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ABOUT THE BOOK
   
Born into a murky legacy, Robert “Robbie” Bowlin lives a life of danger, fleshly pleasure, and thievery—never once forgetting about the father who’d died, rambling about ‘that bastard Rees’. When Robbie discovers something that compels him to Wales, he is sure his answers are within reach. But his search for the truth of his heritage brings him to the brink of death when the ship he’s sailing on goes down in a storm.
Glynnis Rees washed her hands of the Rees family long ago—but best laid plans often fail. When a ravishing, dark-haired stranger washes up on her beach, she takes him in, only to realize he looks too much like those Rees’ she’d damned to hell.
But she just can’t turn him away, not when everything within her yearns for his touch…his kisses…his heart.
Robbie can’t believe his luck when he awakens in the bed of the most beautiful and infuriatingly stubborn woman he’s ever met. Though happy to seduce the widow, something within him wants more. She is a siren, enchanting him, making him want things he could never have. Suddenly, Robbie is thrust into a world of piracy and smuggling—and into a fiery passion with a woman even the Ravishing Robbie cannot tame.
When danger rides in on a dark tide, Robbie and Glynnis must battle to survive the storm. But can two wayward hearts find solid ground when everything around them is sinking?
This is a romantic and sultry tale of love and family from debut author, Rosamund Winchester.
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To my nemesis, the sea. You are beautiful, and you are vicious. I live in fear and awe of you.
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LEGEND OF THE PIRATES OF BRITANNIA






IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD 854, a wee lad by the name of Arthur MacAlpin set out on an adventure that would turn the tides of his fortune, for what could be more exciting than being feared and showered with gold?
Arthur wanted to be king. A sovereign as great as King Arthur, who came hundreds of years before him. The legendary knight who was able to pull a magical sword from stone, met ladies in lakes and vanquished evil with a vast following who worshipped him. But while that King Arthur brought to mind dreamlike images of a roundtable surrounded by chivalrous knights and the ladies they romanced, MacAlpin wanted to summon night terrors from every babe, woman and man.
Aye, MacAlpin, king of the pirates of Britannia would be a name most feared. A name that crossed children’s lips when the candles were blown out at night. When a shadow passed over a wall, was it the pirate king? When a ship sailed into port in the dark hours of night, was it him?
As the fourth son of the conquering Pictish King Cináed, Arthur wanted to prove himself to his father. He wanted to make his father proud, and show him that he, too, could be a conqueror. King Cináed was praised widely for having run off the Vikings, for saving his people, for amassing a vast and strong army. No one would dare encroach on his conquered lands when they would have to face the end of his blade.
Arthur wanted that, too. He wanted to be feared. Awed. To hold his sword up and have devils come flying from the tip.
So, it was on a fateful summer night in 854 that, at the age of ten and nine, Arthur amassed a crew of young and roguish Picts and stealthily commandeered one of his father’s ships. They blackened the sails to hide them from those on watch and began an adventure that would last a lifetime and beyond.
The lads trolled the seas, boarding ships and sacking small coastal villages. In fact, they even sailed so far north as to raid a Viking village in the name of his father. By the time they returned to Oban, and the seat of King Cináed, all of Scotland was raging about Arthur’s atrocities. Confused, he tried to explain, but his father would not listen and would not allow him back into the castle.
King Cináed banished his youngest son from the land, condemned his acts as evil and told him he never wanted to see him again.
Enraged and experiencing an underlying layer of mortification, Arthur took to the seas, gathering men as he went, and building a family he could trust that would not shun him. They ravaged the sea as well as the land—using his clan’s name as a lasting insult to his father for turning him out.
The legendary Pirate King was rumored to be merciless, the type of vengeful pirate who would drown a babe in his mother’s own milk if she didn’t give him the pearls at her neck. But with most rumors, they were mostly steeped in falsehoods meant to intimidate. In fact, there may have been a wee boy or two he saved from an untimely fate. Whenever they came across a lad or lass in need, as Arthur himself had once been, they took them into the fold.
One ship became two. And then three, four, five, until a score of ships with blackened sails roamed the seas.
These were his warriors. A legion of men who adored him, respected him, followed him, and, together, they wreaked havoc on the blood ties that had sent him away. And generations upon generations, country upon country, they would spread far and wide until people feared them from horizon to horizon. Every pirate king to follow would be named MacAlpin, so his father’s banishment would never be forgotten.
Forever lords of the sea. A daring brotherhood, where honor among thieves reigns supreme, and crushing their enemies is a thrilling pastime.
These are the pirates of Britannia, and here are their stories….





PROLOGUE
   
Castle Heathmark
Leicester County, England
1418 A.D.
Sir Ioan Bowlin, revered knight of the Homme du Sang, peered down at the pale, ravaged face of the man he’d called “father” for more than thirty years. The man who’d taught him to ride, to shoot a bow, to swing a sword. The man who’d brought him his first comely maiden and plied him with wine until he he’d grown drunk enough to tup her—though clumsily done. The man who’d shown him what it meant to be a protector, a man of honor, a man of God. The man, even now, staring into the ceiling of his dark, foul-smelling bedchamber, had been his idol, the one he’d looked up to, the man who’s pride he’d wanted to earn…
The man was a liar.
“I meant to tell you when you reached your majority…” the man rasped, his voice nigh lost to the coughs sapping the life from his frail body. “But, by then, you were already bound for knighthood. And once you came home…you were already beguiled by Mary. I did not want to burden you with the truth when you were just married. If I had told anyone about the circumstances of your birth, you would have been cut out like a black mark—Mary’s father would not have agreed to the match. Do you not see? I did it for you!” His voice shrill, the man who had called himself “father” began hacking, his frail body shaking with each cough.
Turning away to pace the room, Ioan couldn’t begin to bring his thoughts to rights. There was just too much to digest…
Stolen women, abduction, pirates, smugglers, ransom…
“What you are saying is madness!” he cried, throwing his hands in the air, frustration moving him as a puppeteer would. “My own mother, a bride stolen by pirates!”
The man in the bed wheezed then coughed great shuddering coughs that nearly threw him from the bed. At the man’s side in an instant, Ioan helped him to take a sip of water.
“Father…” The word now seemed false, like a hideous lie burning on his lips. “What am I to believe? None of this makes sense,” he said, disbelief tainting his tone. “Why did Mother not speak of this?”
Picturing his mother, Lady Ilone, as she was before the cough took her—tall, lithe, strong, and fierce—he couldn’t imagine anyone ever daring to take her from her husband.
“She was proud. She feared that if you knew of what happened to her, you would be ashamed of her and of yourself.” The man’s face grew even paler—if that were possible, and his gaze lost its focus. “She loved you, and she loved your father. But when the pirates stole her from her wedding night, she never thought to see her true love again.” Another coughing fit racked his body, and Ioan could naught but watch the man who raised him struggle to breathe. “When I found her begging in the streets of Liverpool, and she’d told me of her plight; how she’d floated for days and nights on a bit of driftwood until a fisherman found her… I knew the Lord had brought her to me. We married—and when she birthed you, I’d never known such happiness. I did what I could to make her comfortable here, and over the years I came to love her, but…” His voice trailed off as a sadness cloaked his expression. “She only ever loved your father.”
Ioan let those words fill him with a sense of betrayal—his own mother had remained faithful to the man who let her be stolen from his bed. That man deserved only scorn. The urge to spit had bile coating his tongue, but the man’s next words gave him pause.
“She loved you, too—all of you children—and the fact that I cannot rightly pass the title to you makes my heart break,” the man continued, a pink flush rising into his cheeks, and a harsh light crackling in his eyes.
“If that bastard Rees hadn’t stolen Ilone, she’d never have jumped overboard to escape. She never would have broken my heart. And you, Ioan, you would have been raised by a father who could have claimed you as his own. But now…”
Ioan understood without the man completing his thought. As the son of no one, he couldn’t inherit the title of Earl of Heathcombe. That title would pass to the first actual son and heir, his brother—nay, half-brother—Braydon. Once the man before him died, Ioan would inherit nothing, would have nothing but what was on his back, on his horse, and in the sheath at his side. And Mary…what would she say when she heard they had to abandon the home they had built at Heathcombe? She’d only just birthed their son, Robert.
“I understand, and I will not stand in the way. Braydon can have it,” Ioan uttered, numbness stealing the heat from his blood. “I do wish to know, though… What was my father’s name?”
The man squinted at him as if he hadn’t heard Ioan speak but after a few heart beats— “I do not know. Your mother…she never said; she only spoke of him in her prayers, whispered conversations between herself and God. I always felt like a cuckold, the man who’d turned her into an unfaithful woman…”
“Why did you not return her to her husband—my father?”
This time, the man’s face turned a hideous purple. “Do you think me so selfish that I would keep her from the man who was rightfully bound to her? Before your mother escaped the pirate ship, the pirate—Rees—told her that her husband was dead.”
Ioan felt the kick of disappointment square in his chest. So…he would never know his true sire. Would never know if he had a true family somewhere. It was ridiculous to feel such loss over a family he hadn’t known he had until five minutes ago. But…the pain was real, agonizing. It gutted him as nothing ever had.
I will make Rees pay for this…
The man stared up at him, his dull eyes wide. “But what of you, what will you do?”
“I will find Rees…” he answered, his tone cutting off the rest of the conversation. And as he sat there, watching the man breathe in shallow gasps, he could focus on only that moment; watching the man he called “father” pass through the gates of Heaven.
Within two hours, Argus Bowlin, Earl of Heathcombe, died.





CHAPTER ONE
   
The Cantankerous Cock
Dockside in Cobh, Ireland
1443 A.D.
“T  hat bastard Berks better not have been lying,” Bruce “the Braw” Bolton grumbled into his fifth mug of ale.
Robbie tapped his finger against the rim of his first mug, the amber brew still more than half way up the glass. He didn’t like letting the drink dull his senses, especially not when there was business to complete. And cutthroats eying his purse.
“I trust Mortimer and Scofield,” Robbie intoned, his gaze pinned to the door across the crowded dockside pub. It was filled to the brim with smelly sailors, buxom wenches, and men who looked like they’d rather kill you than share the air with you. But that didn’t bother Robbie. He was right at home among them. “If they say I can trust Berks, I will trust him. Besides,” he said, rolling his shoulders, “I can think of no one else who can get their hands on the information we need.”
Bruce snorted, then gulped the last of his ale, before wiping the froth from his face with the back of an already soiled sleeve. “What’s this letter you said you found? And what’s it got to do with Ireland? Couldn’t we have asked around in Liverpool?” Bruce’s voice was edging on the whiny, but Robbie knew better than to assume Bruce was complaining. The man would sit through a hail of musket balls without flinching. No…this wasn’t him complaining, this was him forgetting he’d already asked all those questions; at their hideout in Leeds, at the dock in Liverpool, on their ship crossing the Irish Sea, and not more than thirty minutes ago when they’d first set foot in the teeming pub.
“I have already answered all those questions, Bruce. And if you call that wench over one more time, I will slit your throat so you can’t swallow another drop.” His voice was hard, without inflection. It was the voice he used when robbing the well-appointed carriages of nobles. Nobles with more money than purpose; men and women who cared more for their baubles than their people. And so, he relieved them of their baubles and purses so they could better recognize the plight of the less fortunate.
At least that’s what he told himself when he was lying in a bed of gold coins, tupping a comely maid.
Bruce belched, making Robbie cringe. “Oh, aye, you said the letter mentioned someone of interest—and do not think I wouldn’t kill you before you had the chance to ruin my throat.” Bruce’s sneer was about as menacing as a puppy with a twig.
Choosing to ignore Bruce’s pathetic threat, Robbie drawled, “And that someone is why we took the ship from Liverpool and are now sitting in this hell-hole by the sea—I really wish you’d stop licking your mug, Bruce.” Suddenly, the image of Bruce as that same puppy with a mug in his maw surfaced in Robbie’s mind. He swallowed the chuckle that emerged.
“Are you going to finish yours?” Bruce asked, his unfocused eyes gleaming at the mug in Robbie’s grip.
“No. And neither are you. What good are you to me if you can’t hold a sword—bastard.”
Bruce shrugged, sniffing. For a man of Bruce’s size—a head taller than most men, and wider than most doorways—he was about as hard as pudding. Until you threatened one of his mates; then, you’d see the true strength of The Braw Bolton. A strength like that came in handy when robbing carriages along the foot of the Pennines in the River Aire valley.
It was one such carriage, containing a ruddy-faced chinless earl, that had changed the course of Robbie’s life. He’d spotted the carriage through his spyglass from two hillocks away. The road was one less travelled by most nobles because of the rise in highwaymen—so Robbie knew that whoever was in that carriage had to have been desperate to get to wherever they were going. And desperate men usually carried something worth being desperate over. Though the driver had been armed with a hand cannon, Robbie had planned and pulled off many robberies along that road and so he knew just when to strike—as the carriage came around a bend in the road, just around a large boulder. The driver didn’t know what hit him until he landed on his back with Bruce atop him, his knife to the driver’s throat.
Robbie lost no time in opening the carriage door and leveling his sabre-point at the man inside. A beady-eyed man with a chest bedecked with gold medallions and pendants, his be-ringed hand clutching a long, narrow jeweled box. It only took a sneer and a threat of emasculation to get the spineless man to give over all his valuables—and the box he seemed unwilling to relinquish. Until the tip of Robbie’s dagger was pressed against his groin.
He thought little of the box until he and Bruce had reached their hideout, which was five miles southwest. But once they reached the safety of their cottage in the woods, Robbie opened the box to find the letter inside it, sealed in red wax with the insignia of a bear.
Shrugging, curious, he broke the seal and read the letter. He could still remember every word.
To His Grace the Duke of Revel,

His majesty, King Henry VI, requests your immediate action regarding the matter of Saban Rees, known as Sabre. You are hereby ordered to commission twelve men of exceptional skill to aid in your search and capture of the smuggler and anyone else connected to the dastardly criminals of the so called Ganwyd o’r Mor. Any of the men who are able to find information pertaining to Rees’s whereabouts or are able to capture him or one of his family will be rewarded with ten pounds of silver.

Once you have secured the twelve men, send a missive to Captain Marcus Gyland of the Waverunner in Liverpool. He will transport you to Cobh, Ireland where you will begin your mission.

Grace be to God,

Sir Aryn Marshall, Secretary of His Majesty’s Council of the Royal Navy

That name…Rees… It had been the name of the man his father had died cursing. Robbie didn’t understand why that name had stuck with him for so many years—perhaps it was the delirious ramblings of his father as he wasted away—but there was a feeling, a pulling, that caused Robbie to take notice.
“Saban Rees…” Robbie let the name slip from his lips, like an exhalation long in coming.
“Careful,” a gritty voice said from behind him. “Yer likely ta get yerself killed sayin’ that name in a place like this.”
His hand flying to the dagger at his belt, Robbie twisted on his stool to find a reedy man staring down at him. With one eye.
“Berks,” Bruce hissed. “Thought you were long gone.”
The man rolled his one eye and snorted. “Och, aye, I should be long gone. The information ye asked for was about as hard ta get as a nun’s virginity. And it didna come cheap.”
Robbie watched as the long-time smuggler and supplier of stolen goods plopped down on the stool beside him, the linen wrapped around his missing eye slightly askew. Red, wicked looking flesh shown from beneath the fabric before Berks righted it. Robbie wondered what had happened to Berks’s eye, but one man didn’t ask another man about such things. Unless they were drunk. Which they were not.
“Lass!” Berks bellowed. “Ale!” The wench in the barely tied together bodice and rucked up skirt smiled at him, showing a row of brown teeth. Robbie cringed but said nothing, waiting for Berks to get his drink and take the first gulp. Berks slapped the wench’s arse and she giggled before turning and sauntering over to another thirsty-looking man.
“What information do you have, Berks?” Robbie asked, eyeing Berks warily. He did trust the man but could he trust that the information he’d bought was good? Robbie and Bruce could very well end up sailing right into a trap; the Irish Sea was rife with Scottish pirates, and Welsh smugglers, and all manner of seafaring criminals—not that he could blame them. Stealing was much more lucrative than tilling the soil or tanning a deer hide. He should know—his own father had died a wasted man, a chivalric knight turned crippled tanner. He’d died a broken man—in body and spirit, whatever the falling boulder hadn’t crushed, his loss of confidence had.
Berks finished his ale with Bruce looking on lasciviously, then smacked his lips and answered, “No’ here. We can talk upstairs. Ye have a room?”
Robbie nodded, rising to his feet. He stood a head taller than most men and so it was easy to see every face in the pub. No one seemed all that interested in him or his companions, which was good. He’d hate to kill anyone tonight.
Bruce wobbled as he stood and Robbie sneered at him, disgusted that the man would allow himself such weakness, especially when he needed to be at his best. They were among potential enemies; letting their guard down could spell disaster—for their plan and for their mortality.
Robbie led the way to the room he’d procured for the night. He hadn’t been sure if Berks would come through with the information; he had been prepared to wait. He’d already waited months to get to Ireland, and years before that, waiting for God’s mercy as his father lost his mind and his mother lost her will to go on. They were both gone now…and so he no longer waited for God to do anything—he’d do for himself. And if that meant travelling into pirate-infested waters to find the truth of his heritage, then so be it.
Bruce shut the door behind them as they crowded into the tiny room with the single cot and the grimy window.
“Speak,” Robbie said, crossing his arms over his chest to keep from throttling Bruce who’d barely made it up the stairs without falling on his goddamn face.
Berks took a deep breath, his one-eyed gaze flitting about the room as if looking for enemies hiding in the shadows. After finding no one lurking about, he finally spoke. “Saban Rees is a cutthroat. They call him Sabre ‘cos he’d cut ye in half if ye as much as look at him crooked.”
Robbie grunted, his thoughts whirling. Saban Rees… Sabre.
“He’s the captain of the Torriwr, a sloop out of Port Eynon Bay. He suffers nay fools and takes nay prisoners. And now he knows yer lookin’ for him. There are waggin’ tongues in Liverpool.”
Stunned but not truly surprised, Robbie cursed. “Port Eynon Bay? That’s back across the sea,” he supplied, annoyed that he would have to take another journey on another ship before he could face the man.
“Aye, tis why word got to Rees before word got to ye…” Now Berks was being a nuisance to the highest order.
“I did not think it would spread so fast…but there’s little I can do about it now,” Robbie murmured, rubbing at the scruff of hair along his jaw.
“Ye’d be wise ta head back ta England and never speak of this again. The Ganwyd o’r Mor are ruthless…and Sabre is the leader of only part of those in the faction. The Rees…they be smugglers. Never been caught. Not in forty years. And they will kill ta keep from the hangman’s knot.”
“If they are so notorious, how was it my father could never find them?” Though…his father had only begun his search for the Rees before his accident, which left him crippled and bed-ridden for more than two years. It had taken sheer stubborn will to relearn to walk again, and by then, he was in no shape to hunt down pirates.
Berks eyed Robbie incredulously. “Tis no surprise. Few speak of them for fear of losing their tongues or their lives. The Rees are famously infamous—among those who live to speak of them.” Again, Berks looked on edge, as if speaking about the Rees in private could make them materialize in the room with them.
“Damn,” Bruce blurted, staggering to his feet from where he’d collapsed on the only cot. “What’ll we do now, Robbie? We can’t sail to Port Eynon—back the direction we came, damn you—without getting ourselves strung up and gutted.”
Robbie’s taut anger snapped. “Then stay here, you coward! I would be better off without your drunken arse slowing me down. Have you no sense of preservation, man? By Mary’s tits you’re about as useful as a cock in a snake pit.” As soon as Robbie spoke the words, his wrath dissipated; his friend’s face was mottled and his lips were drawn into a thin line.
“You damn well know I could best any one of those men downstairs with my eyes closed and my arm missing.”
Sighing, Robbie ran his fingers through his hair, the slide of the hair along the small of his back seemed to draw the strength from his body. Suddenly exhausted, Robbie scrubbed his hand over his eyes.
“Aye, I know, Bruce. Tis the trepidation talking.” That seemed to appease Bruce enough for the anger to drain from his face. Dipping his head in silent apology, Robbie turned his attention to the thin, balding man standing with his hand out—palm up.
“Tis touchin’, really, but I need ta be on my way. Need ta make myself scarce for the next fortnight.”
“Berks…thank you for the information.” He pulled a leather purse from beneath his waistband and opened it, handing Berks five gold coins.
Once the agitated man left, Robbie turned from the now green-faced Bruce to stare out the window—where the grime hadn’t obscured his view of the dock. Ship masts and billowing canvas bobbed above the water, making the sea seemingly alive with frothy waves of white and wood.
From behind him, Bruce asked, “What are you planning?”
Bruce was right to wonder…
“I will find Saban Rees.”
After a long, tense silence, Bruce asked, “But why? What’s this Rees done to you?”
Shrugging, Robbie answered as simply as he could. “He has done nothing to me.”
“Then why this dangerous scheme?”
“Honestly… I do not know. Perhaps…I want to look upon the face of the man who changed the course of my father’s life. Perhaps I just want to kill him.”





CHAPTER TWO
   
Robbie gripped the railing with white knuckles and watched, his heart in his throat, as a monstrous wave bore down on them. The Saint Anne was a large two-masted ship, her crew were former navy; well-trained and about as salty as preserved cod, but even they could not control the sea. And the sea was eager to swallow them all.
“Yer lookin’ green about the gills, man,” the first mate, Baskins, yelled to him over the roar of the storm. “Perhaps ye’d like to tuck yer head into yer arse for safety!” A few of the other sailors around him—all pulling ropes and grunting—sneered their agreement.
The wind whipped salt water into his face, plastering his long hair against his cheeks and neck. Gasping at the cold, he choked on the gulp of water that poured down his throat—served up by the wave as it slammed down on the ship.
Choking, struggling to stay upright, the men around him chuckled and cursed.
He couldn’t understand their levity at a time like this, when it seemed that their lives were forfeit to the waves and the wind. Then again, this was only his second voyage, his first being the trip from Liverpool to Cobh. Like his father, he’d spent his life on land, never once looking to the sea for his fortune. And why would he? There were plenty of wealthy marks to rob along the highways, so there was no need to set foot on the coast.
Until that letter.
So, here he was, nearly retching into the froth below him, and listening to men he could have easily killed if he were on solid ground. But he wasn’t, and so he held on, praying to Mary, Mother of God, to spare him.
What have I been reduced to, praying to virgins and barely keeping myself from vomiting into the ocean… If Bruce were there with him, he’d be laughing into the gale—at Robbie. More than likely, Bruce had woken up with a pounding headache, a mouth full of wool, and a raging anger at being left behind. Though Robbie trusted Braw Bruce with his life, this journey was a dangerous one, far more dangerous than anything either of them had ever undertaken. But it was Robbie’s journey to take. It was his father who’d died a hollow man, blaming his troubles on a man he’d never met.
And you are doing the very same… As was his right!
It was Robbie who’d suffered when his mother wasted away under her husband’s obsession with a man his own “grandfather” had never met. It was Robbie who had to tend to his father’s needs after his mother waited for Robbie to leave for the market before she walked into the winter woods to die alone. It was Robbie who had to care for his home and his father’s business as his father slipped further and further into madness.
And now Robbie would find the man who’d ruined it all—the life his father should have had, the life his father deserved after years of serving King and Church. He should have been a man of leisure and wealth, not a shattered tanner practically begging for any bit of work he could get.
He’d loved his father…and so he would do this for him.
No. This wasn’t Bruce’s burden to bear. Robbie would have to make it up to the man…if he made it back to Cobh alive. If the sea didn’t kill him, he was sure his search for Saban Rees just might. From what he’d heard of the man and his family of smugglers from the Saint Anne crew, the man was as elusive as a ghost but as vicious as a demon. And his family was no better.
And I am eager to meet them face to face… A humorless smile tugged at his face, which disappeared as a wave—a true monster of human nightmares—rose above them. The laughter around him died in an instant and the screaming began. But silence followed soon after, just as the darkness consumed him.
    
“IF THIS PIG does not kill me the chicken surely will,” Glynnis grumbled as she locked the gate to the small pen where she kept Bard, her young pig. The pig had been a careless purchase—she didn’t have the space nor the food to feed the thing, but she knew that if she only kept at it, Bard would make a plentiful portion of preserved meat.
“And I will eat you, too, Arlene, if you do not start laying eggs again!” she yelled to the hen who was pecking at Bard’s back as if the wretched creature could find worms there. Arlene clucked happily, ignoring Glynnis’s ire.
Frustrated at her lack of food, she knew she needed to make a trip to the coast. The craggy coastline often provided unexpected finds, and sometimes she sold those finds for coins she then used to purchase seeds, flour, fish, and fabric for making her clothes. She needed all those things now.
She gazed down at the worn and tattered hem of her skirt and the bodice that did nothing to keep her breasts from spilling over. It was five years old, from a time when she was better fed…but not better off. More often than not, she had to bind her breasts with scraps of linen to keep from exposing herself when visiting the village.
The path from the thicket where her cottage sat to the beach along the Bristol Channel coast was one she knew by heart, and walking it took little more than half an hour. The soft dirt of the forest morphed into the gritty, pebbly sand, and each step pushed small rocks and pieces of seashell into her bare feet. Not that it bothered her all that much. She’d walked barefoot everywhere she could, unless it was winter. Then, she wore her late husband’s boots.
Thoughts of William made her twitch, as they often did. The man had died as he lived, in another woman’s bed. She didn’t mourn him, had barely known him save that he was as handsome as sin and as heartless as the Devil. So, when he was run through with the sword brandished by a cuckolded husband, Glynnis didn’t spare him a tear. And she refused any sympathy or pity from William’s family.
They could all rot in hell for all she cared. The whole lot of them were thieves, cutthroats, pirates, and Lord knew what else—because she didn’t care to. One or two of them would come around and leave field dressed deer on her doorstep while she was in the village, but she simply gave the deer to another. She knew they were only looking after the widow of their eldest cousin, but she had never felt like one of the family while William was alive, and she refused to be one now. They could take their deer carcasses and sit on them, antlers first! And the gold coins they left… Well, as much as she hated giving away something she could really use, she was stalwart…and as stubborn as a pregnant mare. She placed the gold in the church coffers. It was the least she could do for tying her soul to a man like William.
She’d fight and struggle and eventually thrive without anyone’s help. She’d done the very same thing long before she met William. And she’d do so long after the bastard. There was nothing William’s family could do or say to change her mind.
She would rather die of starvation than take anything from the likes of Saban Rees and his despicable cousins.
Reaching the beach just as the afternoon sun reached the highest point in the sky, Glynnis peered out over the sea and sighed. It was glorious. Majestic. Fickle. Murderous. Not looking where she was going, she tripped over the edge of a net sticking out of the sand.
“Oh, this just might be what I need!” Excited, Glynnis bent to examine the length of net visible along the scattering of seaweed. It looked mostly intact; she’d have to free it to get a better look.
Glynnis tucked a wayward strand of sable hair behind her ear and pulled the half-buried net from the sodden sand. She smiled down at the ten-foot square net. It would need some mending to be useful, but she could sell it to a fishmonger in the village. It would make her a few coins, which would help her stock up on goods for the coming winter. With the net in hand, she peered out over the surf, eyeing the whitecaps in hopes of something more substantial rolling in with the breakers. This stretch of beach was the best place to look for things washed ashore from shipwrecks. And from the look of things, there was a shipwreck not too far from shore…and not too long ago. That wasn’t a surprise; there’d been one hell of a storm the day before. The wind had torn at the thatch of her cottage roof, which would need fixing before the next storm battered the coast—which could be any moment judging from the black clouds kissing the horizon.
She walked east, the sand sucking at her bare feet. Grunting in exertion, she didn’t hear the sound at first… She stopped, tilting her head to the west, where most of the debris had collected. She usually shied away from digging through the smashed timbers and such, because she couldn’t stand the sight of the bloated bodies that usually littered the wreckage. But, this time, she heard something she hadn’t heard before…a low moaning, like the groanings of a forlorn spirit.
Wary and not a little bit frightened of what it could be, Glynnis took a step forward, her breath stuck somewhere between her chest and her head. When the sound did not repeat, she took another step and another, now overwhelmed with curiosity.
Mother would have my liver for this… But her mother wasn’t there. She wasn’t anywhere. But Glynnis was… She was just a few feet from the splintered wreckage of a large hull, which looked as though it had been sawn in half by a giant. Large, twisted wooden beams rose into the sky like the ribs of a whale. The bow was missing and the stern was lodged into the sand—though even most of that was gone. All that remained of the ship were a few large pieces of wood, strewn canvas and rope…and five dead men.
Sucking in a breath, she nearly retched. The sight of the men, pale and unmoving, made her insides wriggle and leap.
“Lord grant me peace for the passing—”
That deep, agonized groaning returned, and she peered through the ship’s exposed ribs to see a large man attempting to roll over. He was wet, his long black hair was matted with seawater and sand, and his clothes were nearly shredded. Before Glynnis could react, the man lurched, coughed, then lay still.
Alarmed, Glynnis dropped the net she’d been holding and squeezed between the upright beams to scrambled over the detritus—ignoring the other sightless men—to kneel beside the man who seemed to have survived the storm.
With effort, she flipped him from his belly to his back and looked down at his face. Her air left her body on a sharp gasp.
He was beautiful.
And he was still breathing.





CHAPTER THREE
   
His head ached like Bruce had sat on it, and his body felt like the fires of hell were scorching him from the inside out. But…he wasn’t dead. At least he could assume that the softness on which he was laying wasn’t a form of torture for the damned sinner.
Unwilling to move his aching limbs, Robbie held his breath and tried to remember what happened.
He’d been aboard the Saint Anne, and there was a storm. Then…nothing.
Letting out his suspended breath he slowly pried one eye open. His vision was blurry, his eye burning, but he forced himself to focus on the figure across the room. Where was he, and who was that?
Determined if a little battered, Robbie slowly opened his other eye. He peered into the ceiling overhead. Thick beams beneath a thatched roof. He was in a cottage then. He was warm, and he could hear the fire crackling in the hearth. The air was scented with cooked fish, and his stomach practically tore itself from his body in want to consume it. He wasn’t dead but he was hungry…and more than likely growing a dozen bruises.
A shadow cast over the ceiling and he waited for the owner to appear. Moments passed as he waited, his breath lodged in his chest. His naked chest. He was naked beneath the thick blanket.
Usually, he wouldn’t mind, but now wasn’t a usual circumstance. He continued waiting for something to happen, for someone to notice that he was awake. He heard and saw nothing but the fire crackling and the shadow dancing. Curiosity had always been his bane, something his own mother had said was his curse; he always wanted to know the why even when the what was none of his damned business. Slowly, quietly letting out the breath, he turned his head again to try and make out the figure he’d seen upon wakening.
Short, flat, cloaked in shadows cast by the fire, the person was pacing…and mumbling. How had he not heard the mumbling before.
Because, you survived a shipwreck; your head is pealing like a bell in a church steeple.
He grunted, which made the person in front of the hearth stop and turn toward him. They stiffened, and he waited for the exclamation he thought would come. Perhaps a sigh of relief that he had survived.
The figured started toward him, and as his eyes adjusted, he noticed the long, dark, frayed skirt, the bare feet, and the long dark hair the hung in thick, loosely curled strands over a strikingly unimpressive chest.
It was a woman…and she was scowling down at him.
“Damn and blast,” the woman hissed, and he flinched. That wasn’t the usual exclamation when a woman gazed down at him naked in her bed.
Again…all of this is unusual…
“I take it you expected me to die…” Robbie murmured, his voice coming out in a deep, rumbling that sounded like the thunder rolling along the coast. He coughed, trying to wet his scratchy throat. “I am sorry to disappoint you.” He attempted a smirk, but it turned into a grimace when he tried to raise his hand to his head.
She planted her hands on her ample hips and snapped, “Nay, tis not your surviving that surprised me—though you slept for three days—it’s the look of you!”
This time, his smirk was all Ravishing Robbie. She recoiled as if he’d reached out and slapped her.
“Oh, aye, you are just like the rest of them—barging into my life and trying to soften the blow by smiling and flashing your dimples,” she shrilled, throwing her hands up in frustration. A frustration he couldn’t understand.
“I do not know what you are rambling on about, woman, but I can guarantee you have never met me before—I would remember someone like you.”
The woman glared down at him with striking violet eyes, the irises burning with flickers of anger interwoven with defiance. Damn but she had lovely eyes…for a flat-chested harridan.
Tired of being berated while naked and prone on her bed, Robbie tried to sit up—the muscles in his arms buckled beneath the burst of pain that slammed through him. Every inch of his body protested. With a grunt, he collapsed back into the bed. It was obvious he’d been asleep for three days, he was nearly as weak as a babe.
The woman snickered. “Feeling a bit weak and impotent?”
Even as the heat of humiliation rose into his face, he was hiding his embarrassment behind a practiced smile.
“Trust me, love, I have never known a moment of impotence…especially in a woman’s bed,” he drawled, using the deep raspiness of his voice to wring every last ounce of sensuality from his statement. Certainly, the woman was a termagant, but she was a woman. Surely, he wasn’t losing his touch.
Perhaps you were a little more damaged in the wreck than you first thought. Perhaps with a more charming approach— Nay! He just needed to get out of the bed, find his clothes, and leave. There was nothing this woman could say that would make him remain in her rather stiff and disapproving presence.
“You are just like the rest of them…you Rees never could look at a woman without wanting to plow her like a fertile field.”
You are just like the rest of them… It was the second time she’d said that but this time, something rooted itself in his thoughts. Her words sank in and his heart jerked, stumbling in his chest.
“What do you mean…you Rees?” he asked, confused as to why he was suddenly terrified.
She sneered, her penetrating gaze raking over him in a fashion he was unaccustomed to; her gaze was anything but appreciative.
“Black hair, eyes as green as the sea foam… You are a Rees.”
    
HE WAS STARING at her as if she’d lopped off her own head and threw it into the fire. His flickering green eyes—eyes that shouldn’t belong on any human man—bored into her.
“I am a Bowlin,” he said, once again struggling to rise.
Crossing her arms over her chest, she arched an eyebrow.
“Not the first time a Rees lied to me,” she intoned, her voice dry. Husky. Not at all in response to the deliriously attractive man, naked in her bed.
“Why would I lie?” he asked, finally succeeding in propping himself up on the mattress she’d made and remade over the last five years. She refused to sleep in the bed she’d once shared with William, and so she’d fashioned the mattress from pieces of flax linen ticking, and stuffed it with down and dried rushes she’d found while foraging. So, to think that another Rees was now soiling her bed—it took all her will to keep from pulling the man onto the floor. He was wounded, after all. And she was a god-fearing woman.
Pushing her nose into the air, she stuck out her chin. “That’s one of the two things Rees men do well.”
He arched an ink black eyebrow and she had to fight down the urge to moan at the sight. Damn but the man was beautiful. And he knew it.
And there you are…falling for another black-hearted Rees.
She shook her head, nearly missing what he asked.
“What is the second thing?” That voice! He was using his voice like a weapon, he had to be! There was no earthly reason for his voice to be that deep…that alluring.
She sucked in a breath and answered, “Seducing women.”
A mirthful smirk brightened his features, and she growled.
A boom of laughter filled her cabin, and the beat of her heart galloped ahead.
He’d thrown back his head to chuckle into the ceiling, exposing his thick neck, which only drew her gaze to his broad shoulders, and then to the planes of his chest smattered with wisps of dark hair.
He lifted his head and she snapped her gaze back to his face. It was a mistake. The gorgeousness of his grin was only matched by the flashing green of his eyes, which had darkened from sea foam to sea storm in a blink.
“Seducing women is a favorite of mine…”
She swallowed, her sharp retort lost in her trembling frame—trembling with rage and not desire. At least that’s what she was telling herself.
He sat up, which made the blanket slip down his belly. His taut, trim belly with ridges of muscle that bunched and smoothed as he twisted to get comfortable. Once again, she had to tear her gaze away from him.
Damn her for caring enough to undress him to look for hidden injuries. Thankfully, she’d done most of it in the dark, with only a tallow candle with which to see. She’d been careful to not inspect any of his more…obvious parts, but she had tarried a little over the thick ropes of muscles in his thighs…and the muscular definition of his upper body…and the striking lines and hollows of his face. Even in unconsciousness, the man had been much too handsome.
There must have been something telling in her expression because he chuckled again, then coughed. The cough was rough, hoarse, shaking the whole of him.
“Water,” he croaked. Startled and disgusted with her own lack of thought and consideration for the battered man, she spun on her heel and sped across the room to the water pot beside the wash basin. She poured cool, clean water into a wooden cup and then turned back to make her way to him. He was still coughing—though less pronounced—but he was also staring at her, a curious look on his face.
Of course, there is! He’s probably wondering where your mind has gone; pestering him like a harpy when he’s just awoken and is still recovering from his injuries.
Shame pummeled her—just as surely as the waves pummeled the man before her as he struggled to survive the storm. Sighing, she forced a smile and walked toward him. As she handed him the cup, his fingers slid against hers…slowly. Purposefully. She snatched her hand back which made the cup spill its contents all over the man’s chest. The water sluiced down his belly, through the muscled ridges like a river through a rocky gully, and then disappeared beneath the blanket. Her gaze followed the flow of water…and she noticed that the blanket did nothing to keep her mind from wondering…what’s beneath it?
He said nothing as she stared at him, her eyes wide. Then…that damn smile appeared, lopsided and hellishly sensual.
“I think I need more water,” he drawled, humor lacing his words.
Glynnis narrowed her gaze and pursed her lips. Without a word, she turned and retrieved more water, this time handing it to him while carefully avoiding his touch.
Wanton! You want his touch! You want to wipe the memory of William from your body… And this beautiful rogue is the perfect man to do it.
Nay! Not another Rees! He may have denied who he was, but he looked too much like William—all of them, for that matter—to hold on to that lie for long.
She watched him drink, and he watched her watching him, and the silence in her little cottage became a living thing, grasping at her with long, calloused fingers.
Like his fingers…
The sound of the man’s stomach growling broke the silence and she flushed. She should have seen to his needs the moment he’d awoken, but his eyes had turned her mind into porridge. She hadn’t expected them to be green…though, she had wondered. His black hair and the fact that he was shipwrecked off the coast near Port Enyon, the smuggling operation port for the Rees family, should have been warning enough about his identity.
They will be looking for him… A thrill akin to terror surged along her limbs. Get him well, and get him out. She wanted nothing to do with the bloody Reeses.





CHAPTER FOUR
   
I t was another two agonizing days later, when she finally decided it was time for him to get out of the bed. She’d been sleeping in the chair by the fire, which only made her bones ache during the day when she would make herself busy so she wouldn’t have to see or speak to the Rees in her bed. She fed him, emptied the pot beside the bed, and even gave him some of the herbs she’d grown that were meant for pain. He’d tried to speak with her but she always replied with clipped responses, nothing too personal.
“I suppose you might need to see to your…needs.” Glynnis said as she entered the cottage after spending the morning in the pig pen and then trying to find where Arlene had been laying her eggs. Over the last two days, she’d tried and failed to not think about the man she’d saved from the beach. The more time she spent in the cottage with him—even in silence—the more she was drawn to him, which made her more determined than ever to get the stranger out of her bed. Heat bloomed in her cheeks. “There is a bucket there, beside the bed, you may use…unless you need my aid.” The thought of touching him sent waves of slow burning want through her. Why did she even ask that? He’d been fine on his own before then…
You don’t want him. Any man would do. Nay! She didn’t need any man, for any need, least of all to pleasure her. She had no need for pleasure. She just wanted to survive from one day to the next.
“Nay…I think I can manage, I have been,” he replied, and she nodded, turning away to get him something to eat. The stew would be ready now, and she needed to stay busy or else find herself studying the stranger again.
“Once you are finished with that, you can use that blade there”—she pointed to a leather shaving kit she’d bought for William as a wedding present. He’d never even seen it before he’d died—“to shave…if you care to.”
He said nothing as he peered at the leather sack then back at her, a slight smile curling his lips.
“Would the lady like me to shave?” his deep, rumbling voice made her belly flop onto its head.
She forced a blank expression and shrugged. “I care not. Your face is just as homely either way.” Liar!
He chuckled. “Homely? I have never been called homely before.”
She sniffed. “There’s a first time for everything, I assure you.”
Silence fell after that, and she refused to look at him to see what he’d chosen to do.
Feed him and flee, just like you do every day.
“I hope you like fish stew,” she called over her shoulder, wondering at her inability to think clearly.
He cleared his throat then answered, “I do.”
She nodded and filled a wooden bowl with the steaming concoction of fish, parsnips, and a few mussels she’d pried off a sea rock the day before. She placed the bowl on the table to give it time to cool, and to give the man time to finish with his…needs. Again, she blushed. “I will be just outside if you need anything. There is water for shaving in the basin on the table,” she muttered as she pulled her shawl from the hook beside the door, and left the cottage for what felt like the twentieth time that day. Soon, she’d be sleeping in the pen with Bard.
Damn! I have let a Rees push me from my own home! But…best to let him finish his private needs before I return… The last thing she needed was to walk in on him naked.
Waiting until her stomach cried out for the fish stew she’d left in the pot, she rapped her knuckles against the door.
“Are you finished?” she called through the wood.
“Aye,” he replied. Taking a breath, she pushed the door open and stepped inside to find him standing before the bed, arms stretched over his head, reaching toward the low beams overhead. Every inch of his honed flesh was on display.
She gasped then turned away, anger blasting through her.
“What do you think you are doing?” she spluttered, her mind filled with images of him, gloriously naked, and well endowed.
“Stretching,” he said simply, as if he hadn’t just twisted her into a knot.
She scoffed. “You know what I meant! Get back under the blanket or—better yet, get dressed so that you can leave.”
“Because I am a Rees?” Why did that sound like a question and not a statement?
“Exactly,” she snapped. “A despicable, thieving, whoring Rees.”
“Again, I am a Bowlin. I have never met a Rees.”
Rage spilled over into her throat, mingling with the bile already there.
“Then why do you look like the very image of Ioan Rees?” Ioan Rees, the man who’d created a legacy of smuggling and piracy in Wales. The man who’d fathered her late husband.
Silence was his answer and so she turned back, hoping he was covered, to find him sitting on the side of the bed, the edge of the blanket thrown over his lap…and a stark look on his face.
“Ioan Rees?” His voice came out in a harsh, nearly inaudible whisper.
A sensation like uncertainty filled her. “Aye,” she answered, wariness in her tone.
He stiffened, his green eyes snapping with a fire unlike she’d ever seen before.
“And this Ioan Rees… Did he ever kidnap a woman by the name of Ilone?”
Struck by his question, and the utter lack of guile in his voice, she quickly answered, “Kidnap? Nay. Marry, aye.”
If she were the laughing kind, she would have chuckled at the look of shock on his face; all color drained away to reveal dark lines and hollows.
“Married?” he asked, his voice a ghost of what it once was. Unsure what to say to help appease him, she only nodded.
“Ioan Rees and…Ilone?”
She nodded again, this time, wrapping her arms around her belly as if to ward off the strange twisting within.
Seeming to have lost his bravado and charm, the man slumped, his great shoulders dipping. And she hated it. A man like this should never know the kind of weight that would break him so.
“And what of it?” she asked, keeping her own voice as even as possible. What did this man know or not know that had made this information like a lance to his soul? “Surely you knew this…”
“I am not a Rees! I am a Bowlin…” The strength of his voice diminished even as he spoke, his words like a dying declaration.
Sighing, Glynnis held out the now cool bowl of stew and waited for his gaze to land on it. She had seen intelligence and keenness in his eyes—he wasn’t touched in the head. So…why did his rejection of the truth sound so…real?
Perhaps he truly doesn’t know. Perhaps…you are wrong.
“It’s best that you eat.” This time, her voice was soft, compelling. “You need your strength.”
Stiffening, the man blinked at her, his gaze slowly sharpening. Her stomach flipped at the sheer power of his gaze.
He reached out and took the bowl from her. “Thank you.”
Unable to trust her voice, she simply nodded then turned to retrieve her own bowl. She sat in the chair across the cottage, nearest the fire. Furthest from him. And they ate in silence, the only sounds were of him swallowing…and she couldn’t help but watch his throat working, the thick cords of his neck moving.
Finally, she set aside her uneaten stew and waited for him to finish his.
“More?”
Wiping his mouth with his forearm he shook his head.
“Nay, but I thank you for the offer,” he replied, his words plunging into the depths of her. She’d never known a man like him to thank anyone for anything—at least sincerely. Not once in their disastrously short marriage—if one could call it that—or their short courtship—which was more a artful deception than a proper courtship—had William ever said thank you. Certainly, he said “please,” he was quite skilled at quirking his eyebrow and getting her to succumb to whatever he wanted, but he never showed any form of true appreciation or supplication.
Stop comparing this man to William. For all you know he is a faithful and loving husband to some woman across the Irish Sea. Then again…would a faithful and loving husband be such an unrepentant flirt with strange women?
And why did the thought of this stranger being married bother her so much? She didn’t even know his name!
“What should I call you?” she blurted then immediately stiffened, the heat of her embarrassment blasting into her cheeks. Pushing her strength to the surface, she asked again, this time with less stammering, “If you are not a Rees, and in fact are a Bowlin, you must have a given name.”
His gaze flicked from her eyes to her cheeks, to her mouth, and then finally back to her eyes. The heat in her cheeks grew hotter.
“Aye. My name is Robbie,” he answered, his black eyebrows arching upward, and that damned smile only just forming on his lips. “Most call me Ravishing Robbie.” There was that teasing in his voice.
Narrowing her eyes, she replied, “Most but not me. I would call you nothing if you weren’t like a babe, dependent on my food and good will.”
A chuckle rumbled from his chest, and she hissed, her anger rising once again to best her wits. “And you best remember that, Robbie. My good will only stretches so far before it snaps like a rope tied to a storm-ravaged sail.” She knew she was being careless with her choice of words, but it didn’t bother her. Much. She needed to regain control of her wits, her body, and her home.
Rather than looking green around the gills as she’d hoped, the blackguard had the audacity to fully unleash his wicked grin.
“Oh, aye, I will remember that…Mary?” He said the name with a quirk of his brow. He was trying to seduce her name from her. The fool. All he had to do was ask politely. “Agnes?” At that name she grimaced. He chuckled and her stomach flipped. “Not Agnes then…” He reached up a long-fingered hand to rub at the newly clean shaven flesh of his angular jaw. “Perhaps your name is Selkie or Kelpie…you must’ve been on the shore to have found me after the wreck. Mayhap you are really from the ocean, only come ashore to beguile and devour helpless sailors.”
That wrested a snort from her throat. “Aye, and my mother was a siren and my father was a seahorse.”
Before he could respond, the door to her tiny cottage burst open, and the last person she ever wanted to see crashed into the room, his sabre gripped in his fist, his face a mask of all too beautiful danger.
“Glynnis…” he drawled, not in the least winded or even visibly guilty for nearly destroying her door.
“Saban! What in God’s name are you doing here?” she sneered, her momentary fear replaced by boiling rage.
Saban waved off her words as though they meant nothing, his ghostly green eyes deadly in their chill.





CHAPTER FIVE
   
Robbie lunged to his feet, the blanket covering his nakedness falling to the floor. Instinctively, he reached to his side for his rapier, but it wasn’t there. It was lost to the sea.
“I see you have replaced William with another,” Saban Rees sneered, his strangely familiar face twisting into a hateful expression. “Lucian said it would take you ten years to find another to warm your bed. I said you never would. I guess neither of us wins the pot.”
Gasping, the woman—Glynnis—stepped toward Saban, murder in her brilliant violet eyes.
“I will kill you both for even breathing my name let alone speaking about me with such disrespect. I might have married your cousin, but you are no family of mine!”
Married your cousin? She was a Rees then… And from the looks of the animosity between her and Saban, she had reason to despise the Rees so much she nearly bit his head off when she thought he was one of them.
His gaze took in Saban’s long black hair, twisted into five braids, his long black beard, and his striking green eyes. Green eyes he’d seen in his own reflection for twenty-five years.
And you just might be… Nay. He was no more a Rees than he was a king.
“You watch your tongue. This woman has done nothing but save me from death after the wreck of the Saint Anne. She has done nothing to earn your spite, Rees,” Robbie drawled, his tone one of depth and danger. Even without his sword, he would kill Saban Rees—it wasn’t the first time he’d faced battle bare-handed. But from the looks of Saban’s wicked sabre, it just might be his last.
Saban grinned, flashing his teeth, like a wolf brandishing his fangs. “I know. I heard all about you from a weasel named Berks.”
The sour bile of betrayal rose into his mouth. Robbie spat. “He should have known to keep his mouth shut.”
Shrugging, Saban loosened his hold on his sabre and crossed his arms over his broad chest—though, not so broad as Robbie’s—dipping his head to one side. “He could do naught but what I wanted. My sabre is sharp and so is my temper; he was loath to hold his tongue when I asked about the man asking about me.”
“You killed him, then?” Robbie asked, somewhat curious if the traitorous bastard died slow or quickly.
Instead of answering, Saban stared at Glynnis before casting his gaze over Robbie. Robbie had never felt so naked while naked before. Finally, Saban replied, “Nay. I let him scurry off to whatever hole Lucian found him in.”
Lucian. Another Rees, no doubt.
“And what did he tell you?’ Robbie inquired, suddenly hyperaware of his nakedness; Glynnis was standing stiffly, her gaze fixed on the ceiling, her face a wash of red and purple. It was obvious it had been a while since she’d seen a man’s body…or at least a body as…well-made as his.
Fighting back a cocky grin—utterly inappropriate under the circumstances, he knew he needed to do what he could to make Glynnis a little less tense. And the fact that he cared at all was strange to him.
Do not think on it.
Bending, Robbie grabbed hold of the blanket and wrapped it around his waist. It was the least he could do for the woman who saved his life…and brought him face to face with the man he’d been hunting for.
As if sensing his fabric shield had slipped into place, Glynnis let out a strangled breath and turned her head to peer at him over her shoulder. She speared him with narrowed violet eyes…and his heart tripped at the sight.
“The spineless lizard told me you are Ravishing Robbie Bowlin, plunderer of the comely wench, highwayman, thief, son of a once renown knight, a broken bastard who lost his mind searching for my grandfather.”
“You will watch how you speak of my father; he was an honorable man…unlike your grandfather.” Robbie sneered, his body taut with the need to do damage.
Saban returned the sneer, flashing his teeth once again. “So you think my grandfather wronged your father in some way? It is possible. Daid was a bloodthirsty demon…”
Was? The man was dead? Had Robbie’s chance for vindication been stolen from his grasp?
“So…what did my Daid do that made your father so desperate to find him?”
His gaze on Saban’s sabre, Robbie answered, “He stole my grandmother from her husband.” At least…that’s what he thought had happened, but now…after what Glynnis said… He wasn’t so certain.
Saban quirked his lip, his eyes remaining as cold and calculating as any predator’s. “And who is this woman my Daid supposedly stole?”
“Ilone, mother to my father, Ioan,” Robbie answered, and watched the color drain from Saban’s tanned face.
Saban growled. “Your grandmother is a lying bitch.”
Robbie knew the man was trying to push him into action so that he could rightfully use his sabre to cut him down. He knew it, but it didn’t stop the rage that poured from his belly and into his limbs. In an instant, Robbie dropped the blanket and sprang forward to pound the man into meat, but the point of Saban’s blade at Robbie’s throat made him halt before he’d made it two steps.
“Nay!” Glynnis screamed. “You will not shed blood in my home!” Turning to Robbie, she averted her eyes from his nakedness and pinned her gaze to his face. “You will go to my trunk and find a pair of breeches to put on. You seem larger than what may be in there, which is why I hadn’t offered them to you before now, but it is better than you standing there in naught but your skin like some pagan. Lord knows I should have gone into town do find you something suitable to wear, but I have not had the coins to do so.” She pointed to a trunk in the corner by the end of the bed. She turned to Saban. “And you! You will drop that damned sword and turn around and leave my home before I gut you with your own blade,” she drawled, a threat in her voice Robbie couldn’t help but find…intriguing. This tiny woman was larger than she seemed—and much more foolish.
Robbie watched Saban, ready to strike out if the man swung his sword toward Glynnis. Instead of the anger Robbie expected to see at the woman’s outburst, Saban threw his head back and laughed. Tense, he watched as Saban’s laughter died sharply.
“I would like to see you try, Glynnis,” he drawled, making the blood thin in Robbie’s veins. There was an underlying danger in the man’s words that caused Robbie’s heart to pound. But why should he care about Glynnis and her dead husband’s kin? Let them have their family squabble…
You would let him harm her after she saved your life? Nay, he would not. But she didn’t seem particularly frightened of the man who’d burst into her home… She’d seemed more frightened of Robbie’s nakedness then she had been of Saban’s sword.
“Go,” she ordered Saban before throwing a scathing glare at Robbie. “If you are able, come outside—once you are clothed. No need to frighten my pig.” With that, she watched as Saban slid through the lopsided door, and then followed him out into the gloaming.





CHAPTER SIX
   
G lynnis sucked in a much-needed breath and willed her body to stop trembling—from the wrath at Saban and her unwanted attraction to the stranger she rescued. By the sea gods, the man in her cottage was a prime example of masculine perfection, and his nakedness had been both a distraction and a temptation. The anger and confusion that flashed between Saban and the man named Ravishing Robbie—she’d nearly snorted when she’d heard Saban call him that—was palpable. If they’d been family as she’d first assumed, they were doing an excellent job of acting as enemies.
Snapping her attention back to the belligerent demon before her, she planted her hands on her hips and glared up into Saban’s rugged face.
“Why are you here? And do not tell me you were worried about me. I have heard enough lies from Rees mouths to last me three lifetimes.”
Saban sheathed his sabre and crossed his arms over his broad chest, a chest she’d once admired…before she’d been seduced by William. Oh, what a fickle wench she’d been.
Been? You still are! She’d sworn off men and yet she couldn’t stop thinking about Robbie. Biting her cheek to keep from cursing at herself, she waited for Saban to reply.
“I have men watching the coast. One saw you hauling this man up the shore and toward your cottage. As a caring and protective man, I thought it best if I come offer my aid.”
She scoffed. “So you reduce my door to rubbish and threaten my guest?”
Saban offered a single careless shrug. “I thought it better to be sure.”
Glynnis uttered a curse, one William had taught her, and raised a finger to poke Saban in the chest. “You care nothing for me save how I can assuage your guilt for allowing your cousin to remain a feckless debaucher of women even after he pledged to remain faithful to me.”
The sharp look on Saban’s face told Glynnis she’d hit the truth of it. Just a part of it, at least. There was more there beneath the flickering gray that she couldn’t see clearly.
“And how did you know who that man was?” she asked, poking his chest again. Saban swatted her hand away as if she were a bothersome fly.
“I was not convinced of his identity until I saw him. I’d received word from a man in Cobh about a black haired, green-eyed newcomer asking around about me. The man said his name was Robbie Bowlin, a highwayman with ties to a dead knight. A knight I had heard of previously. He had been searching for Daid for decades, but since Daid has hidden away from us all, it was no hardship for him to remain hidden from the likes of a mad knight.”
“You speak as though you know something,” a deep, dangerous voice said from behind her. She spun on her heel to see that Robbie had donned the breeches as instructed—or commanded, rather—but that was it. His broad, naked chest and hard, ridged belly were still on glorious display.
“Did I utter a falsehood?” Saban intoned, gripping the hilt of his sabre menacingly.
Robbie shook his head once. “Nay.”
“Are you not Robbie Bowlin?”
“Aye.”
“Are you not looking for Saban Rees?” Saban’s gripped tightened on the hilt, and Glynnis could only stare between them, her heart in her throat.
“Aye,” Robbie answered without hesitation.
“Why were you looking for me?”
“To find the man who ruined my family.” Robbie’s voice was sharp, hard, edged with grief and rage. It was how she sounded when she’d cursed William to hell.
Saban flashed a predatory grin.
“And so, you think to find my Daid and make him pay for stealing your grandmother… Ilone, did you say?”
“Aye.”
“And she bore a son she named Ioan?”
Glynnis couldn’t understand the line of questioning. Why did Saban care about any of that? He could have easily dispatched Robbie before he’d ever set foot on the ship for Port Eynon. So why hadn’t he?
Robbie let out a laden breath, as if his patience had worn perilously thin. “Aye.”
A long, heavy silence stretched out between them.
Saban’s whole demeanor seemed to change before her eyes; his body remained tense and coiled, but his eyes took on a gleam of something…unexpected. Sadness.
“Well then, I suppose I should take you to see him,” Saban finally said, and Robbie’s eyes widened.
“In pieces, you mean?” he said, eyeing Saban’s wicked sabre.
Saban chuckled. “If I wanted you dead…you would be.”
Robbie’s compelling sea green eyes darkened, his lips pulling back into a wolfish mask. Every inch of Glynnis’s body took notice of the way his face changed from simply handsome to devastating. Even when deadly, this man was beautiful.
With another chuckle, Saban turned his back on them and started toward the path that lead to the beach where she’d found Robbie. “Come then, Ravishing Robbie. And I think you should come, too Glynnis. Lucia and Rose have been asking about you.”
Lucia…Rose… The only women Glynnis had ever counted as friends. She’d met them long before she’d met William. They’d been secretive but kind, and they never ceased to stand as her friends, even when their own cousin, her husband, had wandered from her bed and into the bed of another…and another. They’d been stalwart in their defense of her, stating that no woman deserved to be cuckolded. But they’d been William’s cousins. So when she’d broken ties with him, she’d broken ties with them all. And that decision still cut her to the quick. Thinking back on the bright, fiery Rose, and the cool yet clever Lucia, Glynnis’s heart lurched. She missed them.
You can see them again…
“Fine. But you will fix my door before we go.”
Saban didn’t even slow down. “We will not be gone long, but if it will ease your mind, I will send someone to fix it once we reach Dwyn Twll.”
Dwyn Twll… The Hole They Stole. It was the family moniker for the large sea cave where the Rees stored their smuggled goods and anchored their smaller boats. It was large enough to hold a middling village—complete with chapel and steeple, but only the Rees knew where to find it.
So why bring Robbie, a supposed stranger, to such a secret place? The truth pricked at her thoughts, but she dared not give it purchase. If Robbie were indeed a Rees, as she’d first assumed, she was a far greater fool than if he were simply a gorgeous man she wanted to lie with. The place between her legs pulsed, an ache spreading from her womanhood and out into her belly.
Nay. She needed no man… Need? Nay.
But you want Ravishing Robbie.
And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Only having him there for five days, her desire for him was utterly ridiculous. And wanting someone even remotely tied to the Rees was dangerous.
Danger had never looked so tantalizing.
    
ROBBIE WALKED behind Glynnis who was following behind Saban—but it wasn’t Saban he was watching. From the back, Glynnis was perfectly curvy, her hips just wide enough, her arse just plump enough, her waist trim, and her long hair brushing over it all as if to tease him. In that moment, he didn’t care if she were as flat as a board in the front.
He wanted her. His manhood throbbed, aching like it hadn’t ached in years. And for a sharp-tongued widow, no less.
Grunting, he shook himself, pressing all his lascivious thoughts down into his gut so he could focus on what the hell he was doing…and who he was following…and where they were going. It was obvious Saban was leading them to someplace off the beaten path. They’d taken the well-trodden path to the beach, but then veered east along the shore. As they walked, the shore became craggier, like jagged daggers thrust into the sea. And as the darkness descended, the seeing became as difficult as the walking, until a bright light shone ahead. It was a lantern lashed to the side of a rock, like a beacon showing them the way.
Not a smart way to hide a hideout…
As they approached the lantern, the shore around them grew ever rockier until the sand completely disappeared, and all that was left were spears of sea cliff. They’d ascended and he hadn’t even noticed.
I am losing my mind watching this widow’s arse sway so becomingly. Even in the dark, he could make out her movements…and he wondered how she’d look moving about on his bed, groaning as he kissed his way from her shoulder blades to her round, lush arse.
A few steps ahead, Saban halted abruptly, flinging an arm out to stop Glynnis and Robbie from proceeding. Startled and sharply alert now, Robbie gazed at where Saban was staring; there was a chasm just before them. Dark, no doubt deep—reaching to the crashing sea below—and hidden until they were nearly upon it. The lantern they’d been traveling toward hung immediately to the left of the chasm, casting shadows over it, disguising it as shadows alone, and not certain death.
The lantern hanging from the rock was a ruse. Anyone following the light would perish. Swiftly. Painfully. It was the perfect way to keep spies and potential threats from finding what the Rees didn’t want them to find. A smart way to hide their hideout after all.
“That’s not the way,” Saban said, a humorless laugh in his voice. “Come along.” Turning to the left, Saban led the way downward now, along a path cut into the rocky cliff edge. The path was narrow, crumbling, but Saban seemed to know the way like he could see in the dark.
And he probably can, the devil.
The salty wind whipped off the sea, lashing Robbie’s face, tossing his long, loose hair in his eyes. It was doing the same to Glynnis’s long rich brown hair, and she flung it away from her face as best she could, though failed as the wind seemed to take that as a challenge.
“There’s a storm coming,” she called over the quickly growing wail of the wind, and Robbie had to agree. The moon was now cloaked in dark clouds, obliterating the view they once had of the perilous cliff path. But Saban continued on, and they continued to follow.
Just as they reached an outcropping of rocks at the bottom of the path, a large wave slammed into the boulder beside them, dousing them all in frigid salt water. God, but he could live the rest of his life without ever knowing the suffocating cold and disgusting taste of the sea. He shuddered, cold water sluicing down his face, belly, and back. He was still naked from the waist up, not having found a shirt in the trunk where he’d found the breeches.
Give him the rolling hills and wide rivers of Leeds, where he would thieve and cavort the rest of his days, dying a happy man in some woman’s arms.
Not just some woman…
Glynnis’s coughing and shocked shriek pulled him from his thoughts—for which he was grateful.
“By damn that was cold!” she yelled over the approaching storm…and the distant roaring sound coming from somewhere to their right. It was too dark to see, but Robbie would wager his best dagger that there was a sea cave close by.
It had to be Dwyn Twll.
From nowhere, Saban produced a spark and lit a torch set into a natural alcove. Lifting the blazing torch over his head, he signaled for them to follow.
The passage was narrow, damp, and chilly, but there was the unmistakable sound of people ahead. Talking, laughing, yelling. Soon, the light of the torch gave way to the brightness of a large open cavern, with many torches lining the rock walls…and the walls of the small wooden dwellings nestled about.
They seemed to have built an actual village in here…a village of Rees.
“Welcome home, cousin…” Saban drawled, his smile lopsided and his welcome less than warm. Robbie felt the underlying threat in the words and watched as four other pairs of eyes pinned him to the spot, right there in the cavern opening.
“Cousin?” he finally thought to ask, his mind slowly picking apart what the man had meant.
Saban ignored his blurt of confusion as he turned in a circle, his arms splayed. “Lucian, Lucia, Brendan, Rose, come meet our long-lost cousin, Robert Rees, son of Ioan Rees, the stolen son of our very own Daid.” Saban’s lips twisted. And Robbie’s heart followed suit.





CHAPTER SEVEN
   
G lynnis didn’t know whether to curse the lot and leave them behind for good, or to slink into the nearest shadow and watch the comedy of horrors play out before her.
Robbie stood, back straight, face grim as he glared at Saban.
“I am a Bowlin,” he intoned, nearly growling. Every muscle in his broad back knotted and rippled, like a wild animal tensing for the attack.
Lord, I need that wave to drown me again.
The hairs along her arms and neck stood on end, both frightened and aroused by that sound, the growl of a man both dangerous and beautiful. Which was utterly preposterous. If Saban was correct, and Robbie truly was a Rees—as she’d first suspected, thank you very much—she would walk away, leaving the rabble to deal with their own. Besides, he looked no worse for wear. Though he’d survived a shipwreck, he showed no signs of it, other than the bruising along his sides…which only served to highlight the taut ropes of muscle that bunched and twitched as he moved. As an uncomfortable warmth spread over her, she pulled her gaze from Robbie to scan the cavern around her.
She’d only been to Dwyn Twll once before, back when William had wanted to seduce her with the promise of a life of living well and richly. He’d covered her eyes with a strip of cloth and lead her through a passage away from the cliffside—more than likely the same one she’d just traversed. Then…he’d shown her a store of goods—casks of wine, boxes of gems and jewelry, sacks of cereals and sugar, and even chests filled with beautiful gowns. She’d known it was all stolen, but William’s charming smile and talk of taking her away from her life of endless, backbreaking work had blinded her to all but him.
And now…she saw too much. She saw the way Robbie stood, alone, in a room of armed murderers and thieves, his body taut, and her heart racing. She flicked her gaze to Saban, who was grinning wolfishly.
“If what you say about your father and grandmother is true, you are most certainly a Rees.”
“What is this about then?” the one she remembered as Brendan asked, his luminous blue eyes flashing beneath the black slashes of his brows. “Who is this man, and why have you brought him here?”
Saban raised his hand, pointing at Robbie as if accusing him of a crime. “This man is Robbie. And as I said, he is Daid’s grandson…long-lost and now found.”
“Is he really a cousin?” Rose asked, standing from where she’d been sitting, cross-legged, on a crate. Her long, fiery hair was woven into a thick braid that touched the top of her arse. Her piercing green gaze swept over Robbie, tarrying for too long on his bare chest, before she flicked her gaze to Saban. “Tis a shame. He is a fine-looking mouthful…” she purred, and something dark and hot prickled along Glynnis’s back.
“Give over, Rose,” Lucia snapped, coming to stand beside her equally beautiful cousin. “You have had enough mouthfuls to choke an ox.”
The room filled with snorts and smothered laughter—smothered because Rose was as fiery as her hair, and more than willing to slide her dagger from her belt and slice each and every one of them in a most vital place.
Rose rolled her shoulders and smirked. “Aye, I have. But one more would do no harm.”
“It would if he were family,” Lucian pointed out unnecessarily. Lucian and Lucia were twins. Both were tall, lithe, possessed of angelic features, with long blonde hair, eyes the color of the open fields in early spring, and a particularly cold and seemingly heartless disposition. But Glynnis knew better; Lucia was as warm and compassionate as anyone…she just had little patience for those who would harm an innocent. She’d heard stories of Lucia dispatching four men—single-handedly—because they’d dared to attack a widow and her young daughter within Lucia’s hearing.
In some ways, Glynnis envied Lucia’s strength and single-minded focus…but, in other ways, she pitied Lucia, who had no choice but to become like the rest of her family. Cold, heartless, and menacing.
So unlike Robbie… Not once since rescuing Robbie had she sensed any of the simmering nefariousness she felt oozing from the other men. Even in his slumber, there was something about him that pulled at her. She would never admit how long she’d sat beside the bed, staring at him, wondering who he was and why she was so compelled. Glynnis cast a cautious yet critical gaze at her late husband’s cousins. Brendan, Lucian, and Saban… Each man was willing to cut down anyone who got in their way. But Robbie…he’d been blazing heat and wicked smiles and…desire. Certainly, he was dangerous—to her sanity.
“He is the son of Daid’s first wife, Ilone,” Saban announced.
Robbie flinched at hearing the name but he said nothing.
“She’s the one who ran away and got herself tied to some lord in England,” Brendan added, crossing his arms. “She abandoned the family.”
Lucia clicked her tongue. “You read the letter, you know why she left. I would not blame her if I were you,” Lucia sneered. “Any woman you tricked into marrying you would more than likely do the same.”
Brendan didn’t seem bothered by Lucia’s jab. He simply shrugged and continued. “She left and bore our Daid’s son. She stole his heir.”
“And he had a son… Looks like Daid. Has his eyes. That dark and devilish air about him,” Rose said, practically sighing. “Tis a shame.”
“Must you speak about me as if I were not standing right here?” Robbie broke in, his deep voice sharp with annoyance and wariness.
“Ilone robbed me of the chance to know my cousin,” Rose said, ignoring Robbie’s snide remark. “Robbed him of his birthright,” Rose intoned, and Robbie flinched again.
What must he be thinking? To learn such things from people who knew naught about being gentle… His mind must be reeling. The need to take Robbie by the hand and comfort him exploded within her, shaking her right to her core. Where had that come from? Robbie was a Rees, which meant he should mean nothing to her. She should just wash her hands of them and leave Dwyn Twll and never look back.
But the thought of never seeing Robbie again sliced through her. She pressed a trembling hand to her chest, desperate to quiet her heart.
Saban snorted. “What birthright? When Daid abandoned us, he left nothing but an empty sea cave and a busted sloop. I was the one who rebuilt—stronger than ever. And I will be damned if I let some interloper take from me what is mine.” The air thrummed with tension and danger, and Glynnis took a step back from the group. She was terrified—but not for her. She shivered, the chill from the storm blew through the opening in the rock wall behind them, licking along her wet limbs.
“I am not a Rees,” Robbie growled. “And even if I were, I would want nothing to do with this,”—he raised his arms, which flexed enticingly—“whatever the hell this is. I may be a thief, but I rob carriages not ships.”
“A thief is a thief is a thief, Cefnder,” Brendan drawled, grinning. “What does it matter if it be on land or sea? Besides, the sea is in your blood. You would have ended up here anyway.”
Just then, a blast of cold air barreled down the tunnel and into the room, slamming into Glynnis who was still sodden. She gasped, her body shaking, her teeth clacking against each other.
“Enough of this,” Lucia snapped. “We can discuss this later. Right now,” she walked toward Glynnis, her eyes softening, “we need to get Glynnis into something dry.” Lucia came to a stop in front of Glynnis, blocking her view of Robbie. “Have you eaten?” she asked.
Had she eaten? Yes…the fish stew. But only a few bites. How did one eat with the demon of desire sitting naked and alluring in her bed?
“I could eat,” Glynnis finally answered, suddenly desperate to leave the main cavern and hide away where she could cut the invisible binds pulling her toward Robbie. If she couldn’t see him…she couldn’t want him.
What a liar and fool you are!
Ignoring that shrill inner voice, Glynnis followed Lucia into one of the cottages furthest away from where she’d entered the cavern.
It took everything within her to not turn and cast her eyes on Robbie.





CHAPTER EIGHT
   
Where had she gone? The tall, blonde woman—a lovely yet cold looking wench—had led Glynnis away toward one of the strange cottages on the other side of the blazing bonfire around which the men were now sitting. Staring at him. Casting furtive glances at one another.
“Deny it all you want, Cefnder, you have the look of a Rees about you. You are one of us,” the thick-chested one with close-cropped black hair, a chest-length black beard, and dancing blue eyes said.
Robbie gripped his knees tighter, his knuckles aching from the strain. He was seated on a crate across the fire from the bastard who’d broken into Glynnis’s cottage and led them—like children in the hands of a slaver—to this hole in the rocks. Saban Rees. The man he read about in that letter he’d intercepted. The man who’d sparked something within Robbie that had drawn him across the kingdoms on this damnable quest.
And where are you now? You are amongst the very people your father had been hunting for before his accident crippled him. The descendants of the man your father raved about as his mind leeched from his head. What now? It couldn’t be true that he was truly a Rees…
“If Ilone was your grandfather’s first wife, why did she speak of being kidnapped by Rees on her wedding night?” Robbie asked the Rees on his left, a striking blonde man who looked identical to the woman who’d lead Glynnis away.
Where has she gone? Will she return?
Saban chuckled then tossed another log onto the fire, the flames reaching up to lick at the mutton on the spit. The fat dropping into the blaze hissed and popped, and Robbie’s belly fluttered at the scent of it.
“Because that’s what happened,” Saban replied.
Robbie frowned, confused.
“Let me explain,” the glorious and strangely intimidating woman to his right said. Her hair the same color of the fire before him, she almost seemed to glow. “It is one of my favorite tales.”
The men snickered.
“Any tale that involves stealing is your favorite,” Lucian drawled.
She shrugged. “So what? I am a romantic.”
The men snickered again.
“What tale?” Robbie asked, dispelling the air of levity.
The woman—the tall blonde had called her, Rose—leaned forward.
“Ilone was the daughter of a chief, betrothed to marry a fat, bald merchant as a way to ease trade relations along the coast. But, on the day she was meant to wed, Daid spotted her walking along the beach, cursing into the breakers—she was said to have spirit.” She grinned, her white teeth flashing in the firelight. “He wanted her, so he took her.”
“He stole her,” Robbie corrected.
Saban shook his head. “Nay. It is only stealing if the person does not want to go. Daid gave her a choice, she chose freedom over having a bastard like Gryffudd as her master.”
“They married nary a week later.” Lucian sat forward, finally adding to the conversation.
The truth was beginning to sink into him, soaking into his bones, wrapping itself around his soul.
“How did she end up in England with Bowlin?” Robbie asked, his throat dry.
Silence followed his question, wariness quickly latching onto his neck. The only noises that dared to breach the heavy quiet were the sounds of the crashing waves outside, the pop-hiss of the fat in the fire, and the distant sound of thunder, booming across the face of the deep.
Finally, Saban answered, “Best let Daid be the one to tell you that.”
Daid? He was alive then?
“Back in the cottage, you spoke of him as if he were dead.”
Saban rose from his seat, staring eyes as green and hard as emeralds. “He might as well be,” he murmured, his lips flattening before he turned and walked away from the fire, into the shadows.
Robbie sighed, letting the muscles in his shoulders and back loosen from the tension in which he held them. It would be a long night if he couldn’t find some relief from the pain of the bruises along his sides.
The sound of crunching rocks made him turn his head to look—and his breath caught, every blood vessel in his body pouring heat into his blood stream.
Glynnis approached…or at least he thought it was Glynnis. She had the same sable hair, the same bright, stunning violet eyes, the same pouty lower lip, the same curvy hips and narrow waist…but that’s where the similarities stopped. The woman approaching the fire wasn’t flat chested as he’d first assumed, she was blessed with ripe, heavy-looking mounds of creamy flesh that the deep red bodice did little to contain.
My God…where did she hide those glorious breasts!
Before Robbie could gather his tongue back into his mouth, Brendan jumped to his feet, a slack jawed smile on his face. “Glynnis,” he blurted, “now you are just a lovely as I remember.”
Robbie watched her flush, the pink dropping down to caress the flesh he himself wanted to caress. The tightening in his groin, the hardening of his manhood drained the blood from his chest—that had to be the reason his heart had skipped like that.
“I can see why our William was so taken with you,” Brendan continued, taking a step closer to Glynnis who halted as if turned to stone. Her face hardened, her lips thinning, her violet eyes darkening to indigo.
“Do not speak to me of that walking whore pipe,” she said, her voice taut.
“Glynnis!” the blonde female blurted from behind her. “Where did you hear such a thing?”
Glynnis arched a sharp brow then crossed her arms… Robbie couldn’t tear his gaze from where her arms pushed her lush tits even higher over her bodice. He swallowed. Hard.
“I learned much…when I was a Rees,” she answered.
“You still are,” Rose said, coming to stand on Glynnis’s right. She slapped Glynnis on the shoulder, none too gently, and grinned. “You married one of us, that makes you one of us.”
That didn’t seem to please Glynnis, whose expression hardened further…until her gaze landed on him. Then, the darkness of her eyes changed from anger to…desire.
Oh, aye, you will be mine, lovely Glynnis. It is just a matter of time…
    
GLYNNIS COULD FEEL Robbie’s gaze on her. It was burning a hole through her, to the heart of her, searing away her clothing to reveal her nakedness...her naked want of him.
Damn! If she didn’t leave soon, she’d find herself in bed with another hell-born Rees.
Over my dead, bloated, crab-eaten body!
Desperate to turn the focus from her and the scandalously improper gown she was wearing, she uncrossed her arms and said, “Where are the rest of you. I had heard you had two sloops. Surely there are more than just the five of you to crew them.”
When William was alive, the Rees—the head of the Welsh faction of pirates and smugglers—had more than four hundred men to command, and six ships—three sloops, two galleys, and five boats for slipping in and out of the sea cave without being noticed. But that was back when his father, Ioan, the brenin—a snide parody of the word for “king”—was still giving the orders. It wasn’t until a few months after William’s death that Ioan let everything fall to pieces; the men left for more lucrative opportunities, the ships were sold off to pay their debts, and the population of the sea cave dwindled to all she could see here.
But…since Saban had taken over, she’d assumed the Ganwyd o’r Mor were, once again, a power in the Irish Sea.
“Lucian and I have a crew of fifty on the Seren Mor, and Brendan has seventy on the Torriwr,” Lucia answered as she sliced a bit of meat off the mutton over the fire. She plopped the hunk of meat and fat onto a gold platter and handed it to Glynnis. She took it and stared down at the food. It looked and smelled delicious…but how was she supposed to eat with Robbie’s gaze upon her, boiling her blood and making every inch of her crave him?
Have you been so starved of a man’s attentions that you would slaver over a man you’ve only just met? A man you should hate as much as the others?
But did she really hate them? Even now, standing in the midst of them, their familiar faces shining with humor and welcome, she couldn’t dredge up the rancor she had expected to feel. Rose and Lucia had been her closest friends once… They can be again…
Why was she thinking about this? With a huff, she bit into the meat and chewed, not tasting a thing. Lucia handed Robbie a matching platter, and he dug in as if famished.
Soon, they were all eating in silence, the storm outside beginning to wane, and the fire before them flickering into orange and yellow embers.
Brendan dropped his platter into the sand then scrubbed at it lazily before standing and stretching. He yawned, and Lucian followed suit. “The men will have returned to the ship by dawn. I had better get some rest. As should you, Lucian…Lucia. The Seren Mor has much to do over the next three days.” It was cryptic. It was ominous. It was none of her business.
His words seemed to trigger something within the twins because they glanced at one another then shot to their feet, giving Glynnis and Robbie surreptitious looks as they mumbled and headed toward their separate cottages.
Sometime during the awkward, silent meal, Rose had departed for wherever it was Rose went. She was the odd one out. She neither went on the raids for goods nor lent aid to the smuggling of the goods. No one really knew what she did for the family… Lucia had once said that Rose had a place of her own, somewhere in the valley, that no one had ever seen. What she did there…Glynnis didn’t dare to guess.
Before she knew it, she and Robbie were alone. And he was staring at her from across the fire, his face set in an expression Glynnis couldn’t interpret.
No need to interpret it. Leave him be. In the morning you can leave him to his own and be done with him. She could go home and never have to think of him again. But you will… You will think of him in your bed, stretched out, naked. His taut, muscular body bare for you, your hands aching to touch him, to beg him to make himself at home between your thighs.
Home… Damn! She’d forgotten to have Saban send someone to repair her door! That blackguard! Now she’d have to figure out how to do for herself…which she’d become accustomed to over the years.
Steeling herself, she rose to her feet from where she sat on an ornate, plush footstool, no doubt stolen from some captain’s cabin.
“I bid you goodnight,” she said, giving Robbie a nod but refusing to look in his direction even one more time. She picked up her skirts and turned to head back to the cottage Lucia had taken her to before. She’d called it the guest quarters, as if the whole of the sea cave were a proper manor house.
A strong hand grabbed hold of her forearm and she gasped, turning her head to glare down at Robbie’s hand on her bare flesh. When the hand didn’t disappear, she dared a glance up into Robbie’s face.
It was a terrible, awful mistake. She couldn’t mistake the fire burning there, in his gaze. His grip tightened and she swallowed.
“What are you doing?” she blurted, her heart racing. The hand on her arm loosened but a fraction, then he slid his thumb over her sensitized skin. Prickles of awareness danced over her, and she bit back a gasp. “Unhand me.”
“I think not,” he replied, his lips quirking. “I have need of you.”
Blinking up at him, she drawled. “For what? Do you need help finding a shirt?” She arched a brow and let her gaze slip to his naked chest. It was another terrible, awful mistake. His chest glistened with dried salt, and the smattering of dark hair over the shelf of his chest made her want to reach out and feel the coarseness with her fingertips.
He chuckled, pulling her attention from his much too compelling chest.
“Nay, I do not need a shirt. It would only bother me.”
She waited for him to explain while staring at the safety of his nose. It was a straight nose, high, narrow…just as damnably perfect as the rest of him.
“It would brush against my bruises…” he finally remarked, and she let out the breath she’d be holding.
“I see. Then what do you need me for?” Even as the words left her lips, she could see the light in his eyes drown in the darkness that rose up to cover it. A darkness that was alluring in its depth…hot in its intensity.
He leaned forward, bending until he was mere inches from her face. His warm breath glided over her cheeks and down her neck, and she shuddered.
“I ache,” he said simply.
Finding her voice, she scoffed, “I am no healer. What am I to do about an ache? Lucia is the healer…”
His smile lifted one corner of his lip, revealing his teeth to the flickering flames beside them. So predatory. So hungry…
He came closer, until she could see the scattering of silver stars in his eyes. His voice was low, bottomless. “I ache for you, Glynnis.”





CHAPTER NINE
   
She was exquisite. Truly glorious. Breathtaking. How was it that Ravishing Robbie could have been so easily ravished by this woman? And he hadn’t even kissed her yet…
I will remedy that shortly… And Lord but he’d never ached for a single kiss as much as he did for this one.
He gazed down into the fathomless depths of her violet eyes, which were swirling with ribbons of desire and uncertainty and…want. Those same eyes flicked down to his mouth, and he knew she wanted his kiss as much as he wanted to kiss her.
But she surprised him. Glynnis turned from him and quickly made her way to a cottage, set apart from the others in the vast sea cave. He followed her, entering the building just after her. He closed the door behind him, effectively sealing off her escape.
She was his…
Spinning to face him, she balled her hands into fists and advanced on him, stopping just shy of barreling over him. “You speak so plainly, Robbie. I find I cannot think when you do so,” her voice was a bare whisper, but each word blew air over the fire in his gut.
He reached out, placed his hands on her hips, and she shuddered. Empowered by her reaction, he pulled her into him, until the hardness of his erection pressed against the softness of her belly. It was his turn to shudder. This…was right.
Glynnis pressed her hand against his chest, and leaned back, her gaze roving over his face. What did she see there? Could she see the raw and unfiltered yearning for her? As Ravishing Robbie, he’d become an expert at hiding his true feelings and intentions behind a mask of indifference or feigned interest. As one bawd or barmaid blurred into the next, he’d learned to take the pleasure and leave the emotion outside. It was easier to forget the fact that he was nothing more than a thieving debaucher of women, known throughout Leeds and Liverpool as a highwayman who stole more than gold—he also stole virtue and kisses.
This woman, though, he would never forget the emotions on her face, the sound of his name on her lips, the hitch in her breath when he touched her…
Bending low, he brushed his lips over hers before finally responding. “I find that I can only speak so plainly with you, dear Glynnis.” He remembered standing, naked as the day he was born, before her in her little cottage. He could easily recall the way her eyes widened and her chest rose and fell with excited breaths. She’d liked what she saw, though she hadn’t said as much. Even then, he’d wanted that reaction from her, he’d wanted to see the appreciation and open desire in her eyes. “I do not know how it happened, but…the moment I awoke in your little cottage, I knew something had changed.”
“I would say so—you had just survived a shipwreck,” she huffed, trying to pull away. He held her fast, raising one hand to take hold of her chin.
“Aye, but it was not the shipwreck that beat against my mind…it was you, standing over me, thundering and storming and looking magnificent.”
She sucked in a breath and arched a brow in confusion. “But why?”
He smirked. “Why what?”
“Why me? Why say these things to me? I am just a lonely widow; whose own husband saw nothing in her that was enticing enough to convince him to stay.”
Robbie gripped her chin tighter, hissing. “If he were alive, I would cut him from bollocks to brain for even touching another woman while you were waiting for him.” She gasped, her eyes widening with something like admiration shining through. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met…and though I have only known you these mere days… I cannot help but think…I am supposed to do this…”
He exhaled and pressed his lips to hers.
Glynnis stiffened at first contact but then quickly melted against him. He took that as a good sign, pulling her closer until her bountiful breasts were crushed against him. He could feel the points of her nipples through her bodice, and it made every sense clamor in his skull. He deepened the kiss, swiping his tongue over her silken lips, silently begging her to give him access to her heaven.
She moaned, opening for him, and he thrust in, his tongue meeting hers. Sparks ignited the cold coal around his heart, combusting, sending a blaze of scorching pleasure through his blood. Something within him burst open—not like an agonizing rending or shattering. It was as if a part of him had finally broken free. And the sensation was glorious, heady…breathtaking.
Discordant shouts from outside the cottage made Robbie halt, his breath hitching, his heart pounding. He pulled away, groaning with ache in his chest and his manhood, and stared down at Glynnis, who peered up at him, her eyes wide, her lips kiss swollen. More than anything, he wanted to continue kissing the enchantress before him but…he knew the sounds of alarm in another man’s voice.
“What is that?” she asked, breathless.
Dragging his gaze from her flushed face, he answered, “I do not know. Let us find out.” Cautiously, lest an enemy come barreling toward them, he opened the cottage door and peered out.
Saban was dragging someone beside him. Saban was drenched, his clothing bloody, his face pale.
From behind him, peering over his shoulder, Glynnis gasped.
“Saban! What happened?” She rushed from the cottage, unmindful of her passion-rumpled appearance.
Saban wheezed, bending to lay his burden on the rocky floor.
“Ambush…” he rasped, just before he collapsed beside the body of another man, the one he’d dragged into the cavern. “It was….an ambush…”
Glynnis knelt beside him, pressing her hand to his face. Her gaze flicked from one part of him to another. Robbie bit back the growl of jealousy. “Where are you injured?” Glynnis asked, distracting him and unwittingly saving Saban from being gutted.
Saban wheezed again, then coughed. “Not…my blood.”
Robbie knelt beside the other man. He was pale, too, but Robbie didn’t recognize him.
Glynnis moved to examine the other man. “His wounds…he was shot with a crossbow?”
“Aye,” Saban rasped, trying to roll over onto his back. “A long-range shot…probably from a tree.”
“There is blood everywhere…” Glynnis had lost some of her own color, her eyes wide. She’d faced bloated corpses to drag him from the shipwreck, she’d seen to his bruises, and had faced down a sword-wielding Saban—all without flinching. She was stronger than she knew…but this… Robbie wanted to take the fear from her eyes, to kiss the gasps from her lips, to comfort her.
He knelt beside her. “I will help them, you go find one of the others.”
She looked at him, gratefulness written into the beauty of her face. “I will not be long,” she murmured before rising and disappearing around the large boulder separating the main chamber from the cottages.
“Come on, then,” Robbie intoned, bending to grasp Saban by his armpits. “Let’s get you up… Best you be awake to tell them what happened once they get here.”
    
IT WAS A SHORT TIME LATER, once Saban was cleaned up and the nearly dead man had been secured in a bed where he could rest while Lucia—healer to pirates and smugglers—looked after him. The crossbow bolt hit him in the shoulder; he’d lost a lot of blood but it wasn’t a vital wound.
“He should survive, though I cannot say the same for Rickets and Bends—those two were picked off like snipe in a meadow. God damn Spaniards!” Saban bellowed, turning to pace back in the direction from which he’d first paced, only to turn and do the same thing once again. He was carving a line into the gravelly floor of the sea cave, but no one could blame him.
Robbie sat next to Glynnis, who was staring at Saban who wasn’t looking at anyone, only pacing and muttering to himself. He’d only known his supposed cousin for less than a day, but he could tell that this was out of character for him—if the concerned looks on Brendan and Lucian’s faces were any indication.
“How do you know it was Los Demonios de Mar?” Rose asked, slinking in from the shadows, having come from wherever it was she went to. She sat down on the ground, crossed her legs, and planted her elbows on her knees, giving the appearance of a child gazing up at her parent, enraptured. She was a study in the unusual and the intriguing. Beautiful yet happy to hide her beauty behind men’s loose-fitting clothing and smudges of dirt. She was intelligent yet she hid her cleverness behind petulant and off-hand remarks. “It could have just been an ambush—there have been more than a handful of those over the last five years.”
Saban stopped pacing and glared at Rose who didn’t seem affected by it.
“I know it was them because I spotted their ship off the coast just as the storm made landfall. It was as though they were escorting it to shore and using it to cover their advancement.”
“Which ship?” Brendan asked, standing.
“The Santa Maria,” Saban provided.
“Santiago’s ship,” Rose sneered. “Damn blood-hungry dog.”
“But how did they know where to strike? No one knows where our hidden cove is,” Lucian inquired, a dagger in his hand. He was flipping it easily, and twirling it, first in one hand then the other. Robbie could tell Lucian would be deadly with that dagger.
For the first time, Robbie counted his supposed connection to the Rees as a boon. He would hate to be the enemy of a Rees.
“They hit us as we left the clearing where we stash the horses. It is easy enough to wait there for us, they wouldn’t have to know where the entrance is, just where we go to get our horses,” Saban replied, beginning to pace again.
“Someone in the village must have told them,” Lucian reasoned.
“It could have been him,” Rose said and pointed at Robbie.
Anger flashed through him like a blaze. He shot to his feet, ready to fight for his life if he had to. “Like hell it was me. I didn’t even know about you or this place until Saban broke down Glynnis’s door—where I was recovering from a shipwreck, mind you—and dragged us here. I haven’t left since; who was I to tell?”
“How did you even know to find us? We pay a lot of people a lot of money to keep their mouths shut about us—and we threaten the rest. Who told you about Saban? About the Ganwyd o’r Mor?” Brendan asked, squaring his shoulders to better peer at Robbie.
Sighing, he returned to his seat. “A letter.”
“What letter?” Glynnis asked, her husky voice like a balm to his increasingly wary mind.
“Before I was a shipwreck survivor I was a highwayman. I robbed the nobles and wealthy merchants who travelled along the River Aire. I’ve never been caught and I make more in one robbery then any farmer or tanner could make in his lifetime.” He didn’t know why he needed Glynnis to hear it, but he was glad she did.
Rose chuckled. “You got Rees blood, alright. Whether land or sea, we plunder.”
Robbie gave her a quick grimace before continuing. “It was one such successful robbery where I stole a box with a letter inside. The letter was from some Royal Navy man to a duke named…Revel.”
“What about them?” Saban asked, his arms crossed, his gaze trained on Robbie.
“Have you heard of them?”
“Nay.”
“The letter was an order for Revel to find twelve men—of exceptional skill—to take a ship across the Irish Sea,” Robbie continued, silent prayers rising that he wouldn’t die as the bearer of such news.
You should have told him sooner… Ignoring the sharp tone of his inward thoughts he rolled his shoulders to rid them of the tension. It didn’t work.
“What were the men supposed to do once they crossed the sea?” Lucian asked.
“They were to capture one Saban “the Sabre” Rees, any of his family members, or any member of the Ganwyd o’r Mor.” Once Robbie finished speaking, it was as though God had sucked the sound from the world.
“Damn and hellfire,” Saban spat, but then something dark and hard crossed his features. “We will deal with them when they come, but before that we will mete out our revenge on the Demonios.”
Rose hopped up onto her feet, a glittering light in her emerald eyes. “I know just what to do.” She disappeared as she had appeared, slipping into the shadows.
“Get some rest, Rees, we will plan on the morrow. I have to think…” Saban stopped pacing and instead headed toward the back of the cavern where Robbie supposed his cottage was located.
Soon, Brendan and Lucian found their own beds, leaving Glynnis and Robbie alone.
And God…he needed her.
Before he could speak even a word of what he felt, Glynnis stood and cocked her head, studying him. She’d said very little during the interchange between the Rees, but he could tell that she’d heard every word, internalized the information…understood the magnitude of what the others were saying.
Aye, but do you? Aye, he understood what the others were planning, and it probably meant he would end up on another ship, praying to survive the journey.
Not having said a word, Glynnis simply picked up her skirts and turned, practically running to her cottage. The urge to chase her was too strong, and so he did, catching her just as she stepped across the threshold into the small building.
A single bed, a wash basin, a fire pit, and a chest were all the room held, but his eyes were on Glynnis. He couldn’t look away even if someone threatened to slice him into pieces.
He’d taken her hand, halting her, but it was she who held him in place…with her wide gaze, her shuddering breaths, and her gently parted lips. She exuded a heat, a vibrating yearning that he could feel right down to his bones.
“Glynnis…I need to…” He swallowed the growing urgency and pressed his forehead against hers, inhaling her scent, feeling the warmth of her flow into him, drowning him. “I want to…” How could he tell this woman the depths of what he felt? He couldn’t even understand it himself. It was absolutely wild, unbelievable—how did a man fall so quickly in such a short time? It went beyond wanting to pleasure her, though, that was something he absolutely wanted to do. It was about her, being with her, even if he could never touch her…just seeing her, knowing she was there…was enough.
Nay! Not enough. Never enough. Not with Glynnis.
“Robbie,” Glynnis whispered, her voice heavy, husky, alluring. She gazed up into his face, pulling away just enough to brush her lips against his.
He trembled, brought low by the wee widow in his arms. “Aye?”
“Make love to me.”





CHAPTER TEN
   
G lynnis took a bowl of boiled oats from Lucia and smiled at her friend, who smiled back, knowingly. It might be a large cavern, but it was impossible to keep what she and Robbie had done a secret for long. Not that she wanted to keep it a secret…but she didn’t want the guilt that would come if anyone mentioned her late husband.
Robbie had woken before her, leaving the bed warm and smelling of him. It was a striking and wholly addicting way to wake up. She’d dressed quickly, because she wanted to know how Saban and his crewman fared, and…well…because she wanted to see Robbie.
That was, until she stepped from the cottage and found several pairs of eyes staring at her. She couldn’t stop the flush that blasted heat into her cheeks, so, she’d ignored it and she’d ignore them.
Avoiding Robbie’s possessive, hungry gaze, she settled on a stool beside Rose who was sitting with her head between her hands, moaning. She must’ve imbibed more than was good for her the night before.
What is becoming of you, old friend? Years ago, before William’s betrayal, she’d spent many hours with Rose, getting to know her betrothed’s family before the wedding. She’d been level-headed, quick-witted, and even-tempered. She never imbibed in wine or ale and spent much of her time tending to her garden.
Something had changed…and Glynnis couldn’t begin to guess what.
“Why are the Demonios even here? What could they possibly want this far from their usual haunts? Have they run out of ships to plunder in the mid-Atlantic?” Brendan intoned while securing a belt and sheath around his waist.
“Might it have something to do with the English and their hunt for you, Saban?” Lucian asked, tightening his own belt and sliding his feet into his boots. The men were preparing for something…but why was Robbie still just sitting there, leaning back against the boulder, his muscular arms folded over a chest she’d attempted to memorize the night before as she pressed her cheek against it.
Robbie was a Rees, why wasn’t he as agitated as the other men?
“Possibly,” Saban intoned, his gaze locked on the dancing flames in the small cooking fire. “It is even more possible that they just want to stir up trouble.”
“That would be my guess,” Rose croaked, not bothering to raise her head. “My eyes and ears in Nantes who hear from my ears in Bilbao, who speak to my ears in Lisbon say that the Portuguese are exploring further south, into the dark continent.”
“What of it?” Saban asked, his tone telling of his impatience.
Rose lifted her head then, sneering at Saban. “It means that with so many Portuguese ships roaming their waters, the Spaniards are probably looking for new places to plunder, ones that won’t bring them face to face with warships and cannon fire.”
Saban ignored Rose’s sneer. “It seems that we have yet another enemy hungry for a taste of our blood.”
Saban lifted his chin, apparently signaling to Brendan and Lucian to follow him. The three men rose and made their way to a corner where they squatted in a circle, their heads nearly touching as they spoke in murmurs.
Glynnis could feel the tension rise around her, and she finally met Robbie’s gaze. He was seething, silently, his big, taut frame twitching with the need to move.
Go to him… She needed to touch him, to comfort him, to help him calm his anger before he said or did something he would regret.
Placing her uneaten bowl of oats on the ground she stood and made her way to Robbie. His eyes followed her, sliding over her as she moved…much as his hands…and his tongue had a few hours before. The ache began in her lower belly, the ache that told her she needed him, but she stopped before him and clenched her thighs, fighting back her baser urges.
“You look troubled,” she said, tipping her head to look down at him. He threw his arm up behind his head to cradle it, and Glynnis was enraptured by the ease at which he moved, and how quickly he could go from cold and angry to hot and enticing. The devil smirked up at her, his lopsided smile too wicked…too ravishing.
“I am troubled…by my desire to have you naked beneath me as I pleasure you…”
Someone behind her cleared their throat, then coughed.
“You best leave such talk to more private moments,” Rose croaked, her usually tanned face now pale and almost green. “As much as I enjoy a good bawdy tale, I would much rather it not be one I have witnessed myself…between my own cousins—blood or no.” Rising, Rose staggered a bit before finding her feet. “Have you never heard of closed doors and closed lips? My God, what if Saban—never mind,” she clipped as her gaze focused on something over Glynnis’s right shoulder.
Saban was standing there, handsome, glaring, his hands on his hips.
“Come, Robbie, ‘tis time for you to come up for air,” Saban announced, using his chin to indicate up…outside of the sea cave, obviously choosing to ignore what he might have seen or heard. “Glynnis and Rose, you too. I think we all could use some sunlight.”
Robbie grunted but said nothing as he lifted his body from the floor, lithe and agile, like a wolf in human clothing. Glynnis didn’t have time to move before Robbie’s hand was grasping hers tightly. She gazed down at where they were touching. She blinked, uncertain of what she was seeing… Was Robbie the Ravishing actually…holding her hand? She blinked again. Aye…he was. Warmth filled her and she smiled.
His eyes dancing with green fire, Robbie didn’t return her smile. The sounds of men travelling down the tunnel toward the clifftops reminded her that they were on the move. Robbie pulled her into his chest and landed a kiss on her mouth.
Breaking their kiss, he huffed, “We will finish this when we return…and we’re alone.”
Delirious from the quick yet heated kiss, Glynnis only nodded.
They followed the others through the maze of damp tunnels upward until they emerged behind a wall of thick bushes, creeping vines, and trees. Robbie pushed the wall aside to reveal a clearing, and right on the other side of that was a copse of trees. Glynnis blinked, seeing daylight for the first time in many hours, it was like a kiss from God on her skin. She moaned, raising her face to the sky.
“Oh, I never thought I would miss the sun so much,” she murmured. When Robbie didn’t respond, she dropped her head and looked at him. He was staring at her, his eyes bright yet dark, like a light shining from the midst of the deepest darkest pool.
She felt her belly flip even as his gaze dropped to her mouth. Aye, kiss me!
“Rose,” Saban’s voice grated, twisting Glynnis’s moment of bliss. “Head home and wait for word. You need to rest…you look like you ate bad mutton.” Though his words were clipped, Glynnis could see the concern on the man’s face. Aye, he was an uncaring, heartless bastard with her and Robbie, but he seemed to actually care for the others.
Rose, grumbling to herself, lifted her hand in acknowledgement but remained where she was standing, staring out over the ocean, stretching over the curve of the horizon.
“Eh, Saban,” Brendan called. “We will go on ahead, see what trouble we can stir up.” Brendan turned and began making his way through the trees with an ever-silent Lucian in his wake.
Their moment shattered by familial strife and tension, Glynnis pulled her hand from Robbie’s. Robbie took a step forward.
“Nay, not you,” Saban said, placing a halting hand against Robbie’s chest. “You have someone to see…both of you. Daid is waiting for you.” His gaze moved to Glynnis. “Take this, follow it.” Saban pulled a slip of paper from his sheath and handed it to Robbie. “There are two mounts there”—he pointed to a large oak where two horses stood, saddled and grazing.
Without another word, Saban turned and disappeared into the trees after Brendan and Lucian.
“Damn that man, he always has to have the last word,” Glynnis grumbled and Robbie chuckled. Her heart leaping, she let Robbie lead her to the oak tree.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
   
T  he slip of paper Saban had given them contained simple directions northwest. They rode on a single horse—Robbie couldn’t bear letting Glynnis ride alone, not when he could make their journey a…pleasant one. The directions took them over stretches of open land bordering the sea, over craggy hills made of stone blanketed in verdant grass and wind-blown wildflowers.
Finally, the reached their destination, sometime just after the sun passed the mid-point in the sky.
Robbie waited for Glynnis to dismount before he turned and stared at the building before them. The roof was tiled rather than thatched, and the walls were stone, held together by mortar. He’d taken care to build this home; it would last for generations.
The only door was thick oak, and it hung on iron hinges. The latch was also made of iron, but the sea air had begun to turn it a rust red.
“I will wait here,” Glynnis said, attempting to tuck her hair behind her ear even as the wind pulled at it, as if playing a game with her. “It is best for you to face him alone… I have little desire to see him again.” He could tell from her tone she would rather eat a live sea urchin than speak with Ioan, but she understood his need to put the past to rest…to know the truth so that his father could find peace. So he could find peace.
Robbie pulled her into his arms and kissed her, a soft kiss, one that spoke of gratitude. Though he’d only know her a short while…she’d become more to him that he could have ever fathomed. Just having her here with him, in that moment, gave him the strength he never knew he was missing. After another kiss, a deeper, lingering kiss, he released her and walked to the door. There was no need for words…she’d known his need of her; to come with him, to be there for him. And it was far more precious than any gold or jewel he could ever steal in his life.
Raising his hand, he rapped his knuckles against the door twice. He held his breath.
“Come,” a deep voice called from within. Robbie pressed the latch and pushed the door open. The hinges squeaked but moved easily. The interior of the cottage was dimmer than the full sun outside, but once his eyes adjusted, he could see well enough.
His heart pounding, he stepped through the doorway, ducking his head to avoid missing the low jamb. Inside, he let out a slow breath, letting his gaze wander. The cottage was a single room, with a low cot along the left wall, a table and two chairs—well-made and somewhat delicate in appearance—along the right wall, and a large hearth complete with spit and pot hook, was set into the back wall. There was a man seated before the hearth, his wide shoulders slumped, his head ducked as if to hide his face.
“I am Robbie…Rees.” Speaking the name aloud, especially in relation to himself, was strange. He’d been a Bowlin all his life, had thought of himself as Ravishing Robbie Bowlin for most of his adult life, so now, to be Ravishing Robbie Rees…
Ravishing Rees…the perfect pirate moniker. Why that thought emerged, Robbie had no time to wonder about, because the man straightened and turned to look over his shoulder at him.
His eyes were a burning green, so like Robbie’s own, that it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand erect. If he’d had any doubt of the truth of his heritage, he didn’t now.
“I was told you would be coming,” the man said, his voice laden with resignation…and a drop of weariness.
As Robbie watched, the haggard man rose from beside the hearth, his rugged, sharp-angled face cast in dancing shadows from the low burning fire.
A gasp caught his attention, and his own gaze clashed with that of the man standing, staring at Robbie as if he’d seen a specter there before him.
“You have the look of her… Ilone… About the lips and nose. But…” He stopped, took a slow, shuddering breath. “You have the eyes and coloring of a Rees.”
Robbie couldn’t completely digest what the man said before the man, Ioan, took a step closer, then another, until he was just two feet from him. His face, though lined with age and care, was the face of a man who reminded him of his own father.
The truth was just feet away… He could no longer ignore what was so obvious.
“But how?” Robbie asked, his voice hollow. “If my grandmother was your wife, why did she go to Bowlin? Why was I denied my heritage for so long?”
What heritage? This lonely cottage by the Irish Sea? A smuggler’s den in a sea cave? The name…Rees? What did it matter what material thing came with the right to be called Rees? For the first time in his life, he felt…complete. And it was a revelation.
Ioan slowly made his way to a large sea chest which sat at the end of his cot. With a groan, he knelt and opened the chest. It squeaked as though it hadn’t been opened since it last touched the boards of a ship. Ioan shifted a few pieces of clothing and withdrew what was beneath them: a small ornate, dark wood box. The intricate scrollwork on the lid made it look almost like a lady’s jewelry box—which Robbie had seen and stolen plenty enough in his life. But why would a once feared and dastardly smuggler and pirate own a lady’s jewelry box?
With another groan, the man stood up, clutching the box to his chest as if life could be found inside it. Opening the lid, Ioan pulled a tattered, worn, yellow scrap of parchment from the box. He stared down at it, his gaze a thousand leagues away.
“She wrote this…and I kept it. I do not know why I kept it. It only tore out my heart every time I read it. But…it was the only thing of her I had left.”
Sighing, he turned and held the parchment out to Robbie. “Take it. Read it.”
Robbie took the paper; it felt like well-worn leather. Oft held and handled. Carefully, he unfolded it then peered down at the faded words written with a delicate hand.
Ioan,

I have borne a son. I have named him Ioan, after the man I loved…and lost. He is the very image of you. But he will not be you. I will raise him to honor life and truth, and to be the man I thought you were when we wed. But you are no longer the man you once were. You are now consumed with the love of money and danger. The night you killed your own father was the night I knew the man you were had been killed alongside him.

For the benefit of our son, I have remarried, and though you and I are still bound by the bonds of the church, I had to tell my new protector that you had died. Our son will carry his name, as will I. He will provide a home for us, all we could ever need, and I am thankful for that.

I love you… I will always love you. But I could not remain with you. I hope you understand. I had to leave to protect our child from the life you would press upon him. I write to tell you of him in the hopes that one day, if by God’s grace you repent of all the wrong you have done, we will all be reunited in Heaven.

- Lady Ilone Bowlin, Countess of Heathcombe

His grandmother…
“If you had this letter, why did you not look for her? Why did you not come for my father, give him your name and his birthright?” Robbie couldn’t understand how a father could just let his wife and son fall through his grasp. It was like allowing the most precious gems to be stolen away by a lesser thief. “Surely you could have told her you renounced your ways and wanted her back.”
Ioan’s eyes flashed, his nostrils flaring. “Do you think me a fool, boy? Do you not think I wanted that? To have my beloved back, to hold my son? To grow the family I had wanted from the very beginning?”
Robbie could hear the dejection…the agony in Ioan’s voice.
“You found her, didn’t you?” Robbie asked, his heart aching for the man before him.
Ioan’s shoulders slumped. He sighed, nodding. “Aye, I found them.”
“But you did not take them back with you.” Slowly, realization flicked on in his thoughts. “You loved her too much to make her leave the comfort she’d found to come back to…”
“Be a blasted Rees,” his grandfather finished. Suddenly, Robbie understood.
Being a Rees may not have been a choice, but Ilone wanted it to be for her son. She wanted him to be able to choose another life, one where he could live without the fear of being captured or hanged.
His father had chosen to be a knight—a great knight, one of the fierce and renown Homme du Sang—but that life crumbled to pieces… Because he’d chosen to chase the name of the man he thought had ruined his chance at being something more than a fatherless son.
Oh father… If you had but known the truth…
“I did kill him, you know,” Ioan said, turning Robbie’s thoughts back to him.
“Who?”
“My father.”
A ripple of uneasiness collided with the need to know more. “Why?”
Ioan settled onto the edge of the bed, he legs practically falling out from beneath him. What a great weight he must carry…
“He had something I wanted,” he answered matter-of-factly. “He was the commander of a fleet of sloops. He wanted to use them to plunder the English ships carrying goods to France and Spain, but…”
“You wanted something more?”
Ioan nodded, sadly. “Aye. I wanted more than just to plunder and bathe in the gold of other men. I wanted my own gold. I wanted to steal the goods, sell them, and create a paradise of my own making, right here in Port Eynon Bay. It would rival Tortuga—we could have been the kings of the Irish Sea, makers of our own destinies…”
“So what happened?” Robbie asked, staring down at the man who wore neither gold or gems, but was wearing a threadbare tunic over well-worn leather breeches. He’d gone from king to commoner. But why? How?
“Ilone happened.”
Shocked at the answer, Robbie couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice. “Grandmother?”
“Aye…she saw what I had done, was disgusted by it and my quest for power… She begged me to reconsider, to help her build a true home for her and the babe she carried.” He chuckled mirthlessly, raising his arms. “I built this cottage for her. We were to begin our lives together here… But… It was not enough for her. She wanted the security, the confidence of knowing that our child would not grow up to be greedy and terrible enough to kill his own father.”
“So she fled,” Robbie interjected.
Ioan sighed. “Aye.”
“And you let her.”
“Aye.”
“But what of your kingdom of smugglers and pirates? What of the Ganwyd o’r Mor?
“After she left, I realized that…without my queen, I was nothing more than a pauper playing at nobility. Certainly, I raided, plundering ships and smuggling the goods, but there was no joy in it for me any longer. Soon, I gave the mantle of brenin to my eldest nephew, Saban.”
“And so he leads in your stead.”
“As well as he can with what little is left.”
The scrape of the door behind him, reminded him that he hadn’t ventured to this cottage alone, but before he could turn and acknowledge Glynnis, Ioan stiffened, his face growing pale.
“Glynnis,” Ioan murmured, clearly taken aback by seeing her there.
Robbie turned to see Glynnis standing in the doorway, her hair whipping in the wind, and her face expressionless. As with the other Rees, his woman certainly had unresolved enmity with the patriarch.
“Ioan,” Glynnis said curtly.
“Please, come in, have a seat. Warm yourself.” Ioan indicated the seat by the fire, the one he’d vacated, but Glynnis’s gaze never left Ioan’s face.
“I promise you, I will not bite.” Ioan offered a lopsided, clumsy smile, almost as if he’d forgotten how.
Glynnis huffed, her adorable nose thrusting into the air most defiantly, before she stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind her.





CHAPTER TWELVE
   
G lynnis couldn’t take her eyes of the shell of a man before her. Lord, but the years had not been kind to the great Ioan Rees, Brenin of the Ganwyd o’r Mor. The father of her late husband…a man she would much rather forget. But how? How did one go about forgetting such betrayal? Not only had he promised faithfulness and to cherish her for always, he’d promised her a life of leisure and comfort. None of those promises meant a thing to him. Lying was just as easy to William as pissing. Not less than a week after speaking their vows in the little chapel in Port Eynon, he’d found himself in the bed of another man’s wife. And had been killed.
“You are just as beautiful as you ever were, Glynnis. I am glad to see you well,” Ioan murmured, his eye glowing.
She huffed. “No thanks to your brood of degenerates,” she snapped, then immediately regretted it. Her gaze flicked to Robbie, his long, black hair, his flashing green eyes. He was a Rees…just like them. But not like them.
Memories of last night, lying beside him, beneath him, her body singing with the pleasure he gave. His hands, gentle yet skilled at strumming her, playing her heart and soul like a lyre. But it wasn’t just the pleasure he gave…it was the way he smiled at her—and not his cocky, wicked smile—the smile of a man who actually…cared. He’d held her close to him, running his fingers along her arms, lending her his strength…his warmth. Aye, they’d given each other pleasure—pleasure greater than William had ever given her—but beneath it all there was something…precious. Nay, Robbie Rees wasn’t like the other Reeses. He was a far better man than any of them could ever hope to be.
Swallowing down the burn of emotion, Glynnis crossed her arms and planted her feet, staunchly refusing to step one foot further into the devil’s den…though tired and worn he appeared, he was still a wicked and dangerous man.
A lamb looks more dangerous than he does, her mind muttered.
“I am sorry,” Ioan declared and Glynnis felt the air whoosh from her body.
Stunned wasn’t a strong enough word. She couldn’t have possibly heard him correctly.
“I see I have surprised you,” he spoke again, and Glynnis nodded, not trusting her voice to not tremble. Ioan sighed then offered a tremulous grin. “I mean it. I am sorry.”
“For what?” She pushed the words past the constriction in her throat.
“For William.”
She snorted. “What about him?”
From the corner of her eye, Glynnis could see Robbie stiffen, his shoulders straightening. If she dared to look him in the eye now, what would she see?
“I was a terrible father to him… After Ilone left, I cared nothing for anyone. Even my own sons. I had met William’s mother years after Ilone disappeared, and in a moment of weakness, I sired a son. Another son. But not the son I truly wanted.”
A bitterness filled her heart. How could a man deny his own son?
“That is despicable,” she said, scowling.
“I know that, and it is too late to apologize to William…but I can still apologize to you. I was not the best example of a husband. I could not show my own son what it meant to be a true man, a man of integrity and faithfulness. William was weak, driven by his lusts. Like me, he cared nothing for a family. He only took what he wanted. He wanted you. I should have warned you about him, about his hunger for comely maids, but I had hoped your love could change him…just as Ilone could have changed me…if I had not driven her away.”
Suddenly, the anger disappeared, replaced by an unutterable sadness for the man before her. He truly was a broken, hollow man.
“William did not deserve you,” Ioan intoned, the brightness of truth shining on his face. And Glynnis felt something within her crack. For five years, she’d allowed her bitterness at William’s betrayal turn her into a sour-hearted widow. It was clear now…she’d blamed herself for William’s wandering eye. She’d believed that, maybe if she’d been a better woman, maybe if she’d given William what he needed, he never would have left her to lie with another. Maybe he would still be alive.
“Nay. He did not,” she agreed, a warmth filling her. William had been just as broken as his father, even before he’d seduced her into marriage. There was nothing she could have done to prevent what happened.
“And you,” Ioan said, looking to Robbie. “Do you deserve her?” Glynnis turned to look upon him. He was standing, his eyes pinned to her, the color flickering from dark storm to calm seas.
“Nay…I do not.” His voice was low, a rumbling whisper, and it tore her heart out.
Ioan peered between then, his aged face growing ever more animated. For the first time since she’d arrived, the man smiled brightly, happily, his eyes twinkling.
“Ah…I am glad to have you here, both of you.” Rising to stand beside the bed, Ioan opened his arms to them both. “Come, sit. Let us sup. I have mutton stew and bread—freshly baked. I baked it myself.”
Wary but curious and somewhat intrigued by the shift in Ioan’s demeanor, Glynnis sucked in a breath and offered the man she once despised a friendly smile.
“Do you have any honey to go with that bread?”
    
ROBBIE PULLED Glynnis into his chest, his arms tight around her. He told himself it was to keep her from falling from the horse as she slept, but the truth of it was…he liked having her in his arms. And not just when he was pleasuring her, hearing her moans of ecstasy and filling her with his desire. He liked holding her afterward, when the darkness descended and she slumbered…just as she did now.
And it was an utterly disarming realization; that he would actually enjoy something that was more than just the tupping and the leaving. Typically, he would find his pleasure—ensure the woman of hers, of course, he wasn’t a lame cock—and then leave before she finished groaning in satiated delight. But…with Glynnis. It was different. It was addicting, the desire to feel her warm body next to his, to hear her softly breathing, to know that she had given something to him that she’d kept for herself for so long.
God, but he was smitten with this woman, and he had no idea what to do about it.
As they neared the copse of trees where they were to tether the horse, he gently nuzzled Glynnis awake. She startled but then relaxed back into him, humming softly.
Heaven.
Readjusting his suddenly awkward position, he cleared his throat. “We are here, it is only a short walk back to Dwyn Twll.”
She shook her head but said nothing. He dismounted, sliding to the ground easily, then tied Beggar to the nearest tree before turning to help Glynnis. She held out her arms to grip tight to his shoulders, and allowed herself to be picked up and pulled into his embrace. Chest to chest, they stood staring at one another, their breathing uneven. It was dark so he couldn’t make out the emotion in her eyes, but he could tell from how she melted against him that she was just as twisted up as he was. He ached to kiss her, to taste her passion on his tongue, to lap at her womanhood and feast on her sounds of bliss.
Here is not the place, his logical thoughts finally surfaced, forcefully pushing aside the ravenous, wicked beast, growling to claim its woman. With a heavy sigh, he released her, letting her feet settle on the damp earth.
She let out an answering sigh and ran a trembling hand over her hair—a nervous movement no doubt. It was a rare sight that, to see Glynnis Rees nervous. He wanted to howl into the darkening sky.
“Come,” he said instead, taking her hand in his to lead her to the hidden opening in the cliffside. She followed him, silent, her hand loose in his. He knew she was thinking, he could feel the tension thrumming through her body. But how did a man so unused to speaking to woman of his thoughts and feelings ask the woman about her thoughts…perhaps her feelings…about him?
“Watch your head,” he instructed before ducking his head and shoulders to fit inside the squat passage that led to another passage that led to another passage before depositing them into another passage that would take them to the main cavern. “Remember what Lucian said about this passage…it is slippery here,” he said, just as she lurched forward. He turned and caught her before she could fall.
Her breaths puffing against his face, she stiffened then murmured, “Aye, I remember now.” She pulled herself away. “Thank you.”
Fighting down the urge to shake her and make her tell him what had hardened her toward him, he simply offered, “My pleasure to catch such a lovely woman.” He meant it, but he knew how it must sound to her, like a feckless, flirtatious comment, empty and oft used. And, to be honest, he probably had used it with other women, but he actually meant it now.
Damn! Could he ever say or do something with Glynnis that wouldn’t come across as cheap or hollow? Nay, for you are cheap and hollow…
Sighing, he turned and continued on, his hand now bereft of hers…his fingers tingling with the desire for his flesh to touch hers once again. But he dared not thrust his attention on her…not now when there was something amiss.
As they finally entered the main cavern, they found it empty. No doubt the others were taking care of their parts of Saban’s plan. And, once again, he was reminded that he may look like a Rees, but he was still as welcome as a lone wolf in the pack’s den.
His cottage, the one Saban had assigned him, was nearest the shallow lagoon where they moored the flat-bottomed boats they used to come and go. The lagoon was sans boats, which meant he’d been correct to assume they’d gone to prepare and plan…without him.
He refused to give a moment’s thought to why that bothered him.
“Where have they gone?” Glynnis asked, her voice husky and heavy behind him. He closed his eyes, letting her voice roll through him. He opened his eyes and turned, an expression of nonchalance on his face—at least he hoped he appeared relaxed rather than wary. She made him wary, for he had no idea where to tread with her that wouldn’t lead to her leaving and him having to chase after her.
Because he would always come for her. He knew that now. No matter what happened with the Rees, he would not leave Glynnis behind. She would fight, probably claw and spit and bite, and after their bout of fierce lovemaking, he’d convince her to come to England with him. They could start a new life there. Together.
The magnitude of those thoughts would be felt for generations to come, but he couldn’t care about that. Glynnis was his. And he craved her more than light and laughter and…life.
“Saban is with Lucian and Brendan, plotting first strike. Or, at least that’s what I assume…” Robbie answered, aware that Glynnis’s expression was flickering from cool and calm to heated and frantic.
Now is the time…
“We are alone, now, Glynnis…” He let his voice drop and a low, deep, rumble escaped his throat. His chest tight, his body taut, he waited to see if his woman would sense just how much he needed her.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
   
G lynnis had watched Robbie’s back bunch and twist as he’d maneuvered them through the maze of twisting passageways leading to the Rees hideaway. She’d admired the lithe yet confident movements of a man who was no stranger to leading; the flickering light of the passage torches only added to the masculine beauty. And once they emerged and he turned to face her, his eyes hard with deep emotion, she knew something had changed. Gone was the smile of a man who gave them out like grains of wheat to sea birds, and in his place was a man who seemed to struggle with something he was feeling. She could read it in the tension of his shoulders, the flaring of his nostrils, the tightness of his usually flippant words.
“Aye, we are alone, Robbie,” she said, her tone stronger than she’d thought it would be. “And there is something I have been wondering.”
His eyes widened for a fraction then returned to their hooded sensual expression.
He crossed his arms, emphasizing the bulge of his biceps and the width of his shoulders, and—damn it—the overall appeal of dastardly criminal charmers.
“And what is it you have been wondering?” Was it the air in the cavern that made his voice sound so hushed…so intimate?
Inwardly shaking herself, she blurted, “You are a Rees…will you stay a Rees or will you go home…to be a Bowlin, once again?” Trembling, she allowed the words to form and then fall from her lips. Her heart lodged in her throat, her blood slowing to a crawl… She could not tear her gaze from the man before her, his alluring, deep green eyes peering down into her soul.
It unnerved her, the weight of it, the strength of it, the absolute intensity of what she felt for this man.
He had only been in her life for a little over a week, but he had pierced to the heart of her, shaking loose the emotions she thought thoroughly tangled in her past with William. She hadn’t loved William…not how she loved Robbie. Her heart sang for Robbie, crying out for him, to him. But with William…it had been silent, only beating for what she thought he could provide: a home for an orphaned girl, alone in the world.
But she was no longer alone. Or at least, she hadn’t been. If Lucia and Rose could be believed—and those women never had cause to lie, even to make another feel better—Saban and Brendan had made sure to watch over her; those “gifts” left at her door had been their way of continuing to provide for their cousin—even if not blood. If Robbie did choose to leave, she still had the other Rees to rely on. She wouldn’t have to remain secluded in the forest, hidden away from the world to wallow in all the pain and bitterness she allowed to settle over her.
She was free. She could choose to live…and love again. Though, if Robbie chose to leave…
Please…stay…her heart whispered.
He dropped his arms and cocked his head to the side, his gaze raking over her face as if to see beneath the mask she’d slipped over it.
Slowly, as if gauging her response, he drawled, “I suppose that decision is best left until after the others have finished with me.” He took a step closer to her but stopped. “I do have a life in England to return to…a trove of stolen goods to sell…nobles to rob and maidens to plunder,” Robbie said plainly, his words sinking into her chest and gouging a furrow into her heart. As she should have known…she meant nothing more to him than a convenient tup. And she’d let him burrow into her with his charming smile, his intoxicating touch, his surprising gentleness. It was all just a means to an end, to find release wherever he could.
So what? It is your turn to take what you want—and it is freely offered.
Nay! She couldn’t throw herself at him as if she were a wanton…it would rip the heart right out of her. Swallowing, she plastered on a smile and nodded. “I suppose you are right. I will leave you to rest, then.” She meant to turn and leave, perhaps find a hole into which she could crawl…and then scream at the top of her lungs, but his hand on her shoulder stayed her.
“Will you be here when I return?” This time, his words were nearly whisper soft, and there was a pleading to them she’d never heard before. And it flipped her over.
Would she still be there in the morning, once the men had gained their revenge and their lost goods? Could she face the waiting, the wondering if he would return harmed or even return at all? Could she face him knowing he cared so little about her?
How could she not? Despite everything, this man had rooted himself in the very essence of her, and she never wanted to cut him loose.
“Aye,” she answered, her voice husky. “I will be here…”
Robbie stepped closer, raising his hand to caress her cheek. His eyes burned with a green fire, a fire she knew was reflected in her own gaze.
“And will you welcome me back with open arms?” Deep, resonant, hungry…and hopeful. “Will you miss me while I am gone?” She almost laughed at that—though humorous it was not; Ravishing Robbie was uncertain if she would be pleased to see him upon his return…but he wanted her to be. A swirling light stirred the emotion within her belly, and this time her smile was genuine.
“That depends,” she said, teasingly, caging that voice that was demanding she remain strong against his allure.
His black brows arched upward. “On what?”
She pressed her trembling hand to his hard chest, and reveled in the beat of his heart against her palm. Warm, steady, strong…this man took her breath away.
Even if all I had was one more night with him…it would be worth one-million more without him. “I will miss you…if you give me something to miss…” Her breath hitched, she let her gaze drop to his mouth. She watched as his lips curled, and the wicked smile that could so easily undo her slowly appeared.
Growling, he drawled, “I think that can be arranged.”
Their lovemaking was passionate, drawing out pleasures she never thought possible for any earthly being to feel. His kisses, his caresses, they stirred her, twisting her up until she cried out from the bliss of it all. And when they were done, he pulled her into him, cradling her against him as a man would a woman he cared for.
It was confusing—she was just one of many, after all—but she reveled in it, the strength of his arms around her, the steady beating of his heart beneath her cheek, the slide of his fingers over her arm as they lay there, satiated, in the silence.
“How did you come to marry William?” his voice rumbled into her and she stiffened. It was a question she’d never thought to answer, because she’d never thought he’d care enough to ask.
“He offered what I could not decline,” she began, listening to Robbie’s breathing. She continued, “I had been an orphan for ten years, and I had found work in a tavern. One night, a handsome man entered and took a seat at one of my tables. He smiled, winked, and promised to make an honest woman of me.”
Robbie’s heartrate increased.
“What happened to your parents?” was his question, and she was certainly glad of it.
“A plague swept through our village. We lived in a cottage on a small patch of fertile land where my father raised parsnips, and my mother raised me and my three younger brothers.” She swallowed, the memory a long and deep one. “They all died within a week of each other.”
His hand stalled. “I am sorry…” he said, his tone telling her what his words did not…he knew and understood her pain.
“I took ill but I was the only one who survived. I cannot remember many details, but I do remember someone carrying me to the doorstep of an abbey. The nuns there took me in. By the time I was well enough to leave my bed, my father’s creditors had taken the land, the cottage, and all that was left of my family. I had nothing. I could not stay with the nuns, they were barely able to feed themselves let alone a healthy and able young woman. So, I left and found work in the village.”
“You met William there…when you were most desperate.” Robbie’s voice was flat, but there was an underlying danger to it.
Sighing, she began tracing the outline of Robbie’s chest, drawing her fingertip through the indentations between the plates of his muscles.
“I was draw to him—not the way you are thinking—I cared little for his…physical charms. It was his promise that truly won me over. I had never met a man who could speak with such confidence about caring for someone. He’d so easily sworn to carry my burdens, to build me my own home, to give me the family I had lost.”
Robbie began stroking her arm once again, as if sensing her need of his touch…his assurance. “He offered you what you wanted most.”
“Aye.”
“But he lied.”
Her heart lurched. “Aye.”
The tension in the silence was enough to make the cottage seem to shrink.
Glynnis could feel something between them shift—it was barely there, but it was precious. Robbie let out a slow breath then tucked his finger under her chin and nudged her face up to meet his. In the light of the candles placed throughout, his face was soft yet sharp. His eyes fierce and fiery yet gentle. “If he were alive…I would kill him.”
She reached up and pulled his head down until their lips almost met.
“Not if I killed him first.”
His deep, throaty chuckle made the points of her breasts harden and she gasped, suddenly overcome with the need for him. Heat bloomed in her belly, spreading in all directions until she was trembling uncontrollably.
“What am I to do with you, Glynnis?” he asked, brushing his lips against hers.
She sighed. “Make love to me.”
And he did, until the sounds of returning Rees ripped them from their haven.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
   
O n the morning of his fortieth day as a Rees, Robbie felt less like a Rees and more like a lovesick puppy, whimpering after his master.
But he’d be damned if he didn’t like it. Over the course of the last several weeks, he’d spent more time with Glynnis than he had with any other woman. They made love—as he was wont to do at every opportunity—but afterward, they would lie in bed, spent and content, and talk long into the third watch of the night. She spoke of her pig and chicken, wondering about her little cottage, and she would ramble on about her many trips to the shore to find goods washed up by storms. And he…well, he spoke of his father—of how he was before he’d lost his wits. How his mother spoke of the great Sir Ioan Bowlin, knight of the Homme du Sang, a group of revered and feared warriors who fought for the Church and the king. As a lad, he’d begged for the stories of how his father and his brothers-at-arms would battle reivers and Church enemies, and come out victorious each time.
As he spoke of his father and those stories, he began to surmise that his decision to turn to robbery had been born of his desire to hurt his own father…as his father had hurt him by choosing vengeance over his family.
But he would find time to think of that later—if he ever did.
When he wasn’t with Glynnis, he was helping the crew gather supplies. His knowledge of the back-alley market had become a benefit to the Rees as they looked to sell their stockpile of smuggled goods for the money they would need to implement their plan—a plan he had yet to hear. As it was, he’d left that morning, before the sun had even kissed the horizon, to accompany Brendan to Port Eynon Bay, where his ship was anchored.
He’d left Glynnis in the care of Rose and Lucia…though Lucia was still nursing the wounded man, so it was up to Rose to keep Glynnis out of trouble.
Keep watch over her, Rose… Or I will kill you myself… In all his years, he never thought to be trusting something as precious as the woman he loved with another woman. Though, Rose was more than capable of dispatching anyone who dared lay a hand on Glynnis, Robbie wasn’t too sure Rose could handle Glynnis. She was fierce and fiery and determined when he dared to tell her to remain in Dwyn Twll and not follow him to Port Eynon where the ships were moored. She nearly bit his lips off when he’d pressed his mouth against hers for a farewell kiss. He’d growled, she’d purred, and they’d kissed again…deeply, desperately. As if it were their last kiss. It had nearly set off another round of passionate bed play, but Brendan had called for him, interrupting his plans for a proper send off.
A smile tugged at his lips. When he’d left her that morning, curled up, naked in their bed, he’d promised her he’d return…and then they’d repeat the pleasures of the night before…every night.
For the rest of my life… But he hadn’t told her that last bit. How could he? He still couldn’t understand the driving need to claim Glynnis as his own, to put his name after hers, to put his baby in her belly. And to be as equally, unequivocally hers.
Robbie gripped the ship rail and watched the crew load the supplies and cargo as they prepared to sail toward the hidden port near Cobh where they were to meet up with one of Brendan’s contacts in the Na Madrai Mara, the Irish faction of pirates who—according to Saban—hadn’t really picked a side yet. Were they enemies…were they allies?
It remained to be seen.
“Angus sent word to wait at the Cantankerous Cock for a boy…says the boy will know us.” Brendan came to stand beside Robbie, his gaze as far away as the sky from the sea. “I just hope the little pisser is loyal to money. They are easier to control when you have the coin.”
“Are you worried about him betraying you? This boy?” The first mate asked, a man Brendan had called, Jaimie. He was bearded, sun baked, and wiry about the chest and arms. But Robbie knew that men like him, men of the sea, men of the Ganwyd o’r Mor, were more than how they appeared.
“Nay. They are Irish but at least they aren’t as fickle and underhanded as the Spaniards or French,” Brendan grumbled, ducking his face as a large wave slammed into the ship, spraying them with chilly sea water. As one could expect, there was a storm on the horizon, churning up the sea, even in the harbor.
Robbie wiped his face—which was quickly becoming a pointless task—and pushed away from the railing. “The Cantankerous Cock…” That’s the inn where he’d left Bruce. Damn, but that felt like years ago. He could hope the man had stuck around—Robbie had been his main source of coin during their venture, and he’d left more than enough money for the fool to find comfort and food at the Cock. If the drunkard didn’t spend the coin in a night, that is. “I might know someone there who can keep an eye on things for us…in case the boy decides to make off with the coin without us.”
“Who?” Jaimie asked, his brown eyes wary.
“Bruce Bolton. He accompanied me from Liverpool.”
“Do you trust him?” Brendan asked, his expression sharp.
Did he trust Bruce? Bruce was known for his slow simmering temper, but Robbie had gone and left the man behind—and after telling him he was useless. I really should have left a note. But it was too late to go back and pen a quick missive to a man who probably would have burned the note in pique anyway. So…could he trust that Bruce hadn’t gone and made Robbie an enemy?
Fool. Bruce would die for you, and you know it. He’d have a lot to make up for once he reunited with his oldest, most trusted friend. He’d buy him an ox cart full of barrels of ale, just to show him he meant nothing by abandoning him in Cobh.
“Aye, I trust him.” If he’s not deep in the bottom of a tankard already.
Some time later, after the sun lit the water on fire as it was extinguished by the coming night, and while the men settled in for a meal of dried mutton, boiled parsnips, and ale, Robbie found Brendan standing at the aft railing staring out over the sea. His expression was pensive, weary, his hands holding tightly to the rail before him. He moved easily with the ship, as a man who’d been born to ride the boards, but he held himself stiffly, as if waiting for something.
It had taken Robbie less time to acclimate himself to the rolling of the ship than it had when he’d boarded the Saint Anne for his trip east to Port Eynon, and he was thankful for it. As much as he hated the taste of mutton and parsnips, he knew food was the fuel that would get him through the next four days…before he could return to Glynnis, and find refreshment in her arms, once again.
If they ever actually left Port Eynon, that is.
God, but you have become maudlin. Soon you will be singing songs of meadows and ewes, and drinking brandy and pissing while sitting down. It was Bruce’s voice he heard in his head.
Shaking himself, he took a place beside Brendan and looked out over the vast sea. The Irish Sea was a tumultuous bitch at the best of times, but tonight…it seemed as though she were holding her temper in check…just for him. The storm that had threatened earlier turned southward, leaving the Torriwr a little bucked but still seated.
Smiling at the thought, he gripped the railing and peered through the gloom to Brendan; the flickering lanterns hung from the masts scattering meager light.
“Have you dealt with the Spaniards before?” he asked, trying to get more information from a close-lipped Rees. Robbie hadn’t been invited into the closed meeting between Brendan and his cousins. He’d known that, though they claimed he was a Rees, they still didn’t see him as “one of the family.” And he wanted to believe he didn’t mind but…well…he did mind. The Rees had a plan, they just weren’t going to tell him about it. He hated running headlong into danger, especially danger he hadn’t created himself. And especially when Braw Bruce wasn’t there to be a meat shield for the more dangerous bits. Certainly, Robbie could handle himself in many situations—with a sword and even a pistol—but the not knowing made him wary. The anxiety pressed down on his shoulders, like a boulder of unknown and trepidation crushing him. He thought of the look of the Rees men as they huddled around a small fire in the corner of Dwyn Twll, speaking in hushed tones, and casting glances at him over their shoulders. Glynnis watched him as he watched them, saying nothing, just standing beside him. Even the memory of her comforted him—if only for a moment.
Brendan didn’t speak but he did turn his head to meet Robbie’s gaze. Silence was met with the slapping of the water against the ship as it sliced through the murk.
Finally, Brendan nodded. “Aye. We all have, one time or another. They like to poke the dragon, taking Welsh ships and flooding our smuggling ring with poor goods.”
“So they can muddy your reputation?”
“Aye,” Brendan replied, “and so they can thumb their noses at Saban, the vengeful bastards.”
Bracing an elbow on the railing, Robbie determined to open the door, even a crack, and see what lay beyond. “Did you know my grandmother?”
The question seemed to strike Brendan between the eyes, he flinched but then shook his head.
“Nay. She was here and gone before even Saban was born.”
“Has Ioan…Daid…ever spoken of her?” He didn’t know why he cared, but he did. Ilone was his connection to the family he’d been raised to believe were his enemies. What would father say if he were to learn that he hated his own flesh and blood?
Brendan pushed away from the railing and crossed his arms, peering at Robbie in turn. “Not to me, nay. But we have all read the letter.”
The letter…the one Ioan had insisted he read.
“Your father…he did not know the truth, I take it…” Brendan speculated…correctly.
Nay, his father had not known the truth, that his own mother had lied about who his father was and how she’d ended up in England, unlawfully married to the Earl of Heathcombe.
“Nay. But if he had…things would be different.” He’d have been raised to understand where he’d truly come from. He’d have known his cousins, and his own father wouldn’t have wasted away to nothing, despising a man who already despised himself.
“Look, Robbie… This is all new to us, we have never known Ilone, and so we never thought to meet her kin. Daid, especially, had given up hope. But…now that you are here, aye, things will be different…” He stopped, eyeing Robbie expectantly. “…if you choose to stay, that is.”
Stay?
Before he could even ponder the surge of longing that rose into his chest, a shout off the bow made them both turn. A torch flickered in the distance, toward shore, and Brendan cursed, a slow, menacing smile growing on his face.
“They are here.”
Robbie immediately knew Brendan was speaking about the Spaniards, it was in the dangerous grin and the malice in his voice. He’d wondered why they’d loaded the ship but hadn’t weighed anchor. It must have been a trap set for greedy pirates, and the bastards had fallen right into it.
His heart thudded, the rush of the challenge bleeding through him.
“I am ready, Cousin.”
Brendan’s grin grew as he tossed Robbie a sword. Robbie welcomed the weight of the sabre, how it felt in his grip, how he felt with the weapon in his hand. This was a sensation he was used to, and it was one he relished.
The report of a gun was the first of many as row after row of blood-thirsty men climbed over the railing.
With a shout, Robbie leapt into action, a smile on his face. He didn’t even know he’d been stabbed until he’d felled his fifth marauder and felt the warm slide of blood down his back.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
   
I n reality it had only been three days, but it felt like lifetimes had passed since Robbie had left her, in their bed, replete and worried, to hie off with Brendan, Lucian, Saban, and their crew.
Their bed… When had she begun to think of the cottage bed as hers let alone one she shared with Robbie—a Rees? She’d practically been forced to follow Saban and Robbie that night so many weeks ago, and she’d been so eager to leave them all and go back to her life of seclusion and barely surviving.
And now…she couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.
“Now, Annabeth, you must wait your turn. There are plenty of ribbons to use. Let Bonnie choose hers first, her dress is smaller,” Glynnis said, offering a gentle, patient smile to the little girl who was sitting, cross-legged, in a circle of other little girls who were staring up at Glynnis. Since the men had left, Rose and Lucia had seen fit to move the families of the crewmen into Dwyn Twll. With their men gone on whatever mission of revenge the Rees had planned, their families were vulnerable. And so, they were brought to the safest place in Wales to hide until the men returned.
If they returned…
Forcing that thought from her mind, she handed a bundle of ribbons—more than likely stolen and then smuggled—to the little flaxen-haired Bonnie. Bonnie chose a silk ribbon in a pale blue to go with the dress she was making for her doll. Annabeth chose three ribbons; red, yellow, and blue, for the dress she was making for herself.
To keep her mind and hands busy, Glynnis had volunteered to help keep the little girls occupied so as to give their worried mothers time and space to think and plan… just in case the worst happened.
Is it time to admit that you have painted all the Rees with the same muddy brush as William? Aye. It was. William had soured her against his family, but his family didn’t deserve her bile. Despite their criminal livelihood, they truly cared about the people who’d taken up the banner of the Ganwyd o’r Mor. She’d heard from a few of the wives that Saban sold the goods to merchants in London and then used some of the money to help repair their cottages, buy their seeds for planting, and keep them in fabrics and furs.
The Rees were generous in their criminality.
And one particular Rees had handily stolen her heart.
“They have come back!” A young boy, no older than Annabeth, came barreling out of the tunnel from the cliff entrance. He was gasping and huffing, trying to catch his breath. “The ships, they are anchored in the harbor!”
Surging to her feet, Glynnis couldn’t stop herself from running even if her legs were broken.
She rushed through the tunnel and into the clearing through the wall of trees and bushes. Indeed, the Seren Mor and Torriwr were anchored in the harbor, but where were the men?
Had something gone wrong?
“I believe the man you are looking for is coming in on one of the boats.” Glynnis spun to find Rose leaning against a tree. “They will want to bring their spoils in through the sea cave entrance and into the lagoon.”
Glynnis didn’t wait to thank Rose but fled back down the passage.
She skidded to a halt, nearly falling on her face, when she saw the women and children clustered around one side of the cavern, the lagoon side. They were cheering, and some of the children were thrown into the air by a few of the men who had disembarked first.
He is home!
Driven by the urge to see Robbie, to know he was well, to touch him and kiss him, Glynnis pushed through the throngs of happy people to the shore of the lagoon. The boat was laden with crates and sacks… But there were no men left in that one.
Sighing, Glynnis swallowed down the rush of abject disappointment.
He is home…he just wasn’t in that one.
And she said the same thing as another four boats arrived, carrying goods and men. Brendan and Lucian arrived on the fifth return trip.
“Brendan,” Glynnis planted herself in front of the large man as he tried to make his way through the men unloading the boats. “Where is Robbie?”
Brendan’s face fell, and the whole world began to tip, sucking the air from her chest and the heat from her skin.
“Brendan… tell me…”
Brendan bowed his head and broke eye contact. “He was…wounded in the fight on the Torriwr.”
Nay! Not Robbie! She stopped breathing.
“He…he saved my life, Glynnis,” Brendan murmured, his tone a mix of awe and regret.
Glynnis wrapped her hands around her belly as her heart plummeted into it.
“Nay…do not tell me…” She couldn’t get the words out. It couldn’t be true. Robbie couldn’t be dead.
“Tell you what? That blackguard better not be trying to steal you away from me,” a deep, familiar, teasing voice said from behind her. Again, she stopped breathing, but this time it was relief that made her heart drop.
“Robbie?” she whispered as the man she loved gripped her arm to spin her into his embrace. She shuddered.
“Aye, love. Returned as I promised,” he said, pressing a kiss into her forehead.
Suddenly livid, she pulled away and stamped her foot. “Why you damn ass!”
Brendan snickered.
“What?” Robbie asked, his dark brows arching in surprise. “Did I do something?”
“Aye! You left me and then you did not return for three days—and Brendan said you were wounded!” She didn’t know why she was yelling, but it felt good to yell, to rid herself of the three days of worry and frustration and yearning for the man she loved.
She loved him, dammit!
Robbie chuckled and drew her back into his arms, encircling her with his strength. She melted into him, the fight leaving her as the desire and need for him began to grow.
“I missed you, too, my love. And I was wounded. I was stabbed, right here”—he pointed to his left shoulder which was covered in a large white bandage, leaving the rest of his burnished chest and torso bare. “But it looks a lot worse than it is. Barely a nick. I should be back on deck in no time at all.”
“Back on deck?” she retorted. “You mean you are going to turn to smuggling and piracy with the rest of the Rees?” She’d known it was a possibility, that he would choose to stay and turn his skills as a highwayman to robbing ships and not carriages. But…she’d hoped he’d choose to stay because of her.
“Aye,” he replied, smiling down at her. “How else will I support my wife and our wee babes if I do not rob from the rich and give to my beloved?”
    
ROBBIE WANTED to laugh at the look of confusion on Glynnis’s face, but he knew laughing would only rile her—which he wanted to wait to do until they were alone…and she was naked.
“And before you threaten to gut me, know that I am speaking about you, Glynnis.”
Her gaze sharpened and her mouth dropped open. “You mean…”
He bent his head and brushed a much too gentle kiss over his lips.
“I mean that I love you and I want to make you mine…for always.” He couldn’t pinpoint when he’d fallen for her—it was more than likely when she’d said her father was a seahorse—but he did know that on the ship, once all the smoke had cleared and the plan had been a success, the only person he wanted to see was Glynnis. She had become his everything.
“Oh…Robbie, you damn well better love me, because I love you, and I nearly died with worry for you.” She threw her arms around his neck and pulled his head down into a deeper, hungry kiss.
It was some time later, after they’d stumbled their way to their cabin and made passionate, hasty love against the wall, that they lay in the bed, tangled in each other’s arms.
“What happened? Where did you get all those crates from?” Glynnis asked as she twirled a finger along Robbie’s taut belly.
He groaned, more than happy to let her finger wander a little further south.
“Those crates are goods we brought in from a storage house in Port Eynon. Saban had the men stash the goods there over the last month as a way to draw in the enemy. It helped that we also loaded the Torriwr and then left it—like a plump grouse—in the harbor.”
“So, the plan was to draw them out…and then what?” Glynnis propped herself up on an elbow which gave Robbie a tantalizing view of her glorious breasts. “Had Saban planned for the direct attack on the Torriwr?”
“Aye. He and Lucian were waiting on the Seren Mor, which they’d anchored out of sight on the other side of the harbor. When the attack began, Jaimie, Brendan’s first mate, signaled them with a torch. It was no more than thirty minutes before the deck was swarming with Spaniards and Ganwyd o’r Mor fighting for their lives. By the time the Demonios sounded their retreat, there were more than twenty of them dead on the deck. Saban took one of the more feisty ones captive.”
Glynnis trembled against him, and he pulled her down until her cheek was against his chest…against his heartbeat.
“And you were hurt.”
“Tis nothing I have not felt before, and it will not be the last, I assure you,” he said, teasingly, hoping to allay some of his woman’s fears. “But…when it the time comes to make my own mark as a Rees, I have three other men at my back, and two frighteningly clever women—do not tell Lucia and Rose I said any of this—at my side to help me survive long enough to make you mine.”
If only Father could see me now… His father, the great knight of the Homme du Sang, had died heartbroken and head sick, but Robbie…he now knew the truth that had been denied his father. And it was a truth he would share with his own sons, if only to save them the pain of a broken life.
Glynnis rubbed a hand over him, stroking him and purring.
The thought of planting his seed inside his woman sent a surge of nearly unbearable need through him.
“Mine,” Robbie drawled, reaching over to cup a globe of Glynnis’s breast.
Glynnis snorted. “Who said I would have you?”
He growled, twisting to pin Glynnis beneath him. He kissed her, stealing her breath and swallowing her moans. When he came up for air, he grinned down at her.
“I am the Ravishing Robbie Rees; how can you resist?”





EPILOGUE
   
G lynnis wiped her sweaty hands on the fabric of the long dress she was wearing—one given to her by Lucia who said she’d borrowed it from a captain who had one too many wives. Glynnis had long known to not ask detailed questions about where any of the Rees “borrowed” goods came from. She was happy enough to don the beautiful, high-waisted, low-bodiced, burnished copper-colored dress for her wedding.
A wedding that—just three months ago—she’d never imagined having. She’d been a sack of sorrow, living on the scraps of life and hoping her damn pig would feed her for a few measly months. A wedding she could hardly believe to the man she’d pulled from the wreckage of a ship. A wedding to a man who loved her beyond human reckoning. And whom she loved just as deeply.
A wedding that was there and done in the blink of an eye. Ioan had come out of seclusion to attend, his once glowering face shone with true joy as he walked Glynnis from her cavern cottage to the makeshift dais were the parish priest stood, a little uneasy about his abduction. Once Ioan had given her hand to Robbie, he’d disappeared…and she’d hoped it wasn’t the last time she’d see him. Over the last two months, she’d gotten to know the old hermit better; visits with him were often short but enjoyable. He’d share about his life, she’d tell him of her life before meeting William—all the sadness and stark hopelessness of being a plague orphan left to molder on the Church steps—and Robbie would…well, Robbie would tell the most outlandish stories of highway robbery and some brute named Braw Bruce who could fell a man with a single glare.
Robbie and Ioan were so much alike—and not just in looks. They were two men broken by circumstance who found healing in forgiveness, understanding, and copious amounts of wine.
In such a short time, both men had become like home to her; Ioan the father she’d wished she’d had, and Robbie…the man she was truly meant to be with. Forever.
Her heart pounding in her chest—from glee and not fear—she gazed out over the crowd of people who were laughing, dancing to music provided by a few crew members of the Seren Mor and eating and drinking until they fell flat from the richness of it all.
Beside her, leaning against one of the large boulders left uncut by the intrusion of the sea, Rose was laughing, loudly, and staring at Glynnis.
“What are you sniggering on about, Rose?” Glynnis asked even as her smile grew.
Rose snickered again, tossing her rope of red hair over her shoulder and winking at Glynnis.
“I did not think I’d live to see the day that you married another Rees,” she answered, her voice light with humor—something they all needed.
Glynnis waited for the bitterness to rise, but when it didn’t, she just continued smiling. William was long dead, and it was way past time for her to learn to live without the anger—toward the Rees family…and herself.
“Well, how could I not?” she teased. “He is the Ravishing Robbie Rees!” Her voice carried across the short distance to where her husband was standing, his glorious green eyes on her, dancing with mirth. And simmering with desire.
She shuddered.
Robbie came to stand beside her, drawing a line of hot need across her cheek with his lips. “I like the sound of that name on your lips, love,” he murmured into her ear, filling her blood with licking hunger.
“Later,” she snapped, slapping him on the forearm, her face warming from the glances and none too innocent grins from the people around them.
“Bugger that!” Brendan interjected, raising a golden goblet into the air. “I am a Rees, too, goddammit! And I am nothing if not ravishing.” He threw back the wine in the goblet and struck a wide-legged pose, with his shoulders back and his chin thrust into the air.
“Aye! Aye!” shouts rang out, echoing through the gathering.
“We are all Rees!” Saban joined in, raising his own goblet, his knowing gaze landing on Robbie. A glimmer of something Glynnis couldn’t catch flashed between the two men. Saban cast his gaze over the group gathered in Dwyn Twll for the ceremony binding Glynnis to Robbie. There were more than one hundred people there—crew and their wives and children—and Glynnis had never known such fulfillment. “We are all of us Rees…blood or no.” Saban’s rich, deep voice filled the sea cave, drowning out the crashing of the waves just outside.
“The Ravishing Rees!” Rose yelled, raising her own flagon of whatever she’d wrestled from the man beside her.
“Here! Here!” they all cheered.
Robbie’s hearty chuckle vibrated through her and she laughed along with him, her heart light. Oh, a group of ravishing Rees, indeed.
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EXCERPT FROM THE SEA DEVIL
BY ELIZA KNIGHT
   
Enjoy this except from Book 3 in the Pirates of Britannia series…
CHAPTER ONE
Edinburgh, Scotland
1445
THOUGH HE WASN’T DRUNK, he was perfectly willing to let every other buffoon in the tavern believe it were so.
Thor, Captain of The Sea Devil, and longtime second-in-command to the Prince of the Devils of the Deep brethren, often played this game.
The thing was, when a dunce believed Thor to be deep in his cups, he often joined him, and when a man was liquored up, his tongue became loose as a tavern wench in need of coin. And that was how Thor often found out about treasure that needed saving, or heads that needed bashing. Verily, the usual squealers were the swain with enough ale or whisky in their bellies to widen their jaws and wag their tongues.
As it happened, right now, a very intriguing conversation was taking place a few tables away. Talk of pirates and gold—two things that were liable to interest anyone in the tavern, not just Thor.
Letting out a belch loud enough to shake the rafters, Thor tapped his mug on the table rather obnoxiously and shouted, “Another! And shome for my”—he waved his hands in the air and pretended to tip back on his chair, balancing mid-air before righting himself with a snort of fake laughter—“all my friendsh.”
The men in the tavern let out a loud round of whoops and hollers, clicking their mugs as the wenches scurried to fill them with ale up to the rims and collect the coin from Thor before he changed his mind. On the far side of the tavern, men broke out in song, boot heels tapping against the sagging wood of the floor. The torches danced precariously in place where they hung on the walls. One of the drunkards picked up a set of bagpipes and began to play a rather dismal and shameful rendition of a Highland ballad.
Well, that wouldn’t do. Thor charged across the tavern, making certain to bounce against a few backs, spilling his ale and appearing unstable as he made his way there.
“That ish not how ’tish done,” he slurred. “Let me show ye.”
“Ye?” the buffoon laughed. “Another round says ye fall on your arse when ye blow.”
Thor grinned. “And if I do, I’ll shtill keep on playing.” Lord, help him, but he hoped the men discussing gold and pirates fell for his act.
Thor grabbed the pipes, settled them against his shoulder, left hand holding the chanter, right hand on the bag. He blew into them, and the squealing sound that issued was enough to have the men falling over laughing. But once he had a handle on the pipes, he played a haunting melody he’d penned on the high seas. The men of the tavern couldn’t hear the words he’d created to go with the song. No one would ever hear them twice, for he changed them in his mind each time.
When he finished the song, he dutifully fell to his arse with a laugh, tossing the pipes back to their owner.
“Impressive, ye drunk bastard,” said the man as he caught the pipes.
“No matter how drunk, a man always knows how to play his pipes,” Thor said, bringing out a round of laughter from the men. “Drinks on my friend here!”
As the wenches moved to refill the cups, Thor climbed to his feet, glancing out the side of his eye toward the men he’d been spying on earlier. They were still there, still talking in hushed tones. They’d stopped while he played, mesmerized as everyone else was by Thor’s sea song.
He wagered the time to be nearing midnight, and most of the rapscallions in the place had been splashing ale and whisky down their throats for the better part of several hours.
Thor staggered around the tavern, pretending to drink his empty cup of ale and slapping random men on their backs. To keep his ruse going, he shared a juicy tidbit about a wench he’d bedded the day before—a total lie—but it drew him closer to the table huddled in the corner, which was what he wanted. Thor didn’t bed women simply to brag about it, but for some reason, bawdy jests and innuendo always seemed to open men up, and so he’d use that to his full advantage.
“Aye, he’ll be paying a hefty sum in gold,” said the man farthest at the table from Thor.
Thor listened to their conversation as he continued being rowdy with the men at the table beside them.
“How much?” one whispered.
“I heard tell it was an entire chest of gold. A king’s ransom.”
“For a wee bairn?”
A wee bairn… What in the bloody hell kind of treasure was that? What pirate wanted to deal with a child? Thor could barely stand the adolescent lad he’d helped his pirate prince Shaw “Savage” MacLeod rescue just a few months ago. The lad followed Thor around like a puppy. Well, until Thor snarled.
“Well, ’tis not a bairn no more,” they continued, and Thor let out a loud belch to his newfound friends, which inspired a round of who could belch the loudest.
“How old?” The men looked about, none of them seeing Thor’s side-eyed glance.
“He said twenty or so.”
What in Hades were they talking about? Thor resisted the urge to knock their heads together and insist they spit the information out faster.
“Lad or lass?”
“He’s not sure.”
“Ye mean to tell me, Santiago Fernandez put out the word that he’d pay a king’s ransom for a bastard he got on a Scots lass two decades ago, but he’s not certain if it be a lad or lass?”
Whoa now… Thor almost choked on his empty mug. Santiago… Had he heard that correctly?
“Aye. A Scots whore. Santiago’s got a bastard running around if ’tis still alive.”
An icy chill rushed through his veins at the mention of Santiago Fernandez.
Thor growled, letting out a low curse, which startled his new friends.
“I need more ale!” he shouted, pretending that was the reason for his outburst.
A wench was by his side in less than a second, filling his mug as she rubbed her ample bosom against the front of his shirt. He winked at her, made to reach for one of her breasts, but she playfully batted his hand away. The men at his table laughed, but Thor felt no humor. Rather, he was seething inside at what he was hearing.
Captain Santiago Fernandez was his mortal enemy. Hate didn’t even begin to explain how Thor felt about him. He loathed the man. And for good reason. The first time Thor ever laid eyes on him was when the Spanish pirate stood over the body of Thor’s mother, laughing. The bastard had killed her. Murdered her in cold blood and left her bloodied and battered body on display for everyone to see, including Thor when he was just a lad. Santiago was the reason Thor had become a pirate two decades before. Five years ago, he’d thought the day of reckoning was at hand, but the bastard leader of Los Demonios de Mar had outmaneuvered him, then captured and tortured him. But that didn’t mean Thor was going to give up. Their parting words all those years ago had been Thor’s vow to see Santiago dead.
“Where’d ye hear it?” one of the scheming swain asked.
“From one of his crew. They were bragging about how they’d be the first to find Santiago’s offspring.” He leaned closer. “So I shanked him.”
A plan started to formulate in Thor’s mind. A crazy idea.
If these men were willing to kill for the information, the promise of a king’s ransom had to be accurate. Why else would they gut each other for it? Aye, they were all a bunch of scoundrels, but they didn’t kill just to kill, not without cause.
How many years had Thor waited to exact his revenge on the bastard? Was it just coincidence that the perfect opportunity had just presented itself? Or was it fate?
Thor didn’t believe in fate. Nor did he believe in coincidences. But he did believe in luck, and today was turning out to be his lucky day.
A slow grin covered his face, and he pretended to throw back another swig from his empty cup—the contents of which he’d surreptitiously poured into each man’s cup as he clinked mugs with them. He tossed the barkeep a sack full of coins, which he always did to maintain the secrecy of his identity, then waited outside the tavern until the three men who’d been whispering about Santiago’s bairn stepped through the door.
Thor wasn’t a small man. Even as child of ten, he’d been taller than most men in his mother’s clan. She was a MacLeod, and after his bastard Viking father left his mother to the care of her family, Thor had repudiated any connection to the whoreson—but he couldn’t deny it when he glanced at his reflection. For a long time, he’d shaved the wheat-colored hair from his head, only recently growing it out because he realized how much more savage it made him appear. Being a pirate was all about appearances. The only physical trait he’d inherited from his mother was her blue eyes. Thank God for that, because it meant when he did peer at his likeness, he could still make eye contact with himself, for he saw her instead of his traitorous father.
He was well over six and a half feet tall, and weighed as much as an ox. Even still, he was quiet, and the three men didn’t hear him approach. He bashed one on the head, knocking him out cold, then he grabbed the other two by the scruffs of their necks and jerked them into the alleyway behind the tavern.
One of the men pissed himself before passing out. The other stared at Thor as though he were God or the devil, it made no difference.
“Tell me where I can find the bairn?” Thor demanded.
The scab’s eyes widened, knowing instantly to whom Thor referred.
“I…I dinna know.”
“Then how were ye planning to find him?”
“Might be a her.”
Thor tightened his grip on the back of the imbecile’s neck and leaned in closer. He spoke slowly, pronouncing each word in a clipped tone. “What was your plan?”
“We were going to put the word out. Offer a small reward for information.”
“And then take the larger reward.”
“Aye.”
Thor nodded. “Sounds like a solid plan. And what makes ye think that the child survived?”
“No telling.” The man was shaking so hard he vibrated Thor’s arm.
“Here’s your new plan—go home and pretend ye never heard of the bairn, or risk me finding ye and tearing your arms off and shoving them up your arse.”
“Aye, sir.” He nodded emphatically. “Aye, never heard of whatever it is ye speak of.”
Pressing his lips together in thought, Thor head-butted the scab and dropped him to the ground beside his friends.
Sounded like as good a plan as any.
Thor grunted and nodded to himself again. This was truly happening. Revenge for his mother, for himself, for every man, woman and child Santiago had ever harmed, was within reach. Retribution would be his. And he refused to think of the bairn as being one of those victims, though guilt did prick his gut for it was likely true.
He stepped over the sleeping shites and made his way down to the wharf. The sun would soon be rising, and he needed to make certain his crew was on board with this newest mission, and that the reward of a chest full of gold and the satisfaction of revenge was well received.
A slow grin filled his face. Aye, soon he’d have Santiago’s child tossed in the dark cell of The Sea Devil. He’d arrange to meet with the Spanish captain and toss the body at the man’s feet—for he absolutely could not let a child of Santiago live, not when the man wanted it badly enough to offer such a massive reward. Then, when knowing dawned on the bastard’s face, Thor would sink his blade deep into Santiago’s heart. Revenge complete. An eye for an eye. A loved one for a loved one.
Thor ignored the bitter taste his own thoughts left on his tongue. He was a pirate. This was what pirates did. They ravaged, maimed, stole, took lives. Part of the brethren code he’d vowed to keep was not taking a life unnecessarily. But there had to be someway to get around that.
As he marched toward his ship, anyone scurrying around the docks at this bleak hour leapt out of his way, not wanting to cause trouble with a man the size of a mountain. The rest of them stayed where they were, hidden in the shadows, waiting for someone more vulnerable to pass by. Bodies heaved. Moaned. They were all up to no good.
Thievery.
Assault.
Smuggling.
Debauchery.
Thor had seen it all. And honoring the code of the brethren, if he came across an innocent being abused, he always stepped in. While he thought on it, he watched a lass leap across several barrels as two wharf guards chased her, their swords clinking as they shouted at her about the promise of the hangman’s noose. She was dressed in breeches, but there was no hiding the feminine curves she was blessed with. The moon lit off her creamy skin and the flash of her wicked smile. Added to that, her hair fell loose of its plait in wild black curls that surrounded her face like a shroud of devilry. Och, Thor liked her. A lot. Had he not been on a mission, and she not running—quite well, might he add—from the authorities, he might have asked her to join him aboard his ship for a dram.
Thor grinned, watching her impressive dodging. She thrust one long leg out to catch the top of a barrel with a dainty foot, making running from wharf guards look like an elegant dance. The lass was clearly used to being chased by the authorities—and with getting away. She taunted them with lewd remarks he’d never heard come from a lass’s lips and made a rude hand gesture at them as she darted into a darkened alley.
That was a lass who could take care of herself. His kind of woman.
Chuckling, he sauntered off, thinking it might be fun to go after her and offer her that dram after all, but she’d likely take his offer of respect as him wanting something else, and he might end up with a knife in his gut. Or worse—his ballocks.
Better to mind his own business. And keep his precious parts.
The Sea Devil loomed before him, the Devils of the Deep flag safely hidden and the merchant’s flag swaying in the evening breeze in its place. Every time he saw her, his heart swelled as it had the first moment he’d found out the ship was his. It was after he’d escaped from Santiago. Shaw had seen fit to give him the twenty-two-gun galley in an effort to turn his mind from revenge and back on the brethren. The responsibility of being the captain had been exactly what Thor needed to get his head back in the game. His men respected him. He respected himself. He had more to focus on than just the revenge he’d lived and breathed for the better part of two decades. But that didn’t mean he’d forgotten. Nay, he’d been a wild animal in hiding. Hibernating that need for vengeance until the right time presented itself. As it just had.
Thor leapt the few feet to the rope ladder and climbed. They never left a plank out for any scoundrel to climb aboard. That was asking for trouble. Trouble they did not need. Or want. The ship deck was littered with swabs, half of them drinking and cavorting, and the other half dead asleep.
Thor picked up his bagpipes, licked his lips, blew into the pipe, setting the tone for the music and then gave it his all, playing the same ballad he had in the tavern and longing for the seas to embrace them once more. Those who’d been asleep awoke, and those who’d been carousing quieted. They listened to their captain play, and when Thor was done, they waited for what he had to say.
“A treasure awaits us.” Thor met each of their gazes, nodding. “A bounty at this port that will lead us to a chest of gold doubloons.”
“Spanish gold,” someone muttered with obvious pleasure.
“What kind of bounty?” another asked.
Thor grinned, settling his pipes back in their case. “’Tis the bastard bairn of none other than Captain Santiago Fernandez.”
There were a few sharply indrawn breaths, and the men grew silent, waiting for their captain to expand on his words. He searched the sea of faces for Edgard, his first mate and second-in-command. Edgard’s face was guarded, but he did nod his support. The man had been with him for as long as The Sea Devil had been his, and Thor trusted him implicitly.
“I dinna know if ’tis a lass or lad, but I do know he or she would be twenty by now. We’ll put out the word for a small reward, and once we’ve the bastard in hand, we’ll set sail for Scarba, and then arrange to meet Santiago to claim the gold.”
“Ye’re not going to give him the child.” Edgard made the statement rather than asking, having picked up on Thor’s choice of words.
“Nay. I’m going to kill the wee bastard. Kill Santiago. And take all the gold on his ship.”
The men cheered, all except Edgard, who he suspected would remind him of the brethren code when his men wouldn’t dare. Thor took the large mug of ale they passed him, swigged it hard and then tossed it in the air.
He set his mouth to the pipes again and played a victorious tune, his hard gaze on Edgard’s all the while. Screw the code. Vengeance would be his. The taste of sweet retribution was already thick and delicious on his tongue.
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Enjoy this except from Book 4 in the Pirates of Britannia series…
PROLOGUE


Near St. Ives, Cornwall
HE KNEW THEY WERE OUT HERE.
It was early morning and the sun was barely up, turning the fog that had rolled in overnight into shades of gray. Everything was still and quiet. Even the sea was quiet. So very quiet.
But he knew it was a ruse.
The pirate commander known as Lucifer stood on the deck of The Madness of Melinoe, or simply the Melinoe, a small but fast and heavily-armed vessel that was known to fight battles against ships twice her size and win. This lady was fiery, and she was commanded by a man that no sane man would tangle with. Any pirate named Lucifer was surely a man to be feared and avoided.
“What is wrong?” came a soft question. “What do you hear?”
The query came from a younger pirate, but a man who had proven himself indispensable on sea or on land. Felix d’Vant, tall and sinewy and blond, stood next to Lucifer, trying to figure out what had the man so fixated. He was simply staring out into the fog as if beholding a hidden enemy. But only tense, brittle silence filled the air. Lucifer simply shook his head.
“Hear?” he repeated. “I hear nothing. It is more a… feeling.”
Felix didn’t like that at all. Lucifer’s feelings were often truer than most men’s facts. Without a decisive command given by his leader, Felix took matters into his own hands. He turned to the men on deck, men who were on edge because Lucifer was seemingly on edge, and began to give them silent commands. His gestures were firm, bordering on panicky, and the men began to move. Something was in the air and they needed to be prepared. But before they could get to their posts, Lucifer suddenly bellowed.
“Hit the deck!”
Men began to fall, for a command of that nature wasn’t mean to be ignored. As they began dropping to the damp deck, a faint whistling could be heard that very quickly grew deafening, and the masts and wooden portions of the ship around them began to explode around them as nine-pound cannonballs hurled over the decks.
And just that quickly, they were in battle.
“Gun crews!” Lucifer roared. “Roll out the port side battery!”
Since the Melinoe was a smaller vessel, her gun deck was quite cramped and directly below the main deck. Lucifer found himself screaming commands to the gun deck officer, who in turn rolled out the five four-pounder cannons they had on the port side. The gun crews began to work furiously to load the long, iron cylinders.
They were very swift in their tasks. As the Melinoe continued north on her original course, the gun crews rolled out a strategic barrage of cannon fire in the direction of their enemy, hoping it would do enough damage to them before they could turn around and level off their other battery. The concussion was staggering, and the great blasts of smoke floated up onto the main deck, making the air toxic. As Lucifer rushed to the port rail with his spyglass to get a look through the fog, one of his men shouted to him.
“Lucifer!” Remy de Moray was a close friend and an excellent warrior. He was pointing up to the mainmast. “Look!”
Lucifer peered up through the damp, rolling mist to see a nine-pound cannonball wedged into the mainmast, not enough to collapse it, but enough to create an interesting situation. He shook his head.
“Damnation,” he muttered. “It is supporting the entire mainmast from the way it is sitting. We are bloody fortunate it stopped when it did and did not rip off the entire structure.”
Remy nodded, grinning. Young and handsome, with dark hair and jet-black eyes, Remy came alongside Lucifer.
“That’s a nine-pounder,” he said. Then, he looked out onto the fog. “That does not come from any ordinary vessel.”
Lucifer shook his head, his golden gaze still fixed on the mist. “There are only three ships that I know of that can fire off a cannonball of that size,” he muttered. “The French, and their main warship is near Lisbon last I heard, or the Spanish, or us. And I do not see the ships in our fleet firing on us.”
Remy wasn’t hard pressed to agree. “The Spanish, then?”
“The Spanish. Mayhap they are here to reclaim their glorious warship.”
Remy smirked. “Then they will have to find Shaw and his Devils,” he said. “The Leucosia belongs to the Scots now and they are welcome to the damned thing.”
Lucifer’s lips twitched with a smile. The Leucosia was the running joke between the English band of pirates, Poseidon’s Legion, and their Scottish brethren, the Devils of the Deep. Never was a ship such a hot commodity, a 22-gun beast of a vessel that the Spanish had stolen from the Dutch, the French stole from the Spanish, the English stole from the French, and now that beautiful vessel had been gifted to the leader of the Scottish pirates because Constantine had considered the vessel far too hot to handle. Only Shaw MacDougall, his dear friend and fellow pirate leader, didn’t know it.
But he surely knew it now.
“I am sure they are hoping to find her,” Lucifer said, “but their efforts shall be for naught. If it is Santiago and the Santa Maria out there, the Melinoe is faster. The Santa Maria has a heavy rudder and she cannot turn easily. She cannot outrun us and we cannot outfight her, so it is best for neither of us to try.”
“Then we run?”
“We run.”
They were nearing their port of Perran Castle. Once inside the cove that was protected by the enormous castle with its artillery facing out to sea, Captain Santiago Fernandez of the fearsome Spanish pirate gang, Los Demonios de Mar would be a fool to come within range of an entire battery of nine-pounder cannons. Lucifer and his men escaping into the safety of the cove was much like a child running from bullies and hiding in his mother’s skirts; the bullies were sure to run off when Mother threatened.
But Lucifer wasn’t concerned with turning tail from the Spanish warship; as he’d said, a ship the size of the Melinoe couldn’t outfight the big Spanish battle ship, so there was no shame in living to fight another day. He knew that Santiago and his crew, if they even knew who they’d been shooting at, were possibly looking for men to interrogate about the Leucosia and perhaps even prisoners to exchange for the vessel, so he wasn’t going to make an easy target.
It was better to return home.
“Curtiz!” he bellowed. “Load the stern cannon and make haste for Perran!”
Curtiz d’Evereux, a rather cutthroat mercenary that had been with Poseidon’s Legion for almost a year, nodded sharply at the order and began moving the men, barking orders in a strict manner. He had a firm way about him and wasn’t afraid to jump in and work alongside the crewmen, something Constantine and Lucifer liked about him. But he had an edginess that was difficult to define, making him a somewhat mysterious character.
Had they known what the mystery was, they would have thrown his carcass to the sharks.
But they didn’t know, and probably wouldn’t until it was too late. They were nurturing a viper in their bosom. As happened with men who roamed the seas for wealth and adventure, Curtiz hadn’t disclosed much of his background, so no one knew much about him other than he’d once served the great mercenary de Nerra army out of Cumbria. The motto among the pirate brethren was “ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies”, so inquiring about a man and his background simply wasn’t done. Men proved themselves in the eyes of their commanders and comrades and that was all that mattered. Curtiz was capable and that was all Lucifer cared about.
But that trust would possibly be his undoing.
At the moment, however, all men were rushing to secure the ship so they could live to fight another day. The dark sails of the Melinoe were unfurled, even in the fog, to catch whatever breeze there was while, down below, a myriad of prisoners began the ancient rowing rhythm to the beat from the Row Master. Boom, boom… boom, boom. The Melinoe began to pick up speed, enough so that a second barrage of cannonballs did no damage at all, sailing harmlessly out of range as the Melinoe slipped up the coast.
Lucifer, Remy, Felix, and Curtiz moved to the stern of the ship, listening to the cannonballs sail off into the mist. Quickly, the sound began to fade and they knew they were safely out of the Spanish range. There was a palpable sense of relief, but there was also a sense of triumph that the Spanish and their surprise attack hadn’t worked.
“They have no idea where we are now,” Remy said confidently. “They must be using depth readings to figure out where they are in relation to Perran and to the coast. The sooner we return to Perran Castle, the better.”
Beside him, Curtiz grunted. “The better question is how they knew we were here in the first place,” he said, turning to the others. “These are our waters, so why are they here?”
Lucifer shrugged, glancing at the big, blond seaman who faintly resembled Constantine. “It is no secret that our presence is heavy in these waters,” he said. “It is quite possible they are looking for us, or it is equally likely they are simply looking for other victims. Our sails were not unfurled so, in this fog, it is quite possible they do not even know it was us. They have merely seen a shape.”
Curtiz turned his attention back to the fog, which seemed to be lifting ever so slightly. “Or they are looking for Constantine and his new wife,” he muttered. “Word that Con has gone on a wedding trip has spread, and I have little doubt that our enemies have heard. Mayhap, they are even testing out these waters with the Sea-God away. Mayhap, they will challenge our supremacy.”
That was a good point and one that had crossed Lucifer’s mind. He glanced up at the sky, seeing flashes of blue through the white mist. Soon enough, the fog would clear and it would be a beautiful day with soft sea breezes and the gulls crying overhead. But for Lucifer, there was much more to the day than simply the sky or the sea. He grunted.
“Then they will be sorely disappointed if they test me,” he said. “While Con is in France with Lady le Brecque enjoying his wedding trip, I am in command of his Legion and anyone who challenges that command will be met with a firm and deadly hand. They would be foolish to try.”
He said it in a tone that left no room for doubt, and Remy grinned as he listened to the boast. But it wasn’t so much of a boast as it was the truth. As Constantine’s First Mate, Lucifer had always been one to follow his leader without question, commanding when it was necessary, and conveying the impression that one did not contest his ways and live to tell the tale. But with the event of Constantine putting him in command of Poseidon’s Legion, and his empire, while he was away, Lucifer’s stoic and ominous manner had taken on dimension. Now, he had the full feel of a captain behind him, which made the man that much more terrifying.
Remy had no intention of crossing him.
“Aye, my lord,” he said. “Now that we are heading back to Perran Castle with the Spanish at our backs, what will your first order of business be?”
Lucifer glanced at him. “It will be the same as it was when we left Eynon Bay,” he said. “We are heading home with a hold full of fine goods that we took from the merchant vessel foolish enough to drop anchor where they should not have. Once there, we will offload it, pay the men what they are due for the haul, and then I must deal with a few issues that have been left to my care in the wake of Con’s departure.”
“Like what?”
“Several, but the first ones that comes to mind are those two heiresses that we have imprisoned at Perran. I told Con that I would deal with them.”
Remy knew who he was speaking of. Last month, they’d intercepted a heavily-laden merchant vessel crossing from Ireland to the port of Plymouth. It has been a very rich vessel and they’d taken a huge haul from it, including the two daughters of the merchant who owned the ship. The women had been taken back to Perran and imprisoned, at Constantine’s orders, until it was decided what to do with them.
Ransoming them back to their father was one thing, or they could very well be auctioned off to pirates willing to pay their price. Constantine had been busy with his marriage, so the duty of deciding their fate had fallen to Lucifer, and Lucifer had been putting it off for weeks. They didn’t normally take female prisoners for any length of time, so Lucifer didn’t want to put it off too much longer. He needed to make a decision and get on with it. He had more important things to worry about than two disruptive females.
“I’d nearly forgotten about them,” Remy said. “As I recall, they were both rather pretty. What do you intend to do with them?”
Lucifer watched a gull fly overhead, disappearing into the fog. “Something,” he muttered, turning away from the railing. “Anything. With Con away, I have enough to worry over without having to deal with a pair of she-cats. Mayhap, I shall auction them off and keep the money for myself.”
“Oh?” Remy was interested. He had an eye for pretty women, and they for him. “How much will you ask for the pair?”
Lucifer pushed himself off the rail and began to head towards the bow. “I have not yet decided,” he said as he walked away. “But for you, the price is doubled, whatever it is.”
Remy smirked. “As I recall, the elder one was quite the spitfire,” he called after Lucifer. “You may have to pay me to take her off your hands if no one else wants her.”
Lucifer simply waved him off, knowing that would never be the case. The elder daughter – he’d forgotten her name – was, indeed, a spitfire. But she was also quite fine, as he recalled. She would bring a fine price should he decide to sell her, and perhaps an even finer price should he ransom her back to her father. Either way, she was his responsibility and he was going to make it worth his while.
As Lucifer departed for the bow, and Remy and Felix went about their business, Curtiz remained at the stern. He had been listening to the conversation quite carefully. He knew of the female captives because he’d been at Perran Castle when the ship bearing the women had come ashore. And he had been the one to settle the women in their new prison home.
Curtiz had been their jailor for the most part, at least in those first few early days. And as their jailor, he’d observed much. Mostly, he’d observed that no one seemed to be paying much attention to the women in the wake of Constantine’s marriage. Being that the women were being ignored, and that they were a valuable commodity, Curtiz did what pirates do – made the most of an opportunity, even if it was under the nose of his leader.
And that was why the Spanish were here.
Only, he wasn’t going to tell Lucifer any of that. He would pretend he had no idea why the Spanish had come. But the truth was that the Spanish had come to Perran Castle on his invitation to take on the daughters of a wealthy merchant so they could negotiate with the women’s father. Even if the Spanish pirates didn’t return the women to their desperate father, the women were both quite beautiful and would make fine concubines for the Spanish pirates.
But it was all for a price… and Curtiz was demanding a high price, one that the Spanish were willing to pay. After the loss of the Leucosia, they saw it as a great opportunity to take something from Constantine le Brecque, something of value, and Curtiz was more than willing to be the intermediary for the transfer.
The truth was that he didn’t have any real loyalty to Constantine or Poseidon’s Legion. He’d been bouncing around since his service to de Nerra and his only purpose in life was to make money, so the opportunity with the two female captives had been too good to pass up. They would be gone before Lucifer or Constantine realized they had been taken and, God willing, so would Curtiz. He planned to take the money from the Spanish and run.
But meanwhile, he would play the loyal pirate, at least for as long as it suited him. He was a good warrior, an even better sailor, and those skills had been impressed upon Constantine and his crew. He pretended to think as they did and, so far, the ruse had worked.
But he was in this only for himself, as he would soon prove.
Unfortunately, Lucifer was ignorant of the thoughts of a man he was slowly learning to trust. At the moment, he was more concerned with the Melinoe making port before the Spanish figured out they had escaped. The fog had begun to lift and the ship was making excellent time, drawing closer to Perran Castle along the western coast of Cornwall. In fact, the fogbank remained to the south as they passed out of it, leaving the Spanish buried in the mist and still out to sea.
With fair skies ahead and the wind at their back, the Melinoe glided gently into Perranporth Cove beneath the enormous citadel of Perran Castle, and the anchor was thrown into the soft, white sand bottom. Then, and only then, did Lucifer breathe a sigh of relief, for his ship had come home safely and the booty they’d collected from an ill-placed merchant vessel near the coast of Ireland was quickly offloaded and taken up to the great vaults of the castle.
Lucifer was the last man to leave the ship, heading up to the castle as carpenters began to comb over the Melinoe to repair what damage there was from the Spanish cannonballs. It was barely mid-morning, but Lucifer was already thinking about a good meal and a soft bed. He’d been at sea with his men for nearly eight days, so he was anxious to see what had gone on in his absence and administer Constantine’s empire as best he could. But he was seriously thinking that all of that could wait until he’d been fed and rested.
Except for the women captives. His conversation with Remy had brought them to light again, something he’d put aside for so long that thinking of them again brought instant distaste. Damnation, he’d already put them off long enough, and something was nagging at him to see to the women before he took care of his own needs. Given that there was some guilt with the way the women had been caged up for so long, he didn’t want to put it off any longer. He needed to get it over with, and the women had to know they hadn’t been forgotten and that their fates would soon be determined.
In hindsight, his choice to visit the captives that day would be a decision that changed his life.
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CHAPTER ONE


Dún na Séad Harbor,
Roaring Water Bay
Sunday, 14th July, 1720
T  he Vagabond Queen stole out of Roaring Water Bay at day’s end. Like a ghost ship, she moved in unlit silence over the waves, slinking past the islands of Sherkin and Cape Clear before slowing to a near halt as she approached open water. Once there, she dawdled a while on her barnacled keel till the north star twinkled in the night sky. Only then were her black sails trimmed to tease her onward.
Not that the ship’s master, Captain Jacob McNamara, sometimes called Dead-Eye Jake by those who told tales of him, needed directional help from a star. It was merely a custom he adhered to on clear nights; a respectful nod to his ancestors, who had relied on the heavens to guide them. Of course, providing the seas were calm enough, the Vagabond Queen prowled the waves on many a cloudy night, too. A necessity, since the skies over the Britannic islands were oft more cloud-ridden than clear.
Jake stood at the helm and filled his lungs with the salt air that never failed to intoxicate his blood. It’s a fine night for marauding, he told himself, and then frowned. A mild sense of trepidation had escorted him on board that evening, and it plagued him yet.
But was it instinct or mere over-indulgence that fermented in his belly? He pondered. Earlier that day, he’d lunched on mutton stew and thrown back a measure or two of Ireland’s best whiskey at the aptly named Smuggler’s Lair Inn. But he’d kept his head clear, never losing sight of what mattered most to a sailor on his last day in port. His eager rudder had twice steered the lovely Kiandra O’Donnell into paradise that afternoon, after which he'd napped a while, a willing captive, shackled by the wench’s supple, naked limbs. All in all, it had been a satisfactory day.
So why this odd taste of foreboding?
The sails snapped as they billowed, and the deck shuddered beneath his feet as the Vagabond Queen lifted her oaken skirts to skip over the starlit waves. Jake adjusted an impromptu arousal brought about by thoughts of Miss O’Donnell and proceeded to survey his nocturnal domain. It had no visible borders or territorial lines, though respect was usually given to the haunts of other allied pirate factions. Guided by a fine French compass that he’d acquired from a fine French ship, he pointed the Queen’s naked figurehead to the east and wondered what kind of plunder, if any, awaited them.
“’Tis a grand night, Cap’n.”
“Aye, that it is.” Jake cast a brief glance at his helmsman. Theodore Stiles’ pock-marked face was lifted to the heavens as if he sought to navigate the stars that had not long since emerged. Or maybe he was praying. He was a clergyman, after all. Unfortunately, following a dose of smallpox, the man had been left with a visage ugly enough to stop the tide. He soon discovered that none but a few good Christians could gaze upon him without showing their revulsion and fear. The aberration had stumped all his efforts to find a permanent situation as a minister of the faith.
Not one to sit on his haunches when a vulnerable soul was in need, the Devil himself had steered the maligned holy man onto a different path. Theodore Stiles, priest, had exchanged his dog-collar for a cutlass, and become Padre Stiles, pirate.
While not an overly religious man, Jake nevertheless found an odd comfort in having a priest—albeit a fallen one—on board.
“She’s all yours, Padre,” Jake said, handing off the helm. “Hold her course east, toward Lundy. See if there’s anything worth having.”
“No prey, no pay,” Padre replied.
“Aye.” Jake grimaced. “Just keep your eyes skinned. Got a feeling about tonight.”
“Good or bad?”
“Not quite sure.”
Padre sniffed. “Bad, then, or ye’d not question it.”
Jake smiled his response and descended to his quarters to mull over his logs and accounts. These were lucrative times for pirates, thanks to Britain’s notable prosperity. The Colonial Empire continued to grow, and with it, opportunities to dip into the endless treasure-chests of ships that navigated the seas.
Jake did not consider himself a thief. He reserved such an epithet for back street dippers and pickpockets who risked dancing the hempen jig for the sake of a few paltry pennies. Jake was a gentleman of fortune, an adventurer who sought out opportunities and seized upon them. Descended from a long line of ships’ captains – some less reputable than others – he had the sea in his blood.
At the apex of night, a knock came to his door.
“Come.”
“Lights ahoy, Cap’n,” Fingal, his first mate, said. “Looks like a brig. Bristol bound is my guess. About a three-quarter mile off starboard.”
Jake felt the familiar tingle on his scalp. “All hands hoay,” he said, pushing back his chair and snuffing out his lantern. “Usual routine. Let’s see what we’ve got.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”
On deck, verbal bets were already being placed on the target ship’s registry.
“Dutch, I reckon.”
“Nah. Spanish.”
“A Frenchie,” Fingal muttered, squinting at the distant black shape, pin-pricks of lanternlight betraying her presence. “Without a doubt.”
Jake glanced at him. “How can you be so sure?” The demand brought a reciprocal mumble from the crew.
Fingal tapped the side of his nose. “Garlic.” He grinned. “Can ye not smell it?”
Guffaws of laughter rang across the deck.
“All right, lads, you know what to do,” Jake said, as the noise died down. “We run silent and dark. No banner till we’re within range and she’s identifiable. If she’s British, and especially if she’s Navy, hoist the King’s Colors, and I’ll steer us clear. If she’s a viable target, hoist the black flag and be ready to fire a round of grapeshot into the rigging. If she’s French, we each owe Fingal a shilling.”
More laughter rippled through the crew, followed by absolute silence. Jake took his place at the helm, nodding a silent thanks to Padre.
“How’s the gut, Jake?” Padre whispered. “Still tellin’ ye somethin’s afoot?”
Jake gripped the ship’s wheel a little tighter. “It’s probably nothing.”
“Ye want me to have a word with the person in charge?”
“Why not?” Jake replied, glancing at the stars. “Can’t do any harm.”
Read the rest of STOLEN BY STARLIGHT by Avril Borthiry
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