “And you are?”

The muscles in her throat moved as she swallowed hard.

“I . . .”

“If you’re looking for the Sierra Magdalena’s treasure, you won’t find it here. Nor will those maps help you.”

She drew herself up as his words hit her. “I beg your pardon. I am not a thief.”

Tristan smiled as wicked thoughts careened through his mind and took another two steps into the room. He stood only a breath away from her, close enough to see the faint scar on her forehead, close enough to notice her eyes weren’t merely sea-blue, but had flecks of green in their depths as well. Long dark lashes fluttered as she stared into his face and licked her lips.

He knew an invitation when he saw one. Without hesitation, he wrapped his arms around her, lowered his head, and tasted those tempting, moist lips.

The woman stilled in his embrace, then melted against him. She tasted of brandy, warm and intoxicating, while her perfume filled his senses and surrounded him with the clean scent of a forest after a rain. The combination of her taste and smell tantalized him; the heat of her response excited him and made him realize one kiss was not enough.

His mouth slid over hers, gently at first, then with more force. Her lips opened beneath his, and beyond the initial taste of brandy, he detected the cool freshness of mint.

“Captain,” she breathed as she turned away and his lips touched the softness of her cheek. Small, dainty hands pushed against his chest. “I am not a common . . . strumpet here for your pleasure.”

Tristan grinned. Oh, she was a beauty with the color of roses in her cheeks and the sparkle of indignation in her sea-blue eyes. Contrary to her words, she had responded to him. Her body still trembled within his embrace.

“My apologies.” He released her and she staggered. “When a man comes aboard his ship and sees a beautiful woman who claims she is not a thief, he can only think one other thing.”

Those beguiling eyes flashed, and for a moment, Tristan battled with himself to keep from falling into their fathomless depths. He pulled a chair away from the table before slumping into it and crossing his legs. “If you’re not a thief and you’re not a harlot come to fulfill all my carnal desires, then who are you?”

“My name is Caralyn McCreigh,” she said and waited, as if she expected him to recognize the name.

He wasn’t listening. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the beauty of her face, the wild curls of light brown hair held back from her small features by a ribbon the same pale blue as her gown, or her full figure emphasized by the cut of her dress.

“I . . . ah . . . I have a proposition for you,” she blurted and raised wide eyes to him.

In that moment, Tristan was lost. Still intoxicated by her taste and smell, he now had to contend with desire sweeping through him with incredible speed and urgency.

“I want to hire you to help me find Queen Isabella’s treasure.”

Tristan said nothing, although his fingers drummed the tabletop. Was it possible? Had she overheard him talking with Graham? How did she know about the treasure?

Of course, everyone knew about the treasure, but how did she know he had searched for it and planned to search for it again? Was it coincidence?

Before he could voice his concern, she said, “You know my father, Daniel McCreigh of the Lady Elizabeth.” She smiled with obvious love for her father. “He told me he’d met you in Kingston. He thought you were an honorable man.”

Recognition dawned for Tristan. He did, indeed, know Daniel McCreigh, the fine, upstanding man who captained the Lady Elizabeth. They had both been in Finnegan’s Crooked Shillelagh, commiserating that neither could find Izzy’s Fortune, though each had searched for quite a few years. He remembered sharing an enjoyable evening with the man, hoisting tankards of ale and regaling each other with tall tales of life at sea. At one point, they’d even compared notes on where the treasure was not.

Tristan studied her, looked beyond her beauty, and saw the resemblance. “Many have searched for the treasure, Miss McCreigh, and yet, no one has found it. Queen Isabella’s treasure may not even be real.”

“Yes, that is true, but I believe it is.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I know, in my heart, the treasure is real.”

As did he, but he couldn’t tell her that. They’d just met. “What makes you think you will succeed where others have failed? Your own father couldn’t find the treasure.”

“I know, but I have these.” She reached for the soft-sided valise on the floor beside the desk, which Tristan hadn’t seen when he’d come into his cabin. She pulled an oilcloth wrapped package from the depths of the case and laid it on the table in front of him. Her fingers trembled as she tugged the string and moved the protective covering aside to reveal a journal before she pulled out the chair beside him and sat.

The leather binding was cracked and brittle. As she lifted the cover with her gloved fingers exposing pages fragile and delicate with age, Caralyn said, “My father was never serious about finding the treasure. For him, it was a lark, an adventure he and I could share, but I was raised on stories of Izzy’s Fortune and I . . .I always believed. Even when I found this journal, Papa refused to come out of retirement to find it.”

Tristan looked from the book to her face. Her eyes were animated and sparkled in the glow of candlelight. Pink stained her cheeks. Enthusiasm colored her voice. He said nothing as he watched her, but his thoughts ran riot.

“This is the journal of Alexander Pembrook,” she said. “He sailed with Henry Morgan.”

She lifted one page after another with a touch so light, so dainty, Tristan’s body responded as if she caressed him. The fine hair on his arms rose as he imagined her fingers on his skin. Excitement rippled through him, and his heart beat a little faster in his chest.

She stopped about a third of the way through the journal. “Here.” She pointed to the page and pushed the book toward him. “Start here.”

He moved the candle closer and started to read. The journal entry, dated June 1670, described separating the Santa Maria from her two flagships and overtaking her in a battle, which left the ship with gaping holes in her bow and her crew in bloody heaps. The passage further related how Morgan’s men transferred the treasure to their own ship, set the Santa Maria on fire, and watched her sink into the ocean.

“This is all very exciting,” Tristan commented as he slid the journal back to her, “but is it true?”

“I believe so.” She stared at him, and in the depths of her fathomless eyes, he knew she did. With great care, she searched further through the journal and stopped at another page. “Morgan didn’t trust very many people, and he moved the treasure several times. The last time he did, Alexander was one of the men he selected to help move the treasure and swore to secrecy.”

Tristan rose from his seat. He grabbed her brandy snifter from the desk, found another one for himself in the cabinet over his head, and poured them both a draft of fine cognac. He swallowed his without even tasting it then refilled his glass.

“According to his journal, Alexander moved the treasure once more—stealing it from beneath Morgan’s nose the year Morgan was arrested and sent to England for breaking a peace treaty between England and Spain.”

She tapped the journal with her forefinger. “The final resting place of Queen Isabella’s treasure is the Island of the Sleeping Man. He describes the island quite well, but I have never been able to locate it on any map. I can tell you where it is not because I’ve accompanied my father on several of his adventures.” She took a sip of her brandy. “After he hid the treasure, Alexander . . . reinvented himself, I suppose would be the correct term. He changed his appearance, changed his name, changed everything about himself and settled in Jamaica, but he never stopped writing in his journal.” She turned more pages and pointed to various paragraphs, but she never read from the writings themselves, so he knew she had committed certain things to memory.

“He married Mary Collins, a plantation owner’s daughter and lived happily at Sweet Briar in Saint James Parish before Henry Morgan returned to Jamaica as the lieutenant governor.” Her fingers smoothed over the written words.

“Alexander became very ill after Morgan returned. He didn’t leave the plantation, wouldn’t see visitors. I have the impression he spent a lot of time in a little chapel on the plantation, praying. I don’t know if part of his illness was due to his constant consumption of rum, but I know he believed he’d been cursed for stealing the treasure. He believed Morgan would come for him at any moment.” She paused and took a deep breath before continuing in a rush.

“His writing reflected his illness and his fear. Many of his words are gibberish, out of context, and make little sense, even though I’ve read this over and over. His last entry is August 10, 1680. I imagine he died a short time later.”

Fascinated, Tristan watched her take another sip of brandy then lick her lips once again.

“To my knowledge, Izzy’s Fortune is still hidden on the Island of the Sleeping Man.”

Anticipation surged through Tristan’s veins, and yet he couldn’t allow himself to show it. Why should he trust her? She was simply a woman he’d found on his ship, going through his maps. Perhaps she’d made it all up, wrote the journal herself, but to what purpose? Was she bored with her life? Did she long for adventure?

He studied the book, noticed again the brittle pages, the ink so faded in places he had trouble reading it, and knew with certainty, the journal wasn’t forged.

He felt her intense stare and looked at her.

“You don’t believe me,” she blurted, as if she’d read his thoughts. “I have this.” She reached for her valise again and laid a wooden box beside the book, slipped the lock, and lifted the lid. Nestled in a bed of black velvet lay a golden goblet encrusted with precious gems. Rubies and emeralds sparkled in the soft glow of the candles and created rainbows on the dark mahogany walls. “It was with Alexander’s journal. I found them both hidden in the false bottom of an old grandfather clock my father had purchased many years ago. I don’t think they were ever meant to be found. If an earthquake hadn’t toppled that clock to the floor, I never would have known.”

Stunned, Tristan swallowed hard. He’d never seen anything so beautiful in his life, aside from the woman next to him. He said nothing as he lifted the goblet from its bed of velvet and inspected the gems, the perfection of the craftsmanship, the tiny inscription at the base.

“I will finance the expedition on the condition I am allowed to join in the hunt and we split the treasure—half for you and your crew, half for me.” She held her breath and waited for his answer.

He came to a quick decision. There were those, he knew, who would think him insane, unstable. A superstitious group, his crew would regard him as quite mad and would object to a woman on board the Adventurer, but he had to take the chance—on her. On the journal. On the golden chalice in his hand and the possibility of finding Izzy’s Fortune.

“I accept your proposition. We leave in four days.”


Chapter 2

Caralyn let out her pent up breath in a long sigh. Relief washed through her with such speed, she wanted to cry. She couldn’t believe he’d agreed without an argument. She had been prepared to beg, and if that hadn’t worked, she’d been prepared to offer . . . herself.

The first part of her plan to gain her freedom had gone off without a hitch, but it was only the beginning. They had to find the treasure, just had to—her future happiness depended upon it.

She’d come to the Adventurer alone and waited for him with the knowledge he might deny her request with a simple shake of his head. And yet, he hadn’t. He hadn’t been irate to find her in his cabin, hadn’t been disturbed she’d gone through his maps. He seemed more amused and curious than angry.

Though her father had spoken of Captain Trey many times, hearing about him had not prepared her for meeting him. She had expected an older man, but the man who sat before her couldn’t be considered old in any way. Young and vibrant, raw energy and blatant sexuality oozed from him, which both frightened and excited her more than she dare admit.

She hadn’t expected him to be quite this handsome, either. He looked like a pirate. Or at least what she imagined a pirate would look like. Dark hair, brushed back from his forehead, formed a queue at the back of his neck, and was held in place by a length of leather. High cheekbones emphasized remarkable, unusual sherry-colored eyes, which bore holes through her and heated her blood. He possessed a beautiful smile, which he flashed at her, and the softest lips. Her mouth still tingled from when he’d kissed her.

Broad shouldered and muscular from years at sea, his long, lean body carried not an ounce of fat. She glanced at his hands and held her breath. Not the hands of a dandy or someone who only used his strength to open a brandy bottle. These hands had known hard work, and yet she detected an inherent gentleness in his long fingers.

“Why have you brought this to me? Why hasn’t your father taken the journal and goblet and set sail?” His fingers touched hers as he handed back the items. A suffusion of heat sizzled from her fingertips all the way to her toes.

“Father said he’s too old and tired to chase rainbows. He said it was time for both of us to give up the fantasy of Queen Isabella’s treasure.” She left out the part about his plans for her marriage. An arranged marriage to a man she didn’t know, a man who would take her away from the home she loved on Saint Lucia, a man who would expect things from her. “He retired and sold the Lady Elizabeth.”

Caralyn didn’t tell him how much it hurt to know her father had sold the ship to a complete stranger. She’d always assumed he would give it to her. After all, she was the only one of his children who loved the Lady Elizabeth as much as he did.

With nimble fingers, she wrapped the journal in its protective oilcloth, placed the goblet in its box, and tucked them away in her valise. “There is one other thing.” She pulled out an envelope. “It’s a contract, specifying the terms of our agreement.”

Captain Trey took the envelope and removed the contract and its duplicate. Once again, Caralyn held her breath. Though he had verbally agreed, he could still change his mind. The possibility all her plans were for naught still weighed heavily on her heart.

He said nothing as he read the document, but his eyes wandered to her several times. Again, his grin spread from ear to ear. “I am to take you to London by April twentieth, whether we find the treasure or not.”

“Yes.”

“That doesn’t give us much time, Miss McCreigh. It’s the middle of January.” With a frown, he dipped his pen into the inkwell but didn’t sign. Instead, he stared at her. His remarkable eyes seared her to her very soul. “Did Entwhistle send you?” he asked as his gaze swept over her. Her heartbeat quickened as excitement rippled through her.

She took a deep breath. “I assure you, Captain, I came on my own. No one sent me. Perhaps it is foolish, but no one knows I came to see you.”

He continued to stare at her. Caralyn didn’t blink, didn’t turn away. She kept her gaze steadily on him, praying he wouldn’t back out of their agreement.

“Finding this treasure is important to you.” He wasn’t asking a question. It was a statement of fact and the deep tenor of his voice filled her veins with warm honey.

“Yes. More important than you’ll ever know.” She didn’t elaborate, didn’t tell him the proceeds from her share of the treasure would be enough to buy her out of a marriage she didn’t want. Nor did she tell him how frightened she was to fail in her quest or how much the thought of high adventure filled her with excitement.

“For me as well, Miss McCreigh.” He signed his name in bold slashes on the bottom on the pages before he handed her the documents and the quill.

“Shouldn’t we have a witness?” More nervous than she could bear, Caralyn couldn’t resist asking the question.

And wished she hadn’t.

The captain’s cool sherry-colored gaze settled over her. He said not a word for a very long time while his unrelenting stare played havoc with her senses.

“If we are to be partners in this venture, you’ll have to trust me.”

With a slight nod and trembling fingers, Caralyn wrote her name beneath his on both pages, although her signature wasn’t as bold. She blew on the ink to make it dry faster, handed one copy to him, then folded hers and stuffed it into the valise.

“It’s done, then. In four days, we set sail. In four months time, whether we find Queen Isabella’s treasure or not, you will deliver me to London.” She held out her hand and waited, her heart in her throat. She would say her vows on April twenty-fifth, according to what she remembered from before she’d ceased listening, but she wanted to give herself time to find her future father-in-law and offer him gold in exchange for her freedom. Tristan grinned as he stared at her hand then gave her his own and shook.

“It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Miss McCreigh.” His eyes twinkled, his teeth gleamed pearl white, and the burnished highlights in his hair danced in the candlelight. He did not release her hand. The warmth of his touch traveled from her fingers all the way up her arm. Her heart beat an insane tattoo in her chest and she wondered, perhaps too late, if she had made a mistake. How in the world would she be able to maintain her balance, her equilibrium, if she was to spend all that time with this handsome, charismatic man?

“Might I see you home? Or were you planning to stay aboard the Adventurer until we sail?” The expression on his face told her he wouldn’t mind if she stayed.

“I have a carriage waiting, but I’ll see you in four days. I’ll send my maps tomorrow.”

Tristan rose from his seat to tower over her. Caralyn wondered if he would kiss her again. In truth, she would rather like it. The touch of his mouth had been electrifying, intoxicating, unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She stared at him, mesmerized by the luminous shine in his eyes and the smile on his face.

“Come. I’ll escort you to your carriage.” He offered his arm. Without hesitation, Caralyn slipped her fingers into the crook of his elbow.

• • •

As the carriage made its way toward a townhouse on the other side of Charleston, Caralyn tried to keep her excitement at bay. With little success. Her head swam with thoughts of the supplies their quest would require, the clothes she would pack, the maps she would send along. Most of all, she thought of the treasure and the freedom it would give her.

She hugged herself and would have squealed with delight if the hour hadn’t been so late.

When the carriage stopped in front of her brother’s three-story home, Caralyn stepped out and stood on the sidewalk for a moment. The light from a lantern beside the door sent a glow over the darkness and turned the shadows of the bushes into hulking monsters. She eyed those bushes with suspicion as she made her way up the walk and wondered if one of her nephews would jump out to scare her.

She chuckled, realizing how ridiculous her fears were. The hour had grown late. Surely, her rambunctious nephews were fast asleep or at least pretending to be.

With great care, she twisted the knob and pushed the door open. The hinges squealed in protest and she stopped, hoping the sound hadn’t been as loud as she imagined. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and let herself into the house.

“Where have you been?”

“Oh!” Caralyn jumped and tightened her grip on the handles of her valise.

Her brother sat in a chair beside the grandfather clock in the great hall. The single lamp above his head created a halo of sorts and highlighted the abundant grey, which streaked his light brown hair.

Charles, her senior by only five years, but in attitude and thought, so much older, glared at her with obvious annoyance. He rose from his seat and stalked toward her, the echo of his hard-soled shoes on the marble tile reminiscent of a death knell. A white ring formed around his mouth as his lips pressed together in anger and color suffused his usually pale cheeks. “No, don’t tell me. You’ve been down to the docks. Again. Without Mrs. Beasley to accompany you.” His nose wrinkled. “I can smell you from here.”

Caralyn said nothing as he drew closer and stood within arm’s reach. He towered over her, as did most people, and glared at her. Her gaze rose to his face—his angry face—and she drew in a deep breath. It wouldn’t be unexpected for him to reach out and slap her. She’d seen him do it to his own children. She’d also seen the fear in their eyes and wondered what had happened to the carefree young man she had once idolized.

“When I said you could stay with me, I expected you to obey the rules of this house, not traipse all over Charleston in the middle of the night.” His brows drew into a frown and his breath wheezed in and out of his lungs. “I am responsible for your safety, though God knows it’s a thankless, impossible task.”

Caralyn ignored his words and pasted a smile on her face. “Not to worry, brother dear. My plans have changed and you will no longer be responsible for my protection. I’m leaving.”

“Where are you going?”

“Home.” Just to be flippant, she added, “To plan my wedding.”

His expression changed and his features softened. The white ring of anger around his mouth disappeared, as did the glare in his icy blue eyes. He looked once more like the brother she adored.

“Good. It’s about time you came to your senses. I agree with Father. You are twenty-four years old. You should be married.” He pointed a finger at her and shook it in her face. “Perhaps a husband and children can turn you into a proper lady, not the hoyden you’ve become. Father spoiled you overmuch, I think, letting you run around in boy’s trousers and sail with him on the Lady Elizabeth. Marriage will change that.”

His barbed words stung and tears blurred her vision. Caralyn swallowed against the growing lump in her throat and fought back the only way she knew how—with sharp words.

“Is that what happened to you?” She drew herself up to her full height of five foot one. Shoulders back, chin lifted, she returned his unrelenting glare. “Marriage changed you from the sweet, funny boy who used to lift me up on his shoulders to the cruel, tired, unhappy man I see before me.”

Charles opened his mouth but she interrupted him before he could utter a word, even as redness crept up his face, in spite of his rigid stance and balled fists.

“If this is what marriage is—” She paused and struggled for composure. “Then I don’t want any part of it, Charles. Your poor wife. I feel sorry for Vanessa. All she does is try to please you and what does she get for her trouble? You, snapping at her. I’ve seen you make her cry with just a look.”

She continued, giving voice to the opinions she had formed over the past few years. “You’re the same with your children. They, too, do everything in their power to make you happy and they get the same treatment from you. When was the last time you told Vanessa you loved her? When was the last time you spent the day with your sons? Or hugged your daughters?”

“How dare you criticize me when you have no idea what my life is like,” Charles bellowed. His voice shook the rafters and echoed down the long hallway. Even the crystal chandelier overhead tinkled with the vibration.

“I’ll dare a whole lot more, brother dear.” With angry tears blurring her vision, she stood up to him. “At one time, you were in love with Vanessa. What happened? Is it too hard to be a kind, gentle husband? Are the obligations of fatherhood too much for you?” She reached out and laid her hand on his arm. His muscles were tense beneath her fingertips. “The first year you were married, I saw such happiness, but now, I see resentment and anger. I don’t want that to happen to me.”

Her fingers smoothed the muscle throbbing in his cheek and her voice softened. “I want a marriage like Mama and Papa’s. I want to still be in love after thirty years. Don’t you want the same?” She removed her hand from his face and turned, striding purposefully down the hallway, hopefully leaving her brother with much to consider.

She stopped on the first landing and concentrated on breathing. One obstacle managed. Now all she had to do was make it to her room without running into Mrs. Beasley, the very suitable companion her brother had hired the day after she’d arrived in Charleston alone, having traveled from St. Lucia by herself.

Since then, Caralyn had found imaginative ways to become separated from the prim widow who insisted on accompanying her everywhere she went and imparting lessons on how to be a proper lady.

No lights appeared beneath Mrs. Beasley’s door. Caralyn forced herself to tiptoe past, just in case the woman was lying in wait as she had done on other occasions.

Smudge met Caralyn at the door to her room on the third floor, her meow of welcome making her long whiskers twitch. The cat circled then rubbed her body against the hem of her gown. Caralyn laid her valise on the small table beside the door, picked up the cat, and cuddled her next to her chest. She smoothed her chin along the feline’s soft fur as her fingers scratched the patch of white between the black ears. Smudge’s eyes closed as she purred.

“Are you ready for a great adventure, Smudge?” The cat purred louder and moved her head so Caralyn could rub the perfect spot.

As she scratched the cat’s head, she looked around her room and frowned. Her nieces and nephews had been in here, she knew. And they’d left a mess.

The jar of cream she used on her hands was left open. Gobs of the thick salve coated the handles of her brush and comb, and face powder was sprinkled on every available surface of the vanity. Greasy little fingerprints smudged the mirror. Hair ribbons created a colorful rainbow on the floor amid her shiny hairpins.

The armoire doors gaped open to reveal—nothing. Her gowns were scattered on chairs, on the bed, on the floor. One shoe peeked out from beneath the bed, the other unseen.

The cat leapt from her arms and jumped on the bed to stretch out alongside a bump under the quilt, and blink her big yellow eyes.

Caralyn grinned. She couldn’t help it. One of the culprits was still here. Four-year-old Elizabeth, named for Caralyn’s mother, snuggled beneath the coverlet, her light brown curls spread out on the pillow. She wore one of Caralyn’s nightgowns, its frilly lace collar hiding her slim neck, and clutched a bright yellow ribbon in one hand. White powder dusted her cheeks and forehead. She slept as only the young did―full of peace, exhausted from a day of chasing her older siblings and getting into mischief. Her long eyelashes fluttered on her cheek while she sucked her thumb.

Caralyn sighed as she arranged the quilt around the child’s shoulders and wiped some of the powder from her face. “Betsy” murmured around her thumb and burrowed deeper into the bed, but did not awaken.

Out of all her nieces and nephews, Betsy was her favorite, the one who reminded her of herself the most. She would miss this girl.

“Sleep, my angel.” Caralyn kissed Betsy’s forehead then removed the ribbon from her hand. “Tomorrow brings another grand adventure.”

She straightened and adjusted the blanket once more, almost hiding the girl’s angelic face. Caralyn grinned. “If you’re an angel, we must do something about those horns.” She resisted the urge to chuckle as she set about cleaning the mischief her nieces and nephews had created in her room.

Finished, she washed her face, slipped into a nightgown, and then rubbed cream into her hands. As she slid beneath the covers, Caralyn cuddled up to her niece and closed her eyes, but sleep eluded her for a long time.

The ugly scene where her father broke his promise to her and announced that she would be married replayed in her mind. Her reaction had been less than mature; it embarrassed her now. She had cried and begged to be released from the agreement he’d made, and when he denied her, she had run to her room, locking herself in, refusing to speak with him, even after he mentioned through her closed door that she might be able to buy her freedom. To this day, she could only remember that she was to marry the son of the Earl of Winterbourne and where she was to go in London to marry him.

Her throat constricted and tears stung her eyes. She regretted making her mother worry, but she’d been so angry, felt so betrayed that she hadn’t cared when she’d left a note and then boarded the first ship for America she could find.

Despite her father’s now broken promise that she could marry a man she loved, despite everything, she did not regret the adventure about to begin. Excitement churned through her veins. When she did finally fall asleep, it was to dream of a fortune in treasure and the handsome man who would help her find it.


Chapter 3

Thaddeus “Porkchop” Bing snuck out of the Salty Dog and scurried through Charleston as fast as his bowed legs and over-large breeches would carry him. Filled with excitement, he could hardly contain himself and grinned like the idiot his crewmates often accused him of being.

Captain Entwhistle would be very pleased by the news he couldn’t wait to impart. He rubbed his hands together then reached down to pull up his trousers, which threatened to puddle around his ankles. Not for the first time this night, he admonished himself for not having the foresight to wear a belt, or at least a length of rope to keep his pants up.

The Explorer waited, not in Charleston Harbor proper, but a short distance away by rowboat. This positioning was no accident as Captain Entwhistle preferred to keep his whereabouts unknown until he chose differently.

With a sigh, Porkchop climbed into the small dinghy, picked up the oars, and began to row. In no time at all, his breath came in short gasps and his muscles trembled with exertion, but he didn’t pause until he reached his destination and the rowboat bumped against the side of the ship.

“Who goes there? Announce yerself!” a surly voice yelled from the deck.

“Shut yer rotten mouth, ye scurvy scum,” Porkchop mumbled under his breath. “It’s me, Porkchop,” he called.

He maneuvered the boat toward the rope ladder hanging over the side of the two-masted schooner then climbed aboard. His shipmate didn’t offer a hand in assistance, but Porkchop didn’t mind. He wouldn’t have offered a hand either. That was just the way of it aboard the Explorer. More scavengers than treasure hunters, each man on this ship looked out for himself and himself only. Loyalty belonged to one man—Wynton Entwhistle, the man who kept gold in their pockets, though not as much as Captain Trey kept in those of his men.

“Is the captain here?”

“Where ye think he be?” Johnny Campbell snarled and lowered the lantern in his hand. “Buggerin’ idjit, ’course he’s aboard.”

Porkchop ignored the nasty jibe and stomped across the deck. He stopped long enough to tug at his trousers then knocked on the captain’s door.

“Yes?”

As Porkchop swung the door open, the quill in Captain Entwhistle’s hand paused in mid-air over the map spread out on the desk. Covered in tiny tick marks, the edges of the parchment curled and threatened to roll into one long tube. The captain looked up but did not rise from his chair. His eyes narrowed and his face took on a reddish hue, which Porkchop could see quite clearly in the glow of candlelight.

Porkchop swallowed hard and after a moment’s hesitation, announced, “He’s goin’ after Izzy’s Fortune.” He kept one hand on the doorknob, the other held up his trousers. “Jes’ like ye said, Cap’n.”

“When does he leave?”

“Four days.” Porkchop glanced around the captain’s cabin and compared his own meager living quarters with the opulence before him. Teak paneled the walls here, and the bunk contained a real feather mattress, while he slept in a hammock strung between the ship’s side and a large wooden column, his worldly possessions stowed in a locked box below his makeshift bed. Jealousy surged within him, but only for a moment.
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