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Emma Langdon’s life was changed by a kiss that never happened. Hugh Le Brecque, the handsome viscount meant to do the kissing never showed up, and Emma has been trying to forget him ever since. But when thieves break into her elegant home to steal a family heirloom known as the Pearls of Fire, a necklace she believes is cursed, Emma knows she must turn to Hugh for help. Her father, driven mad with grief, has run off after the thieves and Emma fears his life is now in danger. Can she trust Hugh to find her father? Or will he betray her for those mysterious pearls that shine with the brilliance of a red-gold flame and seem to hold a dark power over men?
Hugh Le Brecque, once a respected privateer in service of the Crown and English peer known as Viscount Brixham, is now a convicted pirate with no intention of hanging for a crime he did not commit. He has already made plans to seek revenge on the men who framed him when Emma Langdon storms back into his life, entering his cell and offering a bargain he cannot refuse – take her to the East Indies to help her find her father, and she will use her powerful connections to see his conviction overturned. A two hundred year old journal written by Emma’s ancestor who first acquired the Pearls of Fire is the only clue to her father’s whereabouts. Will Hugh fall under the spell of these mysterious pearls? Or is Emma’s enchanting innocence the greater danger to his heart?



Dear Reader,
One day I met a gem hunter who had traveled to ancient lands in search of mythical pearls rumored to be the red-gold fire of the burning sun. He’d hunted for these fabled gems in the South Pacific and the South China Seas where legend said they would be found. The South Pacific is known for its miles of oyster beds, but the gem hunter knew that no ordinary oyster had created these fiery pearls. So, where did they come from? Had any sea creature made them? Or had they, according to myth, broken off from the sun and fallen to earth? As I listened in fascination to his tale, a story developed in my mind. What else could I call it but Pearls of Fire? Can you guess which sea creature made these magnificent pearls? Read on and you’ll find out.
With love and adventure,
Meara




Chapter One
Surrey, England
February, 1814
THE NATIVES CALL
them malo-malo. Pearls of Death.
Lady Emma Langdon shivered as she began to read her ancestor’s journal well past midnight on a chill winter night, the wind howling mournfully outside her window. She was alone in her chamber, lost in her enormous bed, too distraught over her mother’s recent death to sleep, for hers was yet another death directly linked to the Pearls of Fire and their legendary curse.
Emma fingered the soft leather binding of the two hundred year old journal that her parents had forbidden her ever to read, feeling its strength and, ironically, the warm pulse of life softly beating beneath her touch. It seemed as though the book was alive and throbbing, urging her to unravel its secrets. She stared at the ominous words inscribed on its cover, afraid to read on, but knowing she must. Beware the pearls of death.
Indeed, her mother was dead, the Langdon pearls stolen, and her father was now teetering on the verge of madness. This journal was her only chance to save him.
She flipped the page, lightly brushing her finger across the first entry, one obviously added afterward to serve as a caution to all greedy souls. She read it in a tremulous whisper. “I, Stefan Langdon, bastard son of the third Earl of Bourne, prospered after acquiring the necklace known as the Pearls of Fire. I had never seen such jewels, as brilliant as a red-gold flame. Many believe these pearls fell from the sun and attribute to it the source of their mystical power. Some also believe the pearls are cursed and that anyone possessing them will die a horrible and unnatural death. The curse is real. Fear it and respect it. I can only say that the curse did not attach to me, for I learned the secret of the pearls, and with that knowledge returned to England, reconciled with my father, and by royal decree and pardon, became the fourth Earl of Bourne.”
The descendants of Stefan Langdon had prospered as well, Emma knew, glancing about her imposing chamber. Her bed was of the finest mahogany and ornately carved. Her dusky rose coverlet and matching curtains were of the rarest silk. Indeed, Langdon Heath, ancestral home to the earls of Bourne and her home since birth, was one of the grandest in England.
Also one of the unhappiest.
Emma returned her attention to the journal, skimming forward several chapters. “I have been brought by natives to the tiny village of Wamsisi. I do not recall arriving here, for I was on the verge of death and delirious for almost a fortnight. Even now, the damp tropic heat threatens to hasten my demise. There are no cool ocean breezes or bracing mountain winds to be found anywhere on this equatorial island of Buru.”
She inhaled sharply.
Buru?
Her mother had whispered this name as she lay dying in her arms. It hadn’t made sense at the time, but this was too much of a coincidence. Had her mother been referring to this island with her last breath? All along, Emma had believed she’d been naming her assailant. Emma’s heart beat faster, the sudden realization of an overlooked clue raising a glimmer of hope. She would notify the authorities of her discovery first thing in the morning.
But what of her father? He’d read the journal many times over and must have understood the significance of the whispered name, yet he’d never said a word to anyone about it.
What was he hiding?
An urgent knock at her door startled her out of her musings. She slipped the forbidden journal under her covers and hastily rose from her bed. “Who is it?”
“Martine,” her mother’s trusted maid replied through the paneled door. “Please, Lady Emma. I must speak to you.”
“Yes, of course.” She allowed Martine to enter, noting that the woman’s eyes appeared strained and she was fervently wringing her hands.
“Forgive me, ma petite. But I noticed your light was on and just ’ad to tell you.” French by birth, Martine had lived in England for the past thirty years, yet had never shed her accent which was quite pronounced at the moment. She was of similar age to her mother and had been more of a friend to her than a maid.
Emma shut the door for privacy, concerned to see Martine more overset than she’d ever seen her before. “What’s wrong? Is it Father?”
She nodded. “For days I ’ave been trying to tell him, but he won’t listen… and now I fear ’e is gone.”
“Gone? How is it possible?” Emma’s heart skipped quickening beats. “I left instructions he wasn’t to be left alone.” Although Emma was merely twenty years old, she had been the one to console her father and the entire Langdon staff ever since her mother’s passing. Her father had been too distraught to take matters in hand, requiring constant attention as he slowly fell to pieces.
“Wait! Please listen.” Martine held her back with a desperate grip on her arm when she started for her father’s chamber. “Your mother was murdered because she ’appened upon the thieves as they forced open the safe.”
“I know. I heard her screams and found her in the library.” Emma emitted a shattered breath. She’d repeated the story often enough to the authorities. Despite the repetition, the memory remained vivid and unbearable. All her prayers, all her tending, hadn’t been enough to save her beloved mother.
She started for the door again, but Martine’s grip only tightened. “Your father noticed the pearls were missing and assumed they had been stolen.”
“Assumed? They were stolen.”
Martine’s eyes were now wild as she gazed at Emma with a disquieting intensity. “That’s what he and everyone else thought, but I know the truth.”
“What truth? What are you suggesting?” Emma suddenly inhaled sharply. “Do you think I stole the Langdon pearls?”
“No, ma petite. You are the dearest child that ever lived.” She eased her grasp on Emma’s arm. “No one took them, not even the thieves.”
“I don’t understand.”
Tears glistened in Martine’s eyes. “Your mother swore me to secrecy, but I can no longer hide the truth from you. The pearls were not in the safe when it was broken open by those villains because your mother had already removed them.”
Emma’s heart shot into her throat. “Removed them? Where are they now? Tell me, Martine. No more secrets. No more lies. I must know everything.”




Chapter Two
Portsmouth Prison
July 1814
“ARE YOU CERTAIN you wish to go through with this meeting, Lady Emma?” Sir Robert Holcroft, the Langdon family’s trusted solicitor, asked as they passed through Portsmouth Prison’s unforgiving stone walls.
“Yes,” Emma said softly, glancing at the thick, black iron bars that adorned the windows in the visitor’s hall. “I have no choice. All reputable sources have failed me. It is time to turn to the disreputable ones.”
She had allowed her advisors and the authorities to conduct the search for her father, but the trail now led to the island of Buru, far beyond England’s pristine shores. These same authorities and advisors had convinced her the journey to Buru was too dangerous for her to attempt. So she’d allowed them to take the lead and kept herself busy restoring order to the Langdon estate and business properties.
Her work had left her drained, exhausted, but never enough to prevent the haunting dreams from invading her sleep and disrupting her waking hours. Indeed, those dreams had become so frightening in their intensity of late, those Pearls of Fire calling to her so fiercely, that she knew something had to be done immediately.
Holding tightly to hope and the thin fragment of a clue, Emma knew she was about to embark on a dangerous voyage into a new world, one that might swallow her up as it had the rest of her family. Yet, she did not fear where the journey might lead, for it would bring her that much closer to finding her father.
“This way, m’lady,” the uniformed guard said, running a large, calloused hand through his shaggy hair. “Though ’taint no place fer the genteel likes of ye.”
“Take my arm, my dear,” Sir Robert said, leading her forward with obvious reluctance.
She held him back a moment and cast him a warm smile. “You’ve served my family well, and I could not have made it through these past months without your support. I fear that I must place an even greater burden on you, but I am confident you will shine in your duties as you always have.”
He cast her a hesitant but sincere smile. “It has been my honor to serve your family.”
“And we are so grateful to you.” She returned his smile with a bright one of her own. “I wish to put you in charge of all the Langdon holdings while I am gone. With you in command, I know all will continue to run in perfect order until my return.”
Sir Robert emitted a ragged sigh. “Lady Emma, you must not do this. I am filled with dread that you will come to harm. You cannot possibly trust this pirate.”
The guard made a grunting sound. “Aye, that Le Brecque, he’s a wily fellow.”
“I know the nature of the beast,” she said and then turned to cast Sir Robert a nod of reassurance. But she doubted he was fooled. “Sir Robert, he made me no promises. I have only myself to blame for what happened in the past.”
“You, child? You were young and innocent, just turned eighteen. I warned your parents it was too soon to allow you to enter your debut season. Indeed, you are still far too young and innocent to handle this rogue. He ought to have known better than to–”
“The point is, he did me no harm. Stirring a young girl’s romantic hopes is not a crime unless one acts upon them, and he did not.” Quite the opposite, Hugh Le Brecque, then known as Viscount Brixham, had never bothered to show up for their assignation in Lord Jameson’s moonlit garden. Obviously, she hadn’t been nearly as important to him as he’d been to her. “The authorities have done all they can in their investigation. They will not send men to search outside of England, so what am I to do? Wait a lifetime in the hope my father will return? You are the one who uncovered the Portsmouth connection and it has led us here to Hugh Le Brecque.”
“But–”
“You know he is the only one who can help me find my father. Come along, Sir Robert. Our guard has moved too far ahead of us. I do not wish to lose him.”
The odors of rotted food, unwashed bodies, and inexcusably poor sanitation assaulted Emma’s senses as she made her way deeper into the forbidding structure. Rusted iron hinges groaned against each massive wooden door that the guard shoved open.
The stench was unbearable, but so was the ache in Emma’s heart.
“It is the only way,” she repeated under her breath, reminding herself of the reason she had come all this distance. Hugh Le Brecque had sailed the East Indies as a privateer for the Crown, possibly knew the islands better than anyone else alive. Sir Robert, despite his protests, would never have brought her to Plymouth had he truly believed the rogue would harm her.
They continued down a set of dimly lit stairs that opened onto a narrow, stone hallway lined with cells. “He’s in ’ere,” the guard said, pointing to the third door on the right.
Sir Robert brought a perfumed handkerchief to his nose. “I’m not certain I can go in.”
Emma lifted the little black veil of her hat and brushed a stray gold curl off her brow. “Then I’ll go in alone.”
Poor Sir Robert, his face turned ashen and he appeared ready to faint on the spot. “No! We proceed together or not at all.”
She smiled at the dear man. “Together, it is then.”
Emma held her breath as the guard inserted his key into the lock and opened the cell door. With pounding heart, she waited for the guard to enter the dimly lit chamber ahead of her, and then followed closely on his heels.
He kicked a large, heavily bearded form stretched out on the dank stone floor. “There’s a lady ’ere to see you.”
Suddenly, the guard’s legs were pulled out from under him and in the next moment, the large form stood over him. “Touch me again and I’ll kill you.”
The guard gave a desperate cry and began to crawl backward toward the door. “Get out while you can, m’lady!”
Sir Robert gripped her elbow. “Quickly, Emma! This was a terrible mistake. The man is obviously deranged.”
“No.” She knew, even as Hugh hauled the jailor to his feet and held him with enough force to pin him to the stone wall, that he would not harm the man.
Hugh Le Brecque, though angry, was a man very much in control of his actions.
Always in control.
At least, she hoped so. Her life depended on it.
“Enough, my lord,” she said with as much authority as she could muster while her heart pounded through her ears. “You’ve rattled the man quite thoroughly. You don’t really wish to hurt him, do you?”
Hugh Le Brecque emitted a low, feral growl that sent a shudder through her bones.
Be strong. You need him.
Indeed, she hadn’t come all this way to give up now. “I’d like a word with you. Let this man go so that we may speak in private.”
She broke from Sir Robert’s grip and stepped toward the unrecognizable brute, approaching him as carefully as one might approach a wounded dog one encountered on the street. She tried to appear calm. “Please, my lord.”
He emitted another feral growl, this one softer and sending quite a different sensation rippling through her bones.
“Is this your preferred manner of communication?” She willed into her tone a strength and steadiness she did not possess. “Shall I growl back a greeting?”
His scowl melted into a grin of surprise.
Giving silent thanks for her small success, she reached out cautiously to touch his arm and ease him away from his jailor. She was surprised to find it solid as rock. The lack of decent food hadn’t damaged his strength in the least, she realized as her fingers curled around enormous muscle.
Slowly, he turned to her, his gaze warning he was not a man to be cozened or treated lightly. Heavens, did he think she was so lacking in wits?
She drew her hand away, but otherwise held her ground.
“Please listen to me. I am here to offer you freedom.” At the moment, he seemed more animal than human, but she knew that he’d understood her.
“Freedom?” he repeated after a long moment, the word finally piercing his brain. He released the guard, who immediately scrambled toward three companions just arriving at the door.
These jailors, though reputedly on the side of the law, were often more brutal than their charges, Emma realized. She noted the clubs in their hands and the eager glint in their eyes.
Did they mean to beat their prisoner senseless?
Hugh Le Brecque, the bull-headed man, probably deserved it. However, she needed him healthy and was not about to allow a few angry men to interfere with her plans.
She set herself in front of him.
“What’s this?” Though he spoke gruffly, there was an unmistakable refinement to his speech.
She glanced back with a glower. “Be quiet for once and let me handle this.”
“Sorry, my sweet. I fight my own battles.” He scooped her up by the waist and deposited her behind him, his movements quick and unexpectedly gentle.
She tried to step around him, but he was big and his shoulders were broad, and he definitely wanted her behind him. “But–”
He nudged her back. “I mean it, Emma. But thank you for the gesture.”
Ah, he is human, after all.
He was also impossibly stubborn. Nor should he have addressed her so familiarly, but that was the least of her worries. “There are four of them and one of you, and they are armed while you are not.”
“Then the odds are in my favor.”
To her amazement, the guards indeed reconsidered their assault. Muttering and cursing, they backed out of the cell. Emma heard the door slam, then the click of the lock.
She and Sir Robert were imprisoned with this savage beast.
“He isn’t…” She’d started to assure Sir Robert that Hugh Le Brecque was not dangerous, but stopped. What did she really know of him? She hadn’t seen him in two years, not since that ill-fated night at Lord Jameson’s ball.
Suddenly, this meeting did not seem such a clever idea.
Emma fingered the heart-shaped gold locket at her throat, a gift from her cousin, Queen Charlotte, as a reminder of their constant friendship.
“Frightened, my sweet?” Hugh Le Brecque began to circle her as a beast might circle its prey, as a tawny-maned lion might circle a lamb before devouring the gentle creature in its crushing jaws.
She tipped her chin up in defiance. “No.”
“You should be,” he said, his menacing smile exposing perfect white teeth through his unkempt beard.
She stood her ground. “But I’m not.”
He reached out to brush a stray lock of hair off her brow.
Sir Robert stepped between them. “You are not to touch her!”
Emma placed a protective hand on the dear man’s shoulder. She appreciated Sir Robert’s bravery, for he was an older man with all the qualities of a scholar and none of a fighter. Hugh, on the other hand, was born to battle. Tall and strong, with a fierce warrior’s scowl, he appeared all brawn and no brain.
Yet, Emma knew he was educated and had been much sought after in fashionable Society at one time. Weren’t all handsome, eligible viscounts prized among the ton? She supposed he still held the title of Viscount Brixham. She would have heard the gossip had he been stripped of it by the Crown or by act of Parliament. So he still held the title. But what had happened to strip him of all civility?
“You mentioned my freedom. What are you demanding in exchange for it?” he asked, easing his stance and seeming to find her determination amusing.
She carefully considered her response. At the moment, he seemed capable of anything, the least of which was taking inexcusable delight in distressing her and poor Sir Robert.
“Don’t be shy, my sweet. I give you permission to speak.” He folded his massive arms across his broad chest and stood before her looking unmistakably smug and superior.
“Permission?” she sputtered in amazement. He was the prisoner, not she. He had been stripped of all dignity, not she. “Why, you arrogant lout. I do not need your consent to speak.”
He arched an eyebrow and grinned at her. “Ah, I see that you haven’t changed. You’ve still got spirit. My sweet–”
Emma curled her hands into fists. “Stop calling me that. I am not your anything.”
He ignored her and abruptly addressed Sir Robert. “Why is the lady here? And why are you, an obviously intelligent man, fool enough to bring her?”
So much for careful consideration, Emma decided, the derision in his tone causing her to snap. She raised her parasol and waved it under his nose. “First of all, if you dare condescend to me again, I shall stick this thing so far up your–”
“Emma!” Sir Robert blurted.
Hugh threw his head back and laughed. “Ah, Emma. Your true colors are showing. You may look like a delicate earl’s daughter, but you’ve always had the temper of a charwoman.”
Oddly, she had the distinct impression he had just paid her a compliment.
“Very well, it shall be as you wish, Lady Emma,” he said with an exaggerated bow and a husky sensuality to his voice that sent a tingle skittering up her spine.
She frowned. “You dare to mock me?”
“Be thankful I don’t do worse.” He spoke with that same huskiness, but it now conveyed an air of quiet menace. “What do you want of me? And don’t you dare lie to me.”
She turned away to escape his piercing gaze, but it was no use. She felt those golden green eyes of his, as sharp as a rapier point, piercing her back. “I am no liar,” she said, turning once more to face him. “Can the same be said of you?”
He shook his head. “I suppose not. Why are you here? My quartermaster warned me you’d been sniffing about my ship.”
Emma tensed. “I did not realize you had outside contact.”
“Little goes on around this harbor town without my knowledge.”
She expected that was an exaggeration. “I suppose you’re next going to tell me that you knew I was coming here today?”
“Or that you’re staying at the Portsmouth Inn? Second door on the left at the top of the stairs.”
She gasped. “Who told you that?”
Sir Robert had been particularly discreet in making all arrangements since leaving Langdon Heath. Indeed, as far as anyone other than Sir Robert knew, she was visiting friends in the Scottish Highlands and would not be back in London or at Langdon Heath for several months. Only Sir Robert knew her whereabouts and true purpose. Only Sir Robert had been to the docks to inspect Hugh Le Brecque’s ship and bribe the Portsmouth harbor master. There was also the blunt expended on the governor of this prison to allow their meeting.
He shrugged. “Word travels. You’re late. I expected you hours ago. That was the arrangement you made with Governor Merriman, wasn’t it?”
Suddenly, she felt like an utter fool. “I suppose you staged that little display with the guards for my benefit?”
The sensual grin on his lips slowly faded. “No, that was real enough. Shall I show you the bruises to prove it?”
Sir Robert stepped forward as Hugh began to lift his shirt. “Now see here!”
“No, you listen to me. I have no patience for your games. What do you want from me? I’ll have the truth now or you’ll be wishing you had never met me.”
Sir Robert stepped forward again. “I will not have the lady threatened. Watch yourself or else–”
“Or else what?” the arrogant cur shot back, his expression once again dark and menacing. “Will you have me whipped, starved, beaten? I’ve already experienced those indignities. Hanged? There are those who would delight in it. You’ll need to come up with better punishment.”
He removed his shirt to reveal fresh lash marks on his back.
Emma gasped. “Who did this to you? Those guards?”
She felt remorse for doubting the extent of his suffering. Would those men hurt him again tonight? “Forgive me, Hugh. Your conditions are shocking, especially if you are innocent of the charges against you. You must believe I did not come here to insult you. Indeed, I very much wish to help you. I’ll do all I can to secure your freedom. You know my family has excellent connections.”
He arched a golden eyebrow. “And what’s in it for you?”
She emitted a long, painful breath. “I need your help to find my father. He disappeared a few months ago and I have reason to believe he may be somewhere in the East Indies.”
He sighed and shook his head. “It’s a dangerous journey. There’s war raging on those seas.”
“Yes, I know. But I must have him back. He isn’t in good health and I’m terribly worried.” She turned away, horrified that she was about to cry. The thought of her father alone and mad with grief still brought tears to her eyes even after all these months. “He’s all I have left, you see.”
“Ah, lass.” Hugh’s groan sounded sincerely anguished. “Don’t cry. Not you, Emma. I could never resist your tears.” She knew his earlier anger had fled, for his voice was now a whisper-soft caress. “If I were to help you find your father, and I’m not saying I’ll agree to it… but if I were to help, I’d require half my fee in advance to pay wages for my crew. I’d also need an expense allowance to purchase supplies and ready The Persephone.”
Emma’s eyes widened in hope and a smattering of surprise, for she hadn’t really thought she’d succeed in convincing him. Until this moment, no captain of a reputable merchant vessel bound for the East Indies would agree to allow her on board while England was engaged in hostilities. War was being waged everywhere and any truces reached were fragile and easily broken. So it was with the French on the continent. With the colonies in the Americas. With the Dutch in the East Indies.
In desperation, she’d sought military escort. But despite her royal family connections, she had not been permitted upon any military vessels either.
Hugh Le Brecque was her last hope.
Finally, she’d have her passage on his vessel. “I hear The Persephone is a fine ship.”
His pride showed as he nodded. “The finest.”
Her heart beat a little faster. “I’ll pay whatever you require, purchase whatever necessary to prepare your ship.”
Sir Robert groaned. “Lady Emma, please allow me to handle the negotiations.”
“There isn’t time for gamesmanship. Lord Brixham knows how desperate I am.” She turned back to this dangerous man who’d almost stolen her heart during her debut season, but she was not so naive as to leave it unprotected now. “Just make a list and Sir Robert will attend to it today.”
Hugh said nothing as he donned his shirt once again, just continued to eye her warily.
Emma stuck out her hand to shake on their agreement as any two men might do, trying not to show her irritation when he ignored it. She quietly let it drop to her side. “Let Sir Robert know where to send the payments. He’ll attend to it at once.”
Sir Robert groaned again. “For pity’s sake, the man is still in prison.”
Emma nodded. “Of course, you must facilitate his release at once. Whatever the cost.”
“Whatever the cost?” Sir Robert rolled his eyes. “See here, Lord Brixham, I must insist that all terms be negotiated through me.”
“But I prefer to deal with the lady.” He surprised Emma by reaching out and gently tracing his finger along her cheek. “Soft as ever,” he said with a wolfish smirk.
Emma slapped his hand away.
Sir Robert stepped between them. “I will not have her accosted in such fashion. She’s a gently bred young woman and I’ll not have her reputation tarnished.”
“Ah, but you saw fit to bring her to this devil’s lair and leave her trapped in here with me. Is this your idea of protecting the lady’s reputation? Bah! You’ve both wasted my time.” He moved toward the door and raised his hand to bang on it.
Emma inhaled sharply. “Don’t! I thought we had a deal.”
“Do we?”
“Yes. I give you my word.”
He arched a wicked eyebrow. “What about my fee? You haven’t asked what I’ll demand as reward. Aren’t you in the least bit curious?”
“No, I’ll gladly pay whatever you request.”
Sir Robert rolled his eyes again. “Oh, Emma.”
“What about you?” Emma asked in return. “Aren’t you curious as to how I’ll get you out of prison?”
Perfect white teeth once more gleamed through his wild growth of beard. “Save yourself the trouble, my sweet. I don’t need your help for that. I wasn’t planning on staying around for my hanging.”
The man was shameless in his arrogance. Either that or hopelessly unhinged. “Is that so? Then why haven’t you broken out of here yet?”
He shrugged. “There was no urgency until now.”
“Oh, I see. Avoiding your hanging is not reason enough, but rescuing my father is?”
“Getting a kiss from you is my reason. You still owe me one.”
He remembered.
“A kiss? From me?” She could not help but laugh. Prison surely had driven him to madness.
“Do we have a bargain?” He mistook her stunned disbelief for consent. “Yes? Then I’ll collect it from you tonight, just before the stroke of midnight.”




Chapter Three
EMMA COULD NOT stop thinking of Hugh Le Brecque. She had joined Sir Robert, his cousin, Major Brewster, and Martine for supper in one of Portsmouth Inn’s private dining salons, enjoying a hearty stew more than she had enjoyed any meal in months. But even the simple stew made her think of Hugh and the barely edible gruel he would be served, assuming the guards deigned to feed him at all.
He was a viscount, and yet they were treating him no better than an animal. Surely, his family would have insisted on better care for him. Why had they not come to his aid?
One more night and I’ll have you out, Hugh.
Even under squalid conditions and brutal treatment, he’d maintained a surprising air of dignity and commanding authority. Emma was glad that he’d remained defiant and unbroken. It boded well for the success of their search for her father. “Lady Emma, you are smiling,” Martine said, arching an eyebrow in obvious surprise. “It is good to see you ’appy after all these months.”
Sir Robert nodded. “Today was quite encouraging despite its perilous start. That Le Brecque is not to be trusted, but you shall be in good hands with my cousin. He’ll do his utmost to protect you.”
Emma turned to Major Brewster, casting him an appreciative glance. Sir Robert had told her that he was a military man and an experienced traveler. “He will serve as your escort and protector on The Persephone during your journey. But you must promise me, Lady Emma. If Major Brewster decides that the danger is too great, you must give up this folly and return to England at once.”
“Indeed, Lady Emma. Place your full faith in me.” Major Brewster raised his glass for one of the serving maids to refill with wine, but his determined gaze remained on her. She found it unsettling, but could not quite explain why. He appeared to be about ten years younger than Sir Robert and built a little sturdier. Despite those small differences, there was a noticeable resemblance between the two. Both had thinning dark hair that was salted with gray and neither man was very tall.
The major drained his newly refilled glass and then leaned forward to address her directly. “I will see Le Brecque whipped raw if he dares take a step out of line with you.”
Emma pursed her lips, hoping her displeasure did not show. She’d seen Hugh’s back, and could not get his scars and hideous bruises out of her mind. He’d endured enough beatings. She had no desire to see him suffer more. “I hardly think he’ll allow it, seeing as he’s the captain of The Persephone and not likely to order himself punished. Nor will his crew obey anyone but him.”
Major Brewster gave a cold laugh. “Lord Montvey, the Lord Governor of those heathen islands, will see it done. There’s no love lost between those two. He’ll have him whipped in the public square for all to see.”
Sir Robert cleared his throat. “It may seem harsh to you, Emma. But men such as Le Brecque do not respond to anything but the threat of brute force. My cousin’s role is to protect you. So, please listen to him. If he feels the danger is too great, then do as he asks. Leave Le Brecque’s vessel and return on the next ship bound for England.”
“Your sage advice is always appreciated.” She glanced at Martine, knowing her mother’s maid would follow her anywhere. She would never forgive herself if Martine were injured or died because of her obstinacy. “Since tomorrow will be quite busy for us all.” She drew her chair back and rose. “If you don’t mind, I think I shall retire early.”
Sir Robert rose along with her. “Indeed, we all should. I’ve a scoundrel to release from prison first thing in the morning. The Persephone is useless without its captain at the helm.”
Major Brewster appeared a little wobbly as he rose to his feet. “Release? Is that what we call bribery now?” He laughed at his indiscreet remark.
Sir Robert scowled at him.
Emma could not wait to get away from the man. He’d been well into his cups this evening, and she wondered how effective a protector he would be if he were drunk every night of their journey to the point of passing out.
After asking the innkeeper for a bath to be brought up to her quarters, she hastily made her way upstairs to her guest chamber, hoping to read more of Stefan’s journal before falling asleep. She’d read it several times over already, but needed something to distract her or else her dreams would be filled with Hugh Le Brecque. The man had so casually broken her heart two years ago, but seeing him caged in his prison cell this morning and knowing how badly he’d been mistreated, she could not hold onto her resentment.
Shaking him from her mind, she removed her gown with Martine’s assistance, bathed, and then slipped her nightrail over her head. The soft linen slid down her body with delicate ease and she wondered whether a man’s hands would feel as nice upon her body.
She frowned in dismay, knowing she wasn’t thinking of just any man’s hands. She’d been thinking of only one man these past two years and seeing him today had stirred up a maelstrom of feelings. Her heart had nearly exploded in sadness when he’d removed his shirt to reveal the whip marks on his back. She’d wanted to throw her arms around his body and hug him to her quite fiercely. She’d wanted to softly kiss the scarred reminder of each hideous lash.
Were she not already wrung dry from weeping over her parents, she might have cried for him, too.
Hugh was a big, lion of a man. Tawny-maned and golden-eyed, he was a beast. But even beasts had honor, and Emma knew deep in her heart that he was innocent of all the charges against him. Gossip had it that others did too, which explained why his conviction was presently under review, and he hadn’t been hanged yet.
Perhaps their upcoming voyage was something they both needed to clear the torment in their souls.
After dismissing Martine, and once again forcing herself to dismiss thoughts of Hugh, she nestled on the divine goose down mattress with Stefan’s journal in hand and began to read.
My boots sank slowly into the mud, the fine leather destroyed. This is one of the small hazards of living on this South Pacific island of Buru during the rainy season. Rain falls constantly, but despite the miserable weather, we’ve managed to establish an English settlement in the village of Wamsisi. It is little more than a muddy lane and a cluster of thatched roof huts, but it is home to us, to all we lost and wounded sailors blown off course and left to die on Wamsisi’s shore.
She hadn’t read more than a few pages before drifting off in contented sleep. But even in her dreams, the last words she’d read before the journal had thudded to the floor echoed vividly in her mind. Left to die on Wamsisi’s shore. Wamsisi. That’s where her father had gone. That’s where she would find him. That’s where Hugh Le Brecque would sail The Persephone.
At last.
Her plans were finally underway.
“Enjoying your wicked dream, my sweet?” a husky voice whispered against Emma’s ear.
Emma frowned, wondering how Hugh Le Brecque had managed to invade her dreams when she’d tried her hardest to keep him out of them. Then she recalled he was a pirate, and hadn’t she been reading about her ancestor’s pirate adventures? Everything had gotten confused in her head.
She sighed at the caress of cool, soft sheets against her skin, like fingers gently tracing the outline of her body. Tomorrow she would thank Sir Robert for his choice of the Portsmouth Inn, this quiet establishment by the sea.
Burrowing deeper under her elegant linens, she felt delightfully clean from her evening bath and well satisfied by the delicious meal she’d devoured before retiring for the evening. Everything had been perfect tonight, even her dreams… until Hugh had invaded them.
“Emma,” the pirate who sounded like Hugh Le Brecque whispered in a most alluring rumble, placing his hand on her cheek as he gently turned her face toward his. He drew her up into his arms and at the same time lowered his lips to hers with a possessive, but obviously restrained, urgency. She was surprised by the warmth of his lips as they pressed to her mouth softly at first, then more insistently. It was a tender kiss, so at odds with a pirate’s plunder-and-pillage nature.
How would she know his nature? Who was this man invading her sleep, her thoughts?
“Hugh,” she whispered.
No, it couldn’t be.
Yet, he seemed so familiar.
Just a dream… a warm, pleasant dream.
And in her dreams, she placed a hand on his cheek and drew him closer. His skin felt cool and fresh against her palm, as though he’d just stepped out of a sandalwood-scented bath.
“I’d have come sooner had I known you were so eager,” her dream pirate said, his voice a velvet caress.
“W-what?” This time the voice sounded too real, too close, for his warm breath blew against her ear and sent a tingle of delight rippling through her body.
So did his soft rumble of laughter.
Emma’s eyes shot open as awareness penetrated her senses and she scurried back against the headboard. She glanced around only to find herself staring into darkness. The curtains were drawn and the fire had burned itself out in the hearth, but as the cobwebs cleared from her brain and the distant chimes signaled midnight, she noticed a shadow casually seated at the foot of her bed, bigger and darker than the other shapes and shadows of the night.
She inhaled sharply, realizing the import of what had just happened.
Hugh Le Brecque, very much alive, very much of flesh and blood and heat… Hugh Le Brecque had just claimed his midnight kiss.
“You blackguard!” she barely managed to blurt before he was upon her, his body scandalously pressed against hers as he clamped a hand over her mouth.
“Hush, my sweet. You don’t want to be waking the other guests.” His chest was pressed against hers, making it hard for her to breathe. But it wasn’t the crush of him that stole her breath, it was the all of him. The ocean and lather scent of him. The muscular arms that held her in a gentle grip. The hungry look of him, like a lion trapping its prey, needing its prey to nourish its feral soul. It was the arrogant, smiling curve of his lips.
She balled her hand into a fist and struck him with all her might.
He said not a word for the longest moment, then slowly forced her hand open to set it upon his cheek in an unspeakably arrogant, and yet gentle, gesture. “I liked you better soft and willing.”
She grabbed the candlestick perched on her night stand and struck him with it, hoping to make contact with his thick skull.
“Bollocks! What did you do that for?” He released her to rub his shoulder where the candlestick had struck.
“How dare you enter my room! How dare you kiss me!”
He clamped a hand back over her mouth. “Keep your voice down or you’ll wake your neighbors. Wouldn’t want them to find you with a man in your bedchamber, would you?”
She nodded despite her rage. Now that he was out of prison, she could not risk bringing guards down upon him with her screams, no matter that the wretch deserved it. How had he escaped?
“That’s better.” He eased his hand off her mouth.
“You kissed me,” she accused in a harsh whisper. But he’d done far more than that. He’d kissed her and awakened her heart.
“I didn’t hear you objecting earlier in my cell.”
“I didn’t think you were serious. How did you get out? Sir Robert could not have obtained your release so quickly.”
“You mean, bribe Governor Merriman to turn his back while I made my escape? He didn’t.”
“Then how did you manage it? And it isn’t quite bribery if we have Queen Charlotte’s letters of passage in hand… even if they are unofficial letters.” She shook her head and sighed. “How did you get into my chamber?”
“Does it matter? I’m here and you’re softer than any kitten that’s ever graced my bed.”
“Why you insufferable–” She struck him on the shoulder with the candlestick once again.
He grabbed it out of her hand, then wrapped his arm about her by the waist and yanked her solidly up against his hard chest. Once again, the breath rushed out of her in a whoosh, leaving her unable to protest.
Could he feel the heat igniting in her body? Did he now believe she was happy to be in his arms? So what if she was? It was none of his business what her body was doing or feeling. If he thought she was enjoying the moment and wanted more, she’d disabuse him of the notion at once.
But he was holding her so gently, it took her another moment to muster the anger she knew she ought to have been feeling. “Let go of me, you insufferable brute.”
“Blast it, Emma. I’m not trying to hurt you. If I release you, will you promise to stop bludgeoning me with that weapon?”
She should have agreed, for their bodies were so shockingly close, she could feel the heat and hard strength of him against her skin. Could he feel her own heart pounding against his chest? Drat the man. He’d always been able to throw her senses into turmoil.
She felt her resistance melting as warmth seeped through her body.
His touch felt magical.
It always had.
He wrapped his warm fingers around hers, and before she realized his intent, he pried the candlestick from her grasp.
“Give it back,” she insisted, struggling to retrieve it.
“Don’t, Emma,” he warned with a feral growl that stilled her.
She wasn’t certain why she obeyed, only that it seemed a bad idea to continue. “I’m sorry that I hurt you,” she admitted, recalling the whip marks on his back and regretting she had added to his injuries. “You caught me by surprise.”
He released her. “You didn’t hurt me. At least, not in the way you think.”
She had no clue what he meant by the remark, nor did she particularly care. Rather than ask him to explain, she scrambled out of his arms and back under her bedcovers. Perhaps seeking the safety of her bed was not the wisest choice, but she was clad only in her thin nightrail and he had just lit the candle.
She saw him now, his body outlined in softest amber light.
It was a fine, manly body. Big and muscular.
The mattress shifted as he sat on her bed, but he maintained a respectful distance. “This is as close as I’ll come to you, I promise.”
Although wary, she nodded and eased back.
“Ah, there’s a clever girl.”
She didn’t think so. She’d handled his presence in her chamber rather poorly so far, and knew that as a practical matter, she would have to do much better in order to remain one step ahead of him once she was on his vessel. She was no match for his brute strength and he was smarter than the average pirate.
He folded his arms across his chest and studied her quietly for a long moment, as though memorizing her every feature. As he continued to gaze at her, she watched the candle’s flame dance steadily between them. The flickering glow should have played hideously with his features, contorting his jaw and the hollows of his cheeks, accentuating his furrowed brow, and exposing the darkness of his heart. Instead, it illuminated his beautifully shaped mouth and keen eyes, as well as his divinely muscled torso.
She shook her head and gazed across the room into recesses as dark as this pirate’s heart must be. But he did not appear to be evil. She knew he wasn’t evil. Why did she feel a connection to this man? She turned to meet his stare and struggled to find the reason.
None came to mind. Perhaps it was the surprising kindness she saw reflected in his eyes. Of course, that could not be so.
Perhaps the lone, intimate flame exposed the desperation in his heart. Just as she was desperate to find her father, he was desperate for what? His freedom? He had it for now.
She sighed. “Your ship will be fully supplied by tomorrow.”
“No, my sweet. It’s ready now.”
Her mouth rounded in surprise. “It is? How is it possible the goods were delivered that quickly?”
“I have my sources.”
“Smugglers, no doubt. I suppose it doesn’t matter. Thank you, Hugh.” She ought to have called him Lord Brixham, but he was in her bedchamber and she was in a thin nightrail. Formality seemed laughable. “Thank you, sincerely.”
“For what? Making free use of your trust fund?”
“For keeping to your word.” By coming here tonight, he’d bound himself to her. Perhaps Sir Robert would not have called it that, but Hugh Le Brecque now had his ship, the promised supplies, and a hefty advance fee which had been delivered to his quartermaster earlier this evening.
Had he meant to betray her, he would have sailed off without her, taking his bounty and never looking back.
She wasn’t comfortable with him seated so close, but perhaps she had done enough damage with her first few blows to make him think twice before attempting to kiss her again. She hoped he understood that once aboard his ship, he would not be permitted to enter her cabin without dire consequence to his person. He had to gain respect for her or the sea voyage would be intolerable. “People don’t just walk out of prison on a whim. How did you escape? Or did Sir Robert negotiate your pardon this very evening?”
He laughed. “My pardon? No, I’m still a condemned man. Emma, I know you have important royal connections, and I know about Queen Charlotte’s letters of passage. Did she realize you meant to use them for my benefit? Not that it particularly matters. You obviously have funds enough to bribe those willing to look the other way. But not even you have money enough to actually clear my name and buy my freedom,” he said with a wistfulness she found surprising.
“But my cousin–”
“You cannot mean to put the queen in the middle of this hornet’s nest. No, the fewer involved on my behalf, the better. I’m still an unsavory character.”
“If the charges are to be believed.”
He arched an eyebrow. “Don’t you believe them?”
She swallowed hard. “No. You would never harm anyone without good reason.”
He raked his fingers through his hair and smiled wryly, but it was the expression in his eyes that melted her heart. “I’ll be damned. You believe in me.”
“Sir Robert believes in your innocence,” she hurried to explain before the man took her in his arms again and kissed her senseless. She was already half witless, made that way by his mere presence in her chamber. “He is an excellent judge of character. It seems that most of the locals share Sir Robert’s opinion. Indeed, almost everyone but the judge who sentenced you to hang.”
She paused, waiting for him to rant about the injustices of society and the unfairness of his trial, but he said nothing. “Did you do it, Hugh?”
“Attack the Sea Falcon and murder its captain?”
She nodded.
A smile twisted the corners of his mouth. “You’ve grown so beautiful. You always were spectacular, but even more so now. Your hair is the prettiest shade of gold by firelight.”
“Please, I must know.”
“It doesn’t matter, for I’ve been convicted of the crime. Perhaps in time my conviction will be overturned, but it hasn’t been yet. What you believe or what I say is irrelevant. However, I’m glad you sought my help.” He reached out to brush back a lock of her hair that had spilled out of her braid and onto her shoulder.
She stiffened.
“I can see you are still undamaged goods and I’ll respect that, my sweet. I’ll wait until you are willing.”
She balled her hands into fists, finding his smirk most irritating.
“Now don’t go striking me again. I just said I’d wait, didn’t I?” He held up his hands in mock surrender. “I have no intention of claiming more than the kiss you promised me this afternoon.”
She put a hand to her lips that still tingled from the heat of his mouth against hers. “You already claimed it.”
He gave a groaning sigh. “That I did. I’m sorry I didn’t bargain for more.”
“Well, it’s done and that’s all you’ll get.” She was ashamed to admit that she would have allowed more. Indeed, her traitorous body craved so much more of him. All the upheaval in her life had somehow turned her into a shameless wanton. No truly decent woman would ever be swayed by such a blackguard, even an innocent blackguard. Even a freshly shaven, sandalwood scented, handsome as sin blackguard such as Hugh Le Brecque. “I want you to look me in the eye and give me an answer, Hugh. Did you kill the Sea Falcon’s captain?”
He folded his arms across his chest and cast her a wistful smile. “I thought you believed in me.”
She blushed. “I do. But I still need to hear you say it.”
He stared at her for a long moment, as though contemplating whether to wring her neck or answer honestly. Finally, he shrugged his shoulders. “Sir Richard Harlan was a good friend of mine. Indeed, one of my closest and dearest. I’m not in the habit of murdering my friends. I have few enough of them as it is. I would have risked my life to protect him. Satisfied?”
Though he was now frowning at her, she understood that his anger was aimed at the villains who had committed the foul deed. No doubt there was a hefty dose of frustration mixed in, for Hugh had not been able to save this man he obviously respected enough to call a friend. “Yes, Hugh. Thank you.”
She cast him a gracious smile.
He turned away and strode to the window, staring out of it for a long while. His preoccupation with whatever was going on outside allowed her to study him closely. He’d cleaned up quite nicely, she realized. His tawny hair was neatly washed and trimmed, and pulled back in a queue at his nape. His beard was gone, revealing a fine aquiline nose, a firm jaw, and eyes the deep hue of forest green flecked with gold and hazelnut brown.
He looked just as magnificent as she remembered.
He wore new clothes of good quality, buff pants, a crisp white shirt open at the neck, brown leather vest, and boots of similar brown leather.
He looked dazzlingly handsome and strong.
Apparently satisfied with what was going on outside, he returned to her side and cast her another irritating smirk, his manner once more roguish. She followed his gaze to her thinly clad body and subtly raised the covers to her shoulders. “Time for you to leave,” she said with as much authority as she could muster. She did not want him to think she was afraid. Or worse, eager to be in his arms.
She’d gotten over him years ago, buried the thrill of their acquaintance in the darkest recesses of her heart. Buried it, and put a lock on it, and tossed away the key, never wanting to experience that crushing hurt again.
Her body had simply forgotten for the moment.
“Indeed, it is time to leave. But first I need to be clear about what happens if I don’t find your father.”
“I have every faith you will.”
He returned to sit beside her on the bed as though he had every right to be there. The mattress dipped, causing her to lean scandalously close to him. “Ah, my sweet. Your trust warms my very heart. But we must be clear about what happens if I don’t.”
She tried to scamper back, but the oaf was purposely sitting on her sheet so that she could not move away. Too bad she’d set aside the candlestick. How had she mistakenly thought him capable of honor? She tipped her chin up, determined to ignore the awkwardness of her situation. “You will receive your agreed upon fee at the end of the search. I’ve given you two years to find him.”
She ignored the flutter of her heart as he drew near again. Clearing her throat, she proceeded in businesslike fashion. “But if you do find him in that time and return him safely to England, then in addition to your agreed upon fee, I shall give you a reward of twenty thousand pounds. That will allow you to live quite handsomely anywhere in the world.”
“I’ll return him to Ireland.” He was still too close. She felt his warm breath against her ear. “That’s as near as I dare sail to these shores. There will be a price on my head in England. Those letters of passage might have worked to release me from prison and get me safely out to sea, but as I said, I’m still a condemned man.”
“Of course.” She discretely tugged at the sheet again. It wouldn’t budge. She sighed. “Ireland it is, then. Agreed.”
He continued to study her. “Twenty thousand pounds? Emma, are you that wealthy?”
“It is my dowry. With my father gone, I have full authority to dispense it as I deem necessary. That is… I will have when I turn twenty-one. I’m almost that now. Only a few months away.”
“Three months away, to be precise,” he said with a shake of his head and chuckled. “I thought I was beyond surprises, but you’ve managed to catch me off guard yet again. We have a deal. Would you care to shake hands on it, strictly as one businessman to another?” He eased back and shifted his weight to release her covers.
She gathered them securely about her body before extending a hand to him, willing her fingers not to shake. He’d remembered her birthday. Did he remember everything she’d ever spoken about to him? Her hopes, her likes and dislikes? Her favorite colors?
He took it into his large, callused one. Lost in thought, he gently rubbed his thumb across her palm. “We have a deal,” he said finally, “and you may not back out of it, for we have shaken on it.”
“Nor may you, Hugh Le Brecque.”
He nodded.
She waited for him to leave her quarters as silently as he had appeared. Once certain she was truly alone, she reached down between her bed and the night stand to retrieve the fallen journal. Thank goodness he hadn’t noticed it lying in the shadows.
After quickly dusting it off, she hugged it to her pounding heart, afraid of what Hugh might do if he ever got his hands on this forbidden book.
The secret of the Pearls of Fire had driven even respectable men to murder.
What would it do to a scoundrel such as Hugh Le Brecque?
She hoped it would not turn him into a monster.
Or turn him to madness as it had done to her father.
“Please Hugh, not you,” she whispered, wondering why he mattered to her beyond the terms of their agreement.




Chapter Four
TWO HOURS LATER, Hugh stood on the deck of The Persephone, studying the golden-haired vision of Emma as she walked up the gangplank with her maid in tow. She moved silently in this predawn hour, pausing to cast him a hesitant smile when he stepped out of the misty shadows to give her a helping hand across the unsteady boards. “Are you certain you wish to undertake this journey, Emma? It isn’t too late to change your mind and leave the search to me.”
Her smile faded and she suddenly regarded him warily. “I’ll be sailing with you. Did you believe I’d send you off alone to find my father?”
“No, but you ought to reconsider.” She tried to move past him, but he would not allow it yet. “There are dangers on the high seas. Storms, pirates,” he said, his gaze raking over her body, “slave traders.”
“We made a deal. Are you backing out of it already?”
“No, I’ll keep to my word. But I’d rather you stayed behind in England.”
“And I’d rather not.” She frowned at him, remaining silent for a long moment so that the only sounds to be heard were the gentle lap of waves against the ship’s hull and the groan of anchor ropes as those waves softly lifted the ship from its mooring.
“Emma–”
“Read the fine print of the contract, the one you signed and returned to Sir Robert. You can read, can’t you?”
“You know I can,” he said, gritting his teeth. “I don’t care what it says. I’m only thinking of your safety.”
“Why now? How convenient of you to express concern now that my funds have been spent to release your ship from impound and fully stock it.”
He crossed his arms over his chest, fighting the urge to wrap his hands around her pretty neck. “Send Sir Robert with me instead. Sailors are a superstitious lot. They believe women are bad luck aboard ships.”
“And you?”
“I believe in being cautious.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You belong in a glittering ballroom, not a creaky vessel.”
She glanced around and released a breathy sigh. “The Persephone is a beautiful ship.”
To her credit, she spoke as though she meant it. “That she is,” he said with an approving nod.
“I’m sorry you’d rather not have me with you, but we have a binding agreement. The fact that Sir Robert acted as my nominee makes it no less so. Or would you care to sue me and have the courts decide?” She put a finger coyly to her lips. “Oh, that’s right. You can’t bring attention to yourself for fear they’ll hang you for your past crimes.”
“Better that I hang than you come to harm.” He reached out and caressed her cheek. “You have no idea how brutal this journey can be. Stay in England. Be safe. Give me your trust. That’s all I ask. You don’t need to be present for me to do what I’ve promised. My men and I will honor the agreement.”
“I can’t.” He heard the heartache in her voice. “I’ll go mad if I remain here. I cannot wait patiently, tending to hearth and home, for I have no home left. I have no family other than my father. Please let me pass, Hugh. There is nothing for me in England and nothing you can say to make me change my mind.”
He grunted his disapproval, but stepped aside. The girl was stubborn. Arguing with her would serve no purpose. Besides, the harbor guards would catch sight of him as soon as the mist lifted. He couldn’t risk being here when they sounded the alarm. His newly gained freedom was precious to him and he fully intended to preserve it.
He glanced at the petite redhead who stood beside Emma. Her maid, no doubt. Two women to worry about. She was older than Emma, but pretty enough for someone of her age.
“My name is Martine,” the woman said in a delicate French accent, “and I grew up in Marseilles. My father was a sailor. I know as much about the sea as any man aboard your ship.”
“We’ll see about that.” He expected the pair would be heaving the contents of last night’s supper over the side by the time they reached the open sea.
“We’re not imbeciles,” Emma said, seeming to read his thoughts. “We understand the perils and are prepared to take them. Sir Robert has arranged for his cousin, Major Brewster, to accompany us on the voyage. You may set sail as soon as he arrives.”
A chaperone for Emma?
He turned away to summon his quartermaster, Lucifer, and his first mate, Jacob Samuels. Jacob was a burly Scot who was more trustworthy then any man he’d ever known. He also had fists of iron and never backed down from a fight. Jacob could always be counted on to watch his back. In truth, he was like a second father to Hugh.
Hugh introduced the ladies to both men, knowing he’d need more than his own watchful eyes upon them to keep them out of trouble. “Mr. Samuels, settle the ladies in my cabin.” He was surprised to find the usually cantankerous Scot smiling and eager to accommodate.
“You’re giving us your quarters?” Emma eyed him in confusion.
“Where else shall I put you? Would you rather I string up hammocks for you on the deck?”
Emma cast him a short, sweet smile that made her appear even prettier than he’d first thought her. “By your expression, I’d say you would rather lock us in your brig.”
He cupped her chin in his hand and forced her gaze to his. “My sweet, I would never like to see you caged.”
He meant it. The thought of anyone harming Emma had his insides twisted in knots. He was not pleased to have her on this journey for many reasons, the perils of an ocean voyage halfway around the world being the least of his concerns. He had unfinished business with the pirate who’d attacked the Sea Falcon and framed him for the crime.
Most of all, he had unfinished business with Emma. That kiss was not all he intended to claim.
Her beautiful eyes grew wide and the pulse at the base of her neck began to noticeably throb. “Um, where will you be staying?”
His quartermaster and first mate shared an already cramped cabin. He had no choice but to settle in with them for the duration of the journey. They’d take turns sleeping in the itchy hammock whose ropes were frayed and ready to snap from the weight of Jacob’s beefy frame. That cabin also served as storage for the ingredients of Jacob’s favorite meal, the traditional Scottish haggis, a vile concoction of boiled sheep intestines. “Does it matter? I won’t be in my cabin with you… unless you beg me to stay.”
He caught her hand in his to prevent the resounding slap he certainly deserved.

“WOMEN ARE ALWAYS trouble,” Hugh muttered to Jacob a short while later as they stood on deck watching the crew prepare the ship to set sail.
Jacob nodded. “Especially beautiful women, and she’s a real beauty, that one is.”
Hugh’s blood stirred, the memory of Emma’s body outlined beneath her nightgown still haunting his thoughts. Then there had been that kiss, the exquisite response of her soft lips, so welcoming against his mouth. “Aye, she is that, but then she starts spewing orders–”
“I like her French accent.”
Hugh looked at Jacob askance. “Emma’s not French.”
“I was referring to her companion,” Jacob said with a grin. “A beautiful woman. Full head of red curls. But ye’re more intrigued by the young one with the soft, gold hair and eyes as blue as the ocean. Funny, ye used to have a weakness for redheads.”
Hugh snorted. “I’m not interested in either of them. Deceitful, conniving–”
“How has Lady Emma deceived you? Seems to me she saved yer life and ye ought to be grateful for it. She’s a respectable girl and ye’d better behave around her, laddie.”
“Both of them will be nothing but trouble.” Kissing Emma had been a matter of honor, fulfilling a promise he’d made to the girl on the night of Lord Jameson’s ball.
He should not have stolen into her room at the inn tonight. But he’d done it, and she’d looked so lovely, curled like an angel in that enormous bed, the moonlight caressing her cheek. Before he knew it, he’d bent on one knee, leaned toward her, and pressed his mouth to hers.
The kiss should have meant nothing to him.
Fulfillment of a promise, that’s all. If he’d felt anything – which he had, an explosively hot burn that ignited his body and turned his blood to fire – it was only because he’d been too long without a woman.
He knew it was a lie.
He hadn’t stopped thinking of Emma from the moment he’d first set eyes on her two years ago.
But he’d remedy that problem at their next port of call. There were lots of women who would make themselves available to him. He’d spend hours, no… days in the arms of as many women as it took for him to forget Emma.
Jacob cuffed him on the shoulder. “Can’t stop thinking about the young one, can ye? Yes, she’s pretty, too.”
Hugh scowled. “I’m thinking of the Pearls of Fire.”
“Ah, it’s the necklace you want. Not the girl.”
“I don’t want it for myself. I need it to restore my good name.” No doubt Emma wanted it, too. Hugh was too cynical to believe a young woman of her elevated status would risk everything, her wealth, her comfort, even her own life to search for her missing father. Surely, it would have been enough to send lackeys in her place. Hugh shrugged off his disappointment at the thought, for Emma was spectacular in every other way. “Make certain she remains in my cabin until we’re out of sight of land. Let’s get out of here before the harbor patrol wakes up.”
“What about Major Brewster?”
He looked out across the fading night sky. “It will be dawn soon. We can’t wait for him.”
“Yer little darlin’ will be mad as blazes,” Jacob said with a shake of his head. “Her reputation will be in ruins if ye sail without him.”
“That’s her problem, not mine. Do as I say, Jacob.”
“Aye, Captain.”

HUGH REMAINED ON deck, working silently with his men as they hoisted sail and cleared the harbor. Once out of sight of land, he dismissed all but the first watch. His crew needed to catch up on the sleep they’d lost working through the night.
Though exhausted and aching, he remained at the helm eager to breathe in the cool ocean air. He savored his freedom. He’d remained too long in prison, allowing his younger sister to negotiate his release. It was a well-intentioned, but futile attempt, for he’d been accused of killing Sir Richard Harlan, the highly respected captain of the Sea Falcon. Sir Richard had been a particular favorite of the Crown, commanding one of the finest royal navy frigates during his years of service.
More important, he, Richard, and Marcus Brayden had been schoolmates and best friends, drawn together by circumstance. At the time, they’d all been schoolboys with no prospects other than to enter military service in the hope of making their fortunes. Marcus had gone into the army. He and Richard, to the sea. Hugh had not joined the navy, but gone into service as a privateer, and done quite well for himself. Perhaps too well, for he’d been set up to take the blame for his best friend’s murder. Not even his rank as viscount – achieved through the unexpected death of his older brother several years earlier – had protected him.
He’d been condemned as a pirate, and had just finalized his plans to escape when Emma had appeared in his cell to rescue him. In that moment, he knew his fate was bound to hers.
Were the Pearls of Fire meant to be his? They would buy his freedom.
But what was Emma’s fate meant to be?
Emma.
Was she married?
He’d forgotten to ask. Not that he needed to, for the answer was obvious. She was still untouched. She was as fresh and innocent as the day he’d met her. She’d made no mention of a husband, and he knew that no man in his right mind would ever allow a wife as beautiful and headstrong as Emma out of his sight.
It struck him as odd that she had not accepted any proposal of marriage. She must have received a dozen offers in her first season alone. He’d been besotted himself, attending all the right balls just to catch a glimpse of her.
Of course, he’d been newly made a viscount and quite full of himself. A young stag on the hunt in those days.
Much had changed in the past two years.
He’d certainly changed.
A charge of murder and an impending death sentence did that to a man.
Yet, Emma was still the exquisitely unspoiled beauty he’d wanted to kiss at Lord Jameson’s ball. The same, but so much sadder.
What was he to do with her on the months long voyage to the East Indies? She’d be sleeping in his cabin, in his bed. How soon before she allowed him to share her bed?
He shook out of the thought. She’d almost knocked him senseless with that bloody candlestick when he’d stolen that first kiss.
He had better not think of stealing another, not until they were well away from England. “Bah,” he muttered, knowing that he’d never lose his sense of honor when it came to Emma.
She was his angel.
She deserved better than him.
He turned his attention to the sky, watching as the gray cloak of night gave way to the vivid pinks and purples of dawn. “Incredible,” he murmured, vowing never to take this sight for granted again. He had suffered in that dark, dank prison, endured cruelty and deprivation in that rat-infested hole.
Never again.
“Hugh, you must be cold.”
He turned to the sound of a soft, feminine voice that managed to wrap around his empty soul. “What are you doing awake, Emma?”
“I couldn’t sleep. Mr. Samuels suggested I bring you a cup of tea.” She handed him the cup, then followed his gaze toward the sky. “I’ve never seen a sunrise at sea before. The clouds are like angels dancing in the sky. It’s a magnificent sight.”
“Yes, just like an angel.” He glanced at her, his heart tugging at the enchanting sparkle in her eyes. The wind blew strands of her gold hair loose to whip against her face and neck. He wanted to brush them back, wanted to run his fingers through her silken hair, free those strands from their hairpins and watch them float down her back like a river of gold. “I thought you debutantes often danced until dawn. You ought to be familiar with the sunrise.”
She shrugged. “London is always gray. Between the smoke spewing from every chimney stack and the thick mist rolling off the Thames, all is obscured. I rarely spend time there now.”
He arched an eyebrow.
“Why do you seem surprised?”
“I don’t know. You fit in so well in elegant, London society. I was certain you’d be married by now.”
She nibbled her lip, as though considering her response. “My fortune is secure whether or not I wed. I prefer to spend my time at Langdon Heath. I’m no longer the dewy-eyed ingenue. I tired of all the glittering balls, musicales, and country parties after my first season.”
He grunted.
Had he played a part in ruining her enjoyment? He hadn’t done it on purpose. In truth, they’d shared little more than a few dances and some words of conversation over the course of the two months they’d been acquainted. She could not have been all that taken with him. That he had been taken with her from the first, her smile striking him with the force of a lightning bolt, was not something he cared to think about now… or dared to think about ever again. “Thank you for the tea. I’ll call down if I want more.”
“Is that your way of dismissing me?” She cast him a wry smile. “Mr. Samuels assured me it would be all right if I stayed.”
“He isn’t captain of this vessel.”
“But you are. It’s obvious you love the sea and this ship. Indeed, The Persephone is your one, true sweetheart.”
“I’ve had others.”
“Ships or women?”
He shook his head and laughed. “Ships. No woman has ever captured my heart.” Emma was the closest he’d ever come to falling in love. But he would never allow himself to fall in love with her now, to give her power over his damaged heart. She was the daughter of an earl, perhaps attainable at one time, but certainly out of his reach now. It was for the best. “What is this journey really about, Emma?”
She stiffened slightly. “I told you, I’m looking for my father.”
“And he’s run off in search of the Pearls of Fire. We find him, we find the pearls.”
“Please, I don’t wish to speak of that cursed necklace.”
“That’s why we’re really headed to the East Indies, isn’t it?”
She cast him a look that held such pain, his own heart tugged. “What about you, Hugh? How does a respected viscount end up convicted of piracy and thrown into prison?”
“That is none of your business.”
“I see. You won’t tell me your secrets, unless I tell you mine. Well, I won’t. We have a business arrangement and nothing more. Don’t presume to meddle in my affairs.”
“Do as you wish. You’ve paid for my services.” He’d search her cabin for clues the moment the opportunity presented itself.
“But not for your loyalty.”
“You might gain it if you considered telling me the truth.” He made the mistake of gazing into her eyes. Lord, they were an ensorcelling mix of ocean blue and the deep green of a mist-covered mountain. There were swirls of gray in them as well. Hers were Celtic eyes, of lapis and emerald and smoke, of ancient mysteries yet to be discovered.
He jerked his gaze away. “Go away, Emma. You don’t belong here.”
She turned to go, then paused to stare at the sunrise. “That’s my problem, Hugh. I don’t belong at Langdon Heath either. There are too many painful memories for me there. So where do I belong? I don’t know yet. But right now, it’s here. With you.”




Chapter Five
A
FEW HOURS later, Hugh was minding his own business, sitting on a barrel by the bow of the ship, working knots out of a coil of long ropes and enjoying the serenity of the mindless chore when he noticed Emma storming toward him. He set down the ropes and watched the ruffles of her yellow muslin gown flutter with her every purposeful stride.
He knew by the fire in her eyes that his peaceful afternoon was about to end.
“You sailed without Major Brewster!” She placed her hands on either side of her hips as she huffed and sputtered like a little volcano about to erupt. “You knew he wasn’t on board when I brought you the cup of tea at dawn, yet you purposely hid the news from me.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “You never asked. I thought you knew. It would not have changed my decision to sail.”
“Your decision? I’m footing the bills.”
He rose to his full height, knowing the gesture would have intimidated any other young lady, but Emma was like no other. “I’m still captain of this vessel, my sweet. It isn’t my fault that my men couldn’t find him. He wasn’t in his quarters at the Portsmouth Inn or any respectable local establishment. I couldn’t wait for him to turn up for fear of missing the tide.”
He doubted the explanation would calm her down. Lady Emma was clearly used to giving commands and having them obeyed.
He had never been good at playing the obedient lap dog.
She turned toward the open sea, obviously distressed that there was no sign of land. “This will never do. You must turn back.”
Strands of her hair had come loose and now fluttered like veins of gold against her cheek. The wind was strong upon the open sea, and although the sun shone brightly, there was a chill to the air. But Emma, her hot little body tense and her chest heaving, was too angry to feel the cold.
He turned her to face him, careful to be gentle as he placed his hands on her slender shoulders. “There’s no going back. I will not risk my freedom for your inattentive guardian.”
“You don’t seem to understand. I’m on a pirate ship without a proper escort. What you’ve done–”
“Is agree to take you to the East Indies. There was no mention of Major Brewster in our contract. You struck this bargain,” he said, unable to resist stating the obvious. “Your lack of a proper chaperone is your problem, not mine.”
“But–”
He stopped her with a scowl. “Enough of this prudish nonsense, Emma. If you were truly overset about your situation, you would not have come aboard without him.”
She pursed her lips. “I suppose you think yourself very clever.”
“About as clever as you thought yourself when insisting that I take you along on this journey.”
“That was different.”
“Why? Because you think I’m just a hound you can kick with that dainty foot of yours whenever it suits your purpose? Don’t fret about your precious reputation, my sweet. You obviously have money enough to buy it back any time you wish.”
“How dare you!”
“Rotting in prison makes one bold and crude.”
There must have been a hint of pain in his tone, just enough to gain her sympathy, for her anger suddenly slipped away. She nibbled her lower lip, then sighed. “I’m so sorry if I gave the impression that you were beneath my notice. Indeed, quite the opposite is true. You are the only man who can reunite me with my father. If I seem churlish and unappreciative, it is because I am so desperate to find him and so scared that we never shall.”
Hugh softened toward her and hated himself for it. He did not want to be kind or protective when it came to Emma. He needed to keep a solid distance between them. They were already too familiar, referring to each other by their given names instead of their titles. But the haunted look in her eyes and the breathy quaver in her voice just did him in. “We’ll find him,” he said with a tenderness he’d long ago forgotten he possessed.
She cast him a delicate smile that seeped into his skin and warmed his bones. “Hugh, will you let me look at the marks on your back? They ought to be properly cleansed and treated.”
“Jacob will see to it.” He’d devour this girl if she ever touched him. His hunger for her was too deep and raw. The lightest stroke of her fingers along his back would set him off with the force of a volcanic eruption. “He’s treated enough such injuries to know what to do. But thank you for thinking of me. I suppose you’re merely protecting your investment.”
“You know it isn’t true. Why must you always spout off like a big oaf? What those men did to you is…” Her eyes began to water and she could not finish her sentence for the lump of hurt that caught in her throat.
Oh, Lord. The look she cast him, her obvious pain over the way he’d been treated, filled him with remorse. What could he say? Yes, you can touch me? Yes, you can set me off like a powder keg on a short fuse? Don’t worry, my sweet, I’ll collect the scraps of you that are left after I’ve had my devouring fill of you?
She sighed and turned to walk away.
“Forgive me, Emma. I am a big oaf. The sooner you realize it, the better.” He held her back, taking gentle hold of her hand because he couldn’t bear to let her go just yet. “Just one more thing.”
“Yes?”
“Your skin’s very delicate. You had better use a parasol to protect yourself from the sun. It’s deceptively strong out here on the open water.” He grinned wryly, hoping to dispel the tension that hung thick between them like a morning fog. “Wouldn’t want you breaking out in freckles.”
Her eyes widened in surprise.
Her anger began to dissipate, melting away as she shook her head and laughed. “Of course. No proper debutante should ever sport freckles on her perfect nose. Martine packed several parasols for me.”
“Good. Make certain you always keep one close at hand.”
“If you insist.” She cast him another delicate smile that shot straight to his heart. But this smile was not quite like the first.
This smile held secrets.
He thought it odd.
Why had she cast him that smug, I-know-something-you-don’t-know smile when they’d merely been speaking of her parasols?

“MARTINE, ARE YOU ill?” Emma asked her companion at the ship’s railing. They’d been at sea for several weeks now and Martine had yet to gain her sea legs. Despite being raised in a seafaring family, she was no more accustomed to the pitch and roll of the ship upon the waves than she had been at the start of their voyage. “Wet your handkerchief and stand here while I fetch some cologne. I won’t be long.”
“No, you mustn’t leave me.” Martine clutched her hand.
“You know the cologne is the only thing that helps you. Let me run down to our cabin. I’ll be right back. I promise.” She slipped out of Martine’s grasp, then called out to Mr. Samuels, hoping to catch his attention. She had sensed from the first that the Scot’s gruff exterior hid a soft heart, one that always beat a little faster for Martine. He wouldn’t mind caring for her. Indeed, Emma knew he’d be eager to do it. This much had been obvious from their first day at sea. Nor had he left her side at any of the ports they’d called at to replenish supplies.
She left Martine in his care and hurried across the deck, scampering down the ladder-like stairs with the skill and dexterity of an experienced sailor. She hadn’t been quite so adept in the beginning, she thought wryly, recalling several near tumbles.
Surprisingly, Hugh had always been close at hand to catch her. It was as though he had been watching over her, intent on protecting her. He never muttered more than a word or two of caution before walking away, but he was always there, strong and silent, whenever she needed him.
She appreciated his courtesy, but also dreaded it. She’d been infatuated with him during her debut season, but dared not allow herself to feel more now. It was safer to believe that the respectful attention he’d accorded her and Martine was a result of her wealth and not due to any gentlemanly tendencies on his part.
He was no gentleman, she knew that from experience.
Yet his little acts of courtesy made her forget.
She continued down the tight passageway to the captain’s quarters. The richly appointed cabin, her domain since their first day at sea, was elegant, yet cozy. The walls were a rich, paneled mahogany. The furniture, consisting of a sturdy desk, two cushioned chairs, and the bed, was also of the finest quality. The chairs, with their considerable padding, were a welcome luxury, for she and Martine spent much of their day in them, reading or sewing, for there wasn’t much else to do. The bed, built into the paneled mahogany wall, was big and comfortable, and quite inviting.
What surprised her most was the quality of Hugh’s library. The bookshelves lining the walls were filled with military manuals, science journals in French and Latin, books on mythology, history, philosophy, commerce, books for intellectual enjoyment, and a few simply chosen for lighter, yet still tasteful, reading. It appeared he had read them all. However when asked if he had, he’d merely chuckled and said in response, “What do you think?”
She shook her head and grumbled. Hugh Le Brecque was an infuriating man. She’d never met the like of him before. Raw, yet refined. Gruff, yet tender. Learned, and at the same time, barbaric.
She entered the cabin still deep in thought, and stopped short upon realizing she was not alone in the room. “Hugh, what are you doing in here?”
Her first thought was that he’d come to select reading material, but he stood beside her belongings and nowhere near his bookshelves. Then she noticed the object in his hands and her heart shot into her throat. “Give me that!” she cried, her voice little more than a croak.
The blackguard held Stefan’s journal out of her reach. “Are you ready to tell me the truth, Emma?”
She matched her glower to his. “That’s Lady Emma to you, and what’s the point? You’ve got it all figured out.”
Having discovered Stefan’s journal, he now knew more than she had ever planned on revealing to him. He should never have found it, for it had been hidden in the expertly-crafted secret compartment of her trunk.
Was nothing safe from his grasp?
He strode past her to the door, shut it securely, and then dropped the journal onto the desk. “I almost believed your sad tale about finding your father. I should have known you were up to no good the moment you tried to buy my way out of prison. You arranged everything to the last detail, circulating that lie about retreating to Scotland during your mourning period. Every major newspaper in England reported the news. As soon as the gossip had quieted, you glided into my cell and procured my services.”
“How dare you equate my predicament with your own despicable actions. You must understand that I had to leave England quietly–”
“I do understand perfectly. You are after the stolen pearls and using your father as a convenient excuse.”
She gasped in horror. “No!”
“I was a fool to believe that tearful rubbish about the dutiful daughter searching for her frail father.”
“It isn’t rubbish,” she insisted, struggling to maintain a calmness she did not feel. How dare he think she cared a whit for those cursed pearls. They hadn’t been stolen, but she had no intention of telling him that. Everyone thought they had been, and she was not about to correct the mistake.
She’d embarked on this voyage to save her father, to save this wonderful man who had lovingly raised her and protected her. Now, it was her turn to protect him. That he’d descended into madness, run off to retrieve the pearls he believed had been stolen, only made her that more desperate to rescue him. She had to tell her father the truth and bring him back home to recover. “He’s ill, Hugh. So very ill. I must find him before he comes to harm.”
He eyed her coldly. “I’m changing our arrangement.”
“You can’t. You agreed to the terms.” She tried to steady her rapid breaths and hold herself together, but her hands began to tremble and her body quickly followed suit. She found the task impossible.
“You lied to me.”
“I did not. You signed the contract.” Dear heaven! Her legs could barely hold her up.
He took an angry step toward her.
She wanted to run, but her feet seemed glued to the floor and she couldn’t. She watched helplessly as Hugh pinned her against the wall, looming over her. The cabin suddenly felt too small.
She tipped her head up to meet his gaze.
Heavens, he was a big man. What did he intend to do to her?
A chill ran up her spine, but she refused to succumb to his intimidation. Everything she cared for was about to slip away and she was not going to let it happen. She looked him straight in the eye, determined to hold her own, even though his body was seemingly forged of iron and he was furious with her. “I don’t owe you explanations, Hugh Le Brecque.”
She curled her hands into fists at her sides. He had to know she would never bend to his will, for it was vital to her safety. “I’m paying you well enough to expect service in return. I shall tell you what I want, whenever I want, and you shall comply without argument.”
His growl prevented her from saying more. “Is that what you think? Lord protect me from foolish little debutantes.”
“I will not allow you to insult me.”
“And I will not allow you to lead me and my crew into ambush.” He muttered under his breath – a vile oath, no doubt – and ran a hand roughly through his long, unbound hair. Though neatly kempt, he obviously had not cut it in quite some time. The gentleman, Viscount Brixham, would have had his hair trimmed regularly to appear his best at the London balls. Hugh Le Brecque, the pirate, cared nothing for these niceties. “Don’t you understand that your deception places us all at risk? I cannot plan around dangers I’m not aware of.”
“I hardly think the pearls increase our danger. We’re sailing into a battleground, or have you forgotten we’re at war with the Dutch? Then there are the pirates known to roam these seas.”
“And now I have to worry about every blasted greedy bastard in the territory because you’re searching for the stolen Pearls of Fire. They’ll swarm to you like sharks drawn to blood.”
“I’m looking for my father, that’s all!”
He grunted in disbelief.
She glowered back at him. “I don’t care what you do after you find him. Search for them, if you wish. Choke on the cursed pearls, for all I care.”
He arched an eyebrow. “Am I supposed to believe that you’re willing to part with the Langdon family’s sacred heirloom?”
She rubbed her hands to keep them warm, for the mere mention of those jewels turned her blood to ice. “Yes. And they’re not in the least sacred.”
She wanted to explain that the Pearls of Fire had destroyed her family, that she could never desire any object that tore loved ones apart as her family had been torn apart. But he would never believe her.
She tried to turn away, but he forced her gaze to his. His expression remained dark and forbidding. “You’re staying right here, my sweet. I’m not finished with you yet.”
“You have it backwards, my lord. I do not take orders from you. I shall leave whenever I wish. You have no right to order me about.”
He kept her pinned against the wall, his hands planted on her shoulders. “A merchant ship left Portsmouth for the East Indies shortly after the robbery,” he said, apparently too angry to notice her crumbling composure. Perhaps he did and simply did not care. “It was followed by another vessel a short while later. I thought it odd at the time, two ships sailing without cargo into hostile territory in the dead of winter. Your father was on that second vessel, wasn’t he? He was chasing whoever sailed on the first.”
The ships were not important to Emma. She just wanted her father back. But when she tried to respond to Hugh’s accusations, the words caught in her throat. She tried again, but the pain was too great. Drat, she refused to cry in front of this cold, heartless creature. When first meeting him, she’d thought him as brave and handsome as a knight in shining armor. But he was nothing more than a lying, scheming pirate.
She’d almost fallen in love with this man in her debut season.
He tipped a finger under her chin and brusquely raised her face to his. “Emma,” he said in a tender whisper, groaning when he noticed her tears. “Are you crying?”
“No.” She was struggling to contain them, refusing to give him the satisfaction of knowing how deeply he’d distressed her.
He sighed. “You are crying.”
“I am not.” But she felt the trail of moisture on her cheek and cursed herself for her weakness.
“You are, lass, though you’re too stubborn to admit it. You needn’t be afraid of me. I won’t ever hurt you, not even in anger.”
She stiffened. “I’m not afraid of you.”
“Then why are you trembling?”
She said nothing, finding the answer too complicated.
He muttered under his breath, more foul oaths, she suspected. Then, he surprised her by releasing her and taking a step back. He opened his arms to her. “Come here, Emma.”
The next thing she knew, she was in his arms, though it was the last place on earth she wanted to be, or rather, that she should want to be. Her struggles were halfhearted, and she gave up, unable to resist the protective allure of his arms. Of him. Of every maddening and wonderful thing about him.
Had he forced her, she would have resisted. But he’d merely held out his arms, giving her the choice. She, lacking all resolve, had flung herself into them without hesitation.
In truth, she found his embrace quite solid and comforting.
She lost herself in the heat of his body, and inhaled the scent of him, the salty, windswept tang of his skin that mingled with the soap lather and bay spices used in his morning bath. She allowed herself to remain in his embrace for longer than was wise.
“I made a promise to you and I’ll keep to it for now. I’ll find your father,” he said softly, “but you must be honest with me, Emma. I won’t have my men put in danger because you are holding back secrets.”
She wanted to tell him everything, wanted to let him take charge and shoulder some of her burden, but that required her to trust him and she couldn’t bring herself to do it yet. However, she allowed herself to stay in his arms another moment because his arms felt so good wrapped around her body.
She hadn’t the strength or the desire to pull away. For months she’d been the sturdy anchor for all those around her. The weight of keeping up appearances, of remaining hopeful when there was so little reason to hope, had crushed her spirit completely.
She allowed herself this sweet indulgence and then began to pull away before his masculine heat and raw strength ensorcelled her forever.
“Emma.” He began to stroke her hair, his touch all the more tender because she understood the extent of his physical strength and the fact that he wasn’t using it to hold her against her will. “Trust me,” he whispered.
“I can’t.”
“You can. You must.”
She gazed up at him, trying to make sense of the man. He had an unmistakably commanding presence, and when he looked at her with that solid, reliable gaze, she felt he could succeed at anything. She imagined him moving among princes and prime ministers as easily as he moved among pirates. Both worlds, reputable and disreputable, suited him.
“I know how you must feel, wanting to bring your father home, wanting your life to be the way it was before the theft and everything else that happened.”
“I don’t wish to talk about it, Lord Brixham.”
“Calling me by my title won’t put proper distance between us. I’m Hugh to you.”
“Lord Brixham,” she repeated, this time with emphasis. “My life can never be the way it was, not after what they did to my mother. The thieves could have simply knocked her unconscious and made their escape. Instead, they chose to murder her.” Emma never understood why, but she supposed that evil men, when panicked, instinctively committed evil deeds.
The murder of her mother had been pure evil.
“I’m so sorry, Emma. Truly sorry. It must have been a shock to you.”
“I’m not asking for your pity, Lord Brixham.”
“Hugh.”
She ignored him.
“I’m offering sympathy, that’s all. I understand the pain of injustice.” He continued to stroke her hair with an exquisite delicacy she never imagined a pirate could possess. She continued to pretend indifference, remaining passive and outwardly unresponsive when in truth she wanted to remain in his arms forever and feel the pressure of his lips against hers as she woke every morning and feel the strength of his arms around her as she fell asleep every evening.
He’d stolen one kiss from her.
It wasn’t enough.
She ached for more.
“Sit down,” he said with surprising tenderness a moment later and urged her into a chair. She did not bother to resist, for she was still numb and knew her legs would not hold her up when he released her.
“Here, drink this.” He moved away to pour a dark amber-red liquid into a glass and then returned to her side with the glass in hand. He held it to her lips.
“What is it?”
“An Irish whiskey. Something to dull the pain.”
She took a sip, for her nerves were as taut as a bowstring and ready to snap. The liquid was potent and fiery as it slid down her throat. “I’m not in pain.”
“And you weren’t crying either.” He urged her to take another swallow before setting down the glass.
“I wasn’t,” she insisted, managing another sip that felt just as fiery and was making her head spin.
“If you say so, lass.” He knelt beside her and stared at her for a long moment. “It’s time you told me everything that happened on that terrible day.”
She nodded, knowing that she ought to have refused and run out. But her head was in a dizzying whirl and her legs were still unsteady. As for her heart, it was so broken and empty, she wasn’t certain it would ever mend. “Very well.”
Relief washed over her as she spoke the words.
What was it about Hugh that her heart found comforting?




Chapter Six
“DID ANYONE CATCH a glimpse of the thieves?” Hugh asked, still beside her on bended knee so that his gaze was at the level of her face.
She swallowed hard, wanting to tell him but so afraid she might accidentally reveal her secrets. “Why do you care? Is it to help me? Or is it to help you find the pearls?”
His eyes darkened, but his sigh indicated that he was frustrated more than angry. “I’m trying to keep us alive while we search for your father. But I can’t if I’m missing important facts.”
“Particularly about the pearls,” she added dryly.
“That’s not a nice thing to say.”
“You’re not very nice,” she shot back, even though he’d been exactly that these past few weeks. “A few soft words and gentle caresses don’t change the fact that you had no right to tamper with my belongings.”
He ran a hand roughly through his hair. “That was never my intention.”
“But you did.”
“I only meant to discover whatever it is you’re working so hard to keep from me.”
“The theft of the pearls is no secret. Why are you so interested in them, if not to use me to steal the pearls for yourself? You promised to help me find my father. You promised me, Hugh.”
He grumbled as he stood up, obviously frustrated with her reluctance to confide in him. “No worries, my sweet. I will live up to my part of the bargain. But it would be so much safer for us all if you told me all you know.”
She studied his face, particularly his eyes.
She saw a hunger in his eyes and knew it could not be for her. He was a predator on the hunt for the Pearls of Fire necklace and he’d use any tactic to obtain it.
“You don’t believe me,” he said with a low, feral growl that sent a tingle through her body. “You think I have no heart.”
Giving her no chance to respond, he took her hand and placed it upon his chest. “It’s there, Emma. Right there. Beating fast for you. Do you feel it?”
Indeed, she did. It pounded a steady and seductive rhythm.
The heat of his skin burned into her palm as he held her hand to his chest and traced a circle around his heart with her fingertips. A hot pulse, deep inside of her, began to beat in time to the throbbing pulse of his heart.
Oh, how this man affected her! She wanted to press her body against the rock-hard length of him, wanted to curl herself up in his protective arms. She’d never touched a man this way before, never traced her fingers along broad muscle or lingered against masculine heat.
Only with him.
Lightning-hot tingles shot through her.
She drew her hand away. “Let’s put your heart to the test, Hugh. If I were dangling off a cliff–”
“What?”
“If I were dangling off a cliff–”
“I’d rescue you.”
She cast him an impatient glance. “I haven’t finished my question. If I were dangling off a cliff and you had only a moment to choose between saving me or saving the pearls, which would you choose?”
“Both.”
She shook her head. “You can’t save both. Would you rescue me or the pearls?”
“You, of course.”
“And lose the pearls forever? I don’t believe you.”
He frowned. “That isn’t a fair question. Any man in his right mind would try to save both you and the pearls.”
“You can only choose one.”
“Ridiculous. You’re in no position to dictate terms to me. What gives you the right to condescend to me when you’re just as eager to reclaim the treasure for yourself?”
“I’m not. Haven’t you been listening? I want my father. That’s all.”
“It’s settled then. You want your father and I want my fee, but I’ll also have the pearls.”
“Spoken like a true scoundrel.” Yet, she preferred dealing with the scoundrel, for there was little chance of losing her heart to such a man. “My mother died for those pearls, but if you think your claim is superior, then take them if you can find them. You never will.”
His expression hardened, all pretense of compassion gone. “Harsh words from someone who professes no interest in them. No more games, Emma. Either you work with me or I’ll deposit you and Martine at the next port and leave you to make your own way back to England.”
She shot to her feet, her hands curling into fists at her sides as she did so. “You wouldn’t dare.”
“You think not?”
She preferred his tenderness to threats, but knew that threats were closer to his true nature. She said nothing, resolving to simply stare at her toes before she vented her frustration and truly insulted him. She wasn’t going to win this argument, for they both knew she had already picked the best man for her purpose.
She had no choice but to cooperate with Hugh for now. He controlled the ship, its crew, and dear heaven, he could so easily control her. If only he realized how close she’d come to complete surrender.
And now he had Stefan’s journal, too.
She couldn’t tell him everything. She wouldn’t. She’d only reveal enough to help him find her father and no more. “You’ve won for the moment.”
“I don’t know about that, lass.” He regarded her intently, studying every nuance of her face, then after a long moment, he shook his head and returned Stefan’s journal to its secret compartment. “Who else knows about this book?”
“Only Martine, but she can keep a secret. Are you going to tell anyone else?”
“No.”
“Not even Lucifer or Jacob?”
He nodded thoughtfully. “Jacob and I go back a long way. I trust him with my life and so should you. I know Lucifer only for a short time, but he’s quality without doubt. We found him unconscious and tangled on a piece of broken mast floating beside a burning vessel. He has no memory of his past, and unfortunately, there were no other survivors we could ask to find out. There was so little of the vessel left, we couldn’t even make out its name.”
Emma put a hand to her heart in sympathy.
“My point is, you can count on either of those two men should anything happen to me while we search for your father.”
She snorted.
He sighed. “And yes, we are also going to search for the pearls. At least I’m honest about it.”
“So the journal shall be our little secret for now.” She didn’t bother to hide her sarcasm.
“Yes. And I’ll need to read it.”
She wasn’t pleased, but knew he wasn’t giving her a choice in the matter. In truth, what harm could there be? The journal would not reveal all secrets. “You mustn’t take it out of this room. Someone might see you with it.”
“I hadn’t planned to. It will stay right here. I’ll come to you each night.”
“Each night?” Her eyes widened in surprise.
“Yes, while Martine keeps Jacob company on deck as she’s done every night these past several weeks. I’ll slip in here as soon as I see her leaving this cabin.”
“And where shall I go? I can’t leave you here with the journal, nor can I wander the deck with Martine and Jacob, acting as their chaperone.”
“They wouldn’t allow it,” he said with a smirk. “You’ll stay here with me. To do otherwise would rouse suspicion.”
“But that would mean we’d be together in this chamber, locked in here for… for…”
“Hours.”
Her eyes narrowed into accusatory slits. “Your men will think I want you in here.”
“All women do. They won’t find it suspicious.” He gave a casual shrug and grinned knowingly. “How else am I to keep the secret from them? They’ll have to believe I’ve seduced you.”
She laughed. “The notion is preposterous.”
“Is it?” He folded his arms across his chest and cast her another piercing glance. “Why? Because I’m a pirate and you’re a well-bred lady? We’re not such an unlikely pair. You even liked me once.”
“That was a lifetime ago.”
“My men already believe the worst.” His glance turned smug, daring her to deny the power of his charms.
She wouldn’t waste her breath, for he was too confident in his prowess, and she’d given him ample reason to believe she was no different from any other woman. He was the embodiment of temptation and he knew it. “How can they when we’ve never been together except on deck?”
“We’re together now.”
“But that’s different.”
“The door’s closed and has been for a while.”
“But–”
“A long while.”
The man was sorely lacking in humility and his crew utterly lacking in brains if they believed she would succumb to his charms without a lengthy battle. It mattered little that she’d be battling herself, forcing herself to resist the lure of him. Simply because the women at their last two ports of call had flocked to him like ewes in heat, did not mean she would do the same.
A surprising thought struck her. Hugh had not gone off with any of those dockside strumpets. In truth, he’d left The Persephone only to escort her and Martine around the local attractions in whichever port town they’d docked. Sometimes they would merely tour the town and other times he’d bring her along while he went about restocking supplies for the ship.
She supposed keeping watch over her was more important to him than spending an evening relieving his carnal frustrations in the arms of a big-bosomed, perfume-drenched tart. The Pearls of Fire held more allure than any of them. “Surely, your men will understand I could never… would never…”
He shook his head sadly. “The damage is already done. It’s safer this way, Emma. There’s less explaining to do, so let’s have no more nonsense about your reputation. Unless you care for it more than for getting your father safely back home.”
“No,” she murmured, her nod acknowledging that he was right. Her wealth and family connections would see her through any scandal. A few wisely spread coins and her reputation would remain unblemished.
He knelt beside her again so that their gazes met, their lips now so close, she had only to close her eyes and lean the slightest bit forward. “Confide in me, Emma. Tell me what you know.”
He was devastatingly persuasive. There was a strength and intelligence about him that inspired confidence. It was so at odds with her earlier impression of the brutish, imprisoned beast. But she had no intention of confiding all, just enough to keep him mollified. “Very well.”
She sank back into her chair and took another sip of the whiskey he’d poured for her, pursing her lips at the unfamiliar taste, yet savoring its heat as it slid down her aching throat. “My father is very ill. Do you know what he said to me the last time I saw him?”
She had the impression that he wished to put his arms around her. Thankfully, he didn’t. “Why don’t you tell me?” he asked, his voice husky, and yet, as gentle as a dewdrop on a rose petal.
She nodded. “After my mother was m-murdered, it had been left to me to maintain the Langdon affairs in order. I was used to keeping the household running, for my mother had trained me for it. But from that day on, I also took on the Langdon business duties.”
“A tall order for a little thing like you.”
“I had no choice. My father wasn’t up to the responsibility. My mother’s death destroyed him, though the destruction had started with my brother’s untimely death five years earlier. A death also related to the pearls.”
Hugh frowned. “What happened? How did he die?”
“My brother was rich, titled, and all of a very manly twenty years old when he fell in with a bad crowd. He gambled unwisely and lost a large sum of money to Lord Falmouth.” She shuddered at the thought of the unsavory man. “Even with my lack of experience, I sensed that my brother had been duped, that the card game must have been fixed, for Lord Falmouth offered my brother a most curious proposal.”
Hugh quirked an eyebrow, the slight motion urging her to continue.
“Lord Falmouth wanted his wife to wear the Pearls of Fire to the Queen’s birthday ball. He offered to forgive all of my brother’s gaming debts if he’d allow him the necklace for that one night. My brother, seeing an easy way out of his problem, tried to remove the pearls from the safe without any of us knowing. He had shamed the family with his wastrel habits, but wasn’t ready to suffer the financial consequences.”
Hugh caressed her cheek with his thumb. Just one caress. Short. Soft. Perfect. “What happened then?”
Emma emitted a shattered breath. “Father caught him. They had a terrible row. My brother begged him for the one indulgence, but Father refused, partly from fear of losing the treasure, for we all knew that Falmouth could not be trusted, and partly because he sensed a lack in my brother’s character. You see, my brother had been pampered all his life, and Father, realizing the mistake in coddling him, decided this was the time to turn him into a man.”
She sighed again before continuing. “Father told him to find his own way out of his problems, and suggested he mortgage the little country estate he’d inherited from our maternal grandfather, or sell his stud horses, his new coach, even the fancy clothes off his back. He insisted my brother take responsibility for his actions.”
“It seems a hard, but reasonable decision. Your father obviously hoped that by forcing your brother to bear the small loss, he might save him from far greater losses in the future. That is, assuming he’d learned his lesson.”
“Yes, that’s precisely what my father reasoned. But the results were far graver than any of us ever imagined.” She paused as another shudder ran through her. “We never dreamed, never thought that Falmouth would fly into a mad rage and attempt to strike my brother, for my brother had done exactly what was required. He’d sold his belongings and gone to Falmouth with the blunt needed to repay the debt in full.”
Hugh shook his head slowly and crossed his arms over his chest. “But Falmouth wanted the necklace and nothing else would do.”
“Quite so. Later, Falmouth tearfully claimed he’d never meant to hurt my brother, that it was all a terrible accident, for my brother had fallen backwards when ducking his blow. Supposedly, Falmouth had never managed to lay a hand on my brother. But in dodging the blow, my brother had tripped and struck his head against a marble tabletop.”
“The impact killing him instantly? And the authorities believed this story?”
“Yes. There were reputable men present at the time and all of them swore it had happened exactly that way. My father ordered a thorough investigation and brought doctors in to examine my brother’s body. There was only the one mark on him, the gash at the back of his head that perfectly matched the contour of the marble table.”
Hugh’s arms remained crossed over his chest and his brow was now furrowed in contemplation. “Everyone attributed the tragedy to the curse of the pearls.”
She nodded. “Curiously, Falmouth became a victim of the curse. He was shot and killed a few days later by a gentleman who’d caught him cheating at cards.”
“His death was a result of cheating, not of his lust for the Pearls of Fire. But whatever the cause, it was sad vindication for your family. I know you would have endured anything to have your brother back.” He reached out and gave her cheek another gentle stroke. “I judged you wrongly, Emma. You’ve lost more than I realized. In truth, you’ve shown more strength in dealing with your losses than I gave you credit for.”
“So you see,” she said shakily, casting him a mirthless smile, “I can’t blame my father for what he has now become. My mother’s death, after the terrible death of my brother, was too much for him to bear. I tried to stay strong for the both of us. I begged him to stop drinking. I was afraid he’d kill himself with it, but he just laughed. ‘Those thieves have murdered me,’ he said, ‘as surely as they’ve murdered your mother. My beloved Sarah. The only love of my life.’
“She must have been a very special woman.”
“She was, but to my shame, I thought only of myself. What about me? Don’t you love me? Then I saw the cold, dead look in his eyes, and knew that I was too late. I had lost him.”
“I’ll get him back for you.”
She wanted to believe Hugh so badly, needed to share this burden with someone before it broke her into pieces. She’d accept him for now, but would never let down her defenses. “It won’t be easy. I knew nothing of that first vessel leaving Portsmouth ahead of my father’s. But my father must have known about it. I suppose Sir Robert learned of it first and told him. That’s how Sir Robert knew where we should search for my father.”
“Your father is following the trail of those thieves.”
She rubbed her temples as her head began to pound unbearably. “Yes, but these villains seem to be retracing Stefan Langdon’s journey. Why would they do such a thing? Why not remain in England and plan to steal someone else’s heirloom treasure?”
“I don’t know. Perhaps now that they possess the Pearls of Fire, they hope to return to the source and find more of these fiery pearls. Perhaps the thieves are from the East Indies and sailed to England to steal them.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Well, one thing is clear.”
“What is that?”
“There was a reason your mother was killed.”
Emma’s eyes rounded in surprise. “What are you saying?”
“A thief is not a murderer by nature. A thief’s natural instinct is to run off when confronted. The blackguard would have knocked her out in order to give himself time to escape, but murder? I think she must have recognized the villain and would have reported him to the authorities.”
“Hugh, I never thought of that.”
He looked down at her as she sat tensely on the edge of her seat. “So we’re not chasing strangers. Or rather, we’re chasing your father. But he isn’t chasing strangers. He might know who these men are.”
Emma’s breath caught in her throat. “Then he’s in even graver danger than I imagined. They’ll kill him, too.”




Chapter Seven
HUGH ENTERED EMMA’S cabin later that evening and quietly closed the door behind him. He expected to find her comfortably settled in for the evening, but she was seated at his desk, her hair loosely braided in one fat braid down her back and her hands tensely clasped on her lap. Her cheeks were soft and pink from the glow of the lantern resting on his desk, but he could tell by the rigid set of her back that she was angry and not at all pleased by his intrusion.
She hadn’t changed into her night clothes yet, no doubt preferring to remain in the gown she’d worn to supper, a pale pink confection that matched her rosy cheeks. It was trimmed with white lace across the bodice to hide the tempting swell of her breasts, but that only made him more determined to explore the lush treasure hidden beneath the lace. “Are you ready, Emma?” He cleared his throat, surprised by the sudden tightness in his voice.
“No,” she admitted, looking past him as though desperate to be rescued from his clutches. “What will you do if Martine returns?”
“She won’t. She’s with Jacob. He’ll keep her occupied.”
Emma pursed her lips. “Did you order him to entertain her while I, er, entertained you?”
He latched the door behind him before turning back to her. “He genuinely likes her. I had no need to tell him anything. He’s falling in love with Martine. She obviously feels the same about him. No guile. No deception. Just honest and open feeling.”
Emma blushed under the force of his intense stare. “Unlike us.”
“Unlike us,” he repeated with a gentle ache. He’d been furiously reinforcing those thick, impenetrable walls around his heart ever since Emma had walked into his prison cell. But those walls crumbled a little more each time he was around her. She had a way of looking at him, even now as she scowled at him… he saw something in her eyes that he hadn’t seen in anyone in years. Affection. Hope. A yearning to believe in him.
It had been so long since anyone had looked at him that way. “Shall we get started, my sweet?”
She rose from her chair with a forlorn sigh and walked to her trunk to retrieve the journal. She placed it on the desk, then cast him a wistful smile. “I always thought the first time I spent a night in my bedchamber with a man would be with my husband. I thought it would be special, a perfect moment of bliss to be shared with the one I love. Although nothing will happen between us, your crew now thinks… well, I never expected to be ruined by a pirate captain aboard his ship in the middle of the ocean.”
“And I never expected to be spending the night reading, and doing nothing but reading, while in the middle of the ocean locked in my cabin with the beautiful Emma Langdon.” He pulled out the chair she had just been sitting in and motioned for her to sit back down.
“You go ahead. I’ve already read the journal. Much of it is about Stefan’s daily life and his travels around the East Indies. He started keeping the journal after his ship was wrecked in a storm there.”
She moved away to peer out of the porthole into the encompassing darkness.
Hugh tried not to watch her, or breathe in her delicate, rose scent. He tried not to think of her warm blue eyes with their turbulent green swirls that seethed with passion, or her sweet, soft body that he ached to hold. She’d suffered enough hurt already. He wasn’t going to add to it by seducing her when he was in no position to offer her marriage.
“Aren’t you going to open it?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts.
“Yes, my sweet. I am.” He turned the leather binding, skimmed the beginning chapters, then began to read one of them aloud. It was a description of how Stefan’s life at sea had started. “I expected to die in Portsmouth Prison and was surprised to learn that my father had negotiated my pardon.”
Emma gave a brittle laugh. “Just like you, Hugh.”
“I may have escaped on my own, but you’re the one who got my ship out of impound. And I’m not pardoned yet.” But he nodded and resumed reading. “Though I was his bastard son and he’d ignored me since birth, he was unwilling to see me hanged. Instead, he arranged to turn me into a privateer. He expected gratitude, but I showed him none, for he had merely exchanged one manner of execution for another. I tried to escape, but he found me. Angry, he took me by force to the English spy ship known as The Empress, and told me that I was to be the captain’s first mate. There were far more capable men than I who deserved the position, but I was the Earl of Bourne’s bastard, and nothing less would do. We sailed immediately, bound for the Dutch settlements in The East Indies. Bound for certain death.”
“Your Stefan was a strong-willed character,” Hugh murmured.
“You remind me of him,” Emma said, drawing closer and taking a seat across the desk from him. “He was a bit of a coward at first, but you never were. It’s an odd coincidence that you were both imprisoned in Portsmouth and sentenced to hang.”
“And we’ve both sailed to the East Indies. But I’ve never been to the island of Buru or the village of Wamsisi.”
“Stefan had never been there either, until The Empress was blown off course in a storm.”
“Still comparing me to your ancestor? I’m not him, although I suppose we were both privateers.”
Emma stiffened. “He was a privateer. You are a pirate. There’s a difference.”
“No, there isn’t. And don’t you ever forget it. You can’t trust anyone out here, not even the government officials who pretend to serve the Crown.”
“I’m sure they do an admirable job under difficult conditions. Surely, they’re loyal to–”
“No one but themselves,” he warned. “Every Englishman you encounter on these islands hides a sordid past. Just remember that they were banished from England because they committed grave misdeeds. Even the government officials.” He took her hand and squeezed it lightly. “Have a care, Emma. Rank and political connections mean nothing out here.”
“Am I supposed to trust only you?”
He nodded.
She began to laugh.
He retained a gentle grip on her hand. “These islands are dangerous. They serve as hideouts for blackguards who won’t hesitate to kill you. And if they don’t kill you, the natives will. Most natives are cannibals.” Not quite true, but not a complete falsehood either.
She frowned at him. “They didn’t eat Stefan.”
“That doesn’t mean they won’t eat you.” He tamped down the urge to devour her himself. She was as tempting as an exotic fruit at the height of its bloom, exquisitely lush and waiting to be peeled by his expert hands. “Indeed, I think they’ll find you quite delectable.”
Her eyes widened. “Are you purposely trying to frighten me?”
No, he was purposely fighting the urge to kiss her.
And failing miserably.
Every damn wall around his heart was in a crumbled ruin.
Hell, he was going to kiss her.
He drew her closer, surprised when she offered no resistance and–
“Captain! Captain!” Jacob shouted through the locked door while pounding on it. “Ye’d better come quick!”
Emma leaped out of his grasp and skittered to the opposite side of the cabin, no doubt ashamed that she was as hungry for their second kiss as he was.
He must have been mad to complicate an already impossible arrangement.
He strode to the door and wrenched it open, relieved for the interruption. “What is it, Jacob?”
“There’s a ship following us.”
“Do you recognize the flag?” Hugh usually enjoyed the chase and battle that sometimes ensued, but not this time.
Emma was too precious a cargo to risk.
“Och, no. I dinna make it out. It’s too dark out there.”
“Then let’s use the cloak of night to our advantage.” He ordered Jacob to take the helm, but his worried gaze remained on Emma. She had her hand poised on her slender throat and looked scared. “Sorry, my sweet. Our lovely evening must come to an end.”
“Is it a pirate ship?” He noticed that her hand was trembling.
He wanted to take her in his arms and tell her that all would be well, but there was no telling what would happen. “Too soon to tell.”
He returned to the desk, unlocked a secret drawer, and withdrew two pistols. He tucked one in his belt and handed Emma the other.
She held it at arm’s length, gingerly gripping it with thumb and forefinger. “What am I supposed to do with this?”
“Nothing for the moment. Put that book away. And lock the door as soon as Martine returns. Let no one else in but me, Lucifer, or Jacob.”
“Do you really think we’re in danger?”
He nodded. “Yes, my sweet. We are.”

EMMA HEARD A soft rap at her door the following morning, then heard Hugh’s tired voice call out her name. Having spent the night worried that they might be blasted out of the water at any moment, she flew to the door and yanked it open. “Who were they, Hugh?”
He stepped in and strode across the room to the porthole with spyglass in hand.
Sunshine streamed into the room the moment he drew aside the small curtain covering the porthole. The sun’s rays created a circular bright spot where he stood, illuminating him as though he were an avenging angel. But his eyes were bloodshot and red rimmed from strain, and his features were drawn. On closer inspection, he appeared to be a very tired avenging angel. “I don’t know. We’ve lost them for now.”
“Is it safe to go on deck?” Martine asked, looking a little green.
Hugh ran a hand raggedly through his tousled hair. “Yes.”
Martine almost knocked Emma over as she raced out.
Emma thought to run after her, but Hugh appeared to need her attention more. Yet, what could she do for him? Perhaps fetch him a cup of tea. Or bring him his breakfast. Or carry in a bucket of fresh water for him to rinse off the grime of his night’s toil.
While she silently fretted about what to do, he turned once more to gaze across the sea, staring out for so long, she was sure he’d forgotten she was still here.
She cleared her throat. “Do you think it was Major Brewster attempting to catch up to us?”
“Brewster?” He practically spat out the man’s name. “I don’t think so.”
“Do you think they’ll return?”
He turned to her, about to respond, then stopped and cast her a sleepy smile. “You’re a sight for sore eyes. You look beautiful, Emma.”
She realized her hair was unbound and loosely tumbling down her back. She still wore the gown she had on yesterday. As a precaution, she’d slept in it. She peeked down at her bodice only to find the lace missing and the swell of her breasts exposed.
Although stylish and not at all brazen by London standards, it would never do on board The Persephone. She was in the middle of an ocean with men of questionable character. Realizing her fichu must have fallen off during the night, she quickly searched along the length of her bed for it as they spoke. “You haven’t answered my question.”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. They might return.”
“Do you think they were purposely following us? Why don’t you think it was Major Brewster? Perhaps Sir Robert had his cousin chase after us on the fastest ship he could commandeer.”
“Then why not approach us and declare its colors?” He sighed, or perhaps it was a muffled yawn.
Emma arched an eyebrow. “Because you’re a pirate who escaped from prison and sailed off with me in the middle of the night? They might be worried that you’ll blast them out of the water if they dare approach.”
“I might.”
He cast her a hot, possessive glance that ignited a heat within her. It was filled with his usual arrogance, but there was also a genuine yearning for her that simply turned her legs to pudding. Was it possible he cared for her? “You must be exhausted, Hugh. Why don’t you get some sleep?”
He shook his head. “Lucifer’s taking a turn in the hammock. He’s in greater need of rest.”
“You can sleep here,” she said, the words slipping out before she could hold them back.
He grinned and shook his head. “A most tempting offer, but I’ll wait for Lucifer to wake up.”
“No, stay here. It’s the only practical solution. At least for a few hours. This cabin is yours, after all. Martine and I will remain on deck while you sleep. In truth, I ought to make certain she is all right. She looked a little green when running out of here.” The butterflies in her stomach fluttered at the thought of Hugh lying in her bed, leaving his scent on her pillow.
She liked his scent, a refreshing mix of clean, male heat and subtle ocean breezes.
He cast her another weary smile while arching his back and flexing his shoulders to work the knots of tension out of his body. “That’s kind of you, Emma. I think I’ll do just that.”
Mercy, he had a big, muscled body.
She felt her cheeks heat under his intense stare. “Yes, well… sweet dreams, Hugh.” Oh, what a stupid thing to say to a pirate. Sweet dreams, indeed. “Give me a moment and I’ll get out of your way.”
She’d found her fichu and now attempted to attach it to her collar with her fumbling fingers.
“Here, let me help.” Hugh came to her side to complete the task for her. The wicked amusement in his eyes intensified with her growing dismay. To his credit, he made no suggestive remark and was surprisingly careful not to graze his hand along her wildly heaving bosom.
He was so close and his hands were steady and warm. Mercy. Did all women respond to him this way? Feel this hot, wanton ache inside of them whenever he drew near? Of course, they did. She wasn’t special to him. He’d merely perfected the look he cast all women, that I-need-you-more-than-I-need-air-to-breathe look that made her want to strip off her gown and climb into bed beside him.
He tweaked her nose. “Don’t forget your parasol.”
She jumped like a startled doe. “My parasol?”
“You’ll damage your perfect complexion if you’re not careful.” He grinned. “I counted four freckles on your nose.”
Here she was, on the verge of jumping into bed with him, and there he was, innocently counting the freckles on her nose. She shook her head and laughed gently. “Four freckles? Heavens, I’m ruined.” But her laughter quickly faded and she turned serious once more. She stepped to the bed and withdrew the pistol from its hiding spot under her pillow. Her thoughts were no longer on him or his magnificent body or the yearning he stirred within her fragile heart, but on the mystery ship that had Hugh and his crew so on edge. “What shall I do with this pistol?”
“Keep it for now. We’re in dangerous territory. You may have to use it later.” He inspected her gown with an impersonal, assessing gaze. “There’s no place to hide the weapon on you. Leave it in the cabin, but somewhere within easy reach.”
Nodding, she carefully placed the pistol on the bookshelf near the bed. It was in plain sight, but no one came in here other than Hugh or Martine, so there was little possibility of it being stolen.
“One last thing, lass.”
“Yes?”
His expression was sleepy and sensual, so she was caught off guard by his next words. “Never sleep with the pistol under your pillow.”
She tipped her head in confusion. “Why not?”
“Because you’ll blow your pretty head off with one false move.”
She blushed and sputtered, suddenly feeling incredibly foolish. Had she mistaken his glances, believing them to be filled with desire and possessive yearning when he was merely trying not to burst out laughing at her stupidity? Any simpleton would have known better than to rest his head atop a loaded weapon.
“I had better go.” She meant to hurry out, but she fumbled with the latch and couldn’t see what she was doing wrong for the hot tears filling her eyes.
“Emma.” Hugh pulled her into his arms and held her against his warm, hard body. “Emma,” he repeated, shutting the door that she’d finally managed to open and pinning her against it. “What did I say to overset you?”
“Nothing. It was me. It never occurred to me that I shouldn’t have the pistol under my pillow. How could I not know that? It might have gone off and killed Martine.”
He placed his palm against her cheek and caressed it with his thumb, gently wiping the tears that fell onto it. “It was a mistake, that’s all. It’s been corrected now. Why are you so hard on yourself?”
“I can’t afford to make mistakes.”
“We all make them. I’ve made huge ones, as everyone knows, and I will probably make many more. I’m about to make another one right now.”
“What do you mean?”
“This.” He bent his head and pressed his lips to hers, perhaps intending to be gentle, but Emma wanted more of him than that. Her hands slid up his chest and wrapped around his neck to draw him closer, and her lips returned the pressure by pressing deeply against his.
In the next moment, they were making mistakes galore. He couldn’t seem to control his hands, nor could she control hers. His roamed along her body, leaving a trail of fire wherever he traced along her curves. She arched into him when he cupped one of her breasts in his big hand and gently began to tease its tautening tip. “Hugh.”
“I know, my sweet. Lord, you take my breath away.” He loosened the laces of her gown and slipped it off her shoulders to expose her bosom to his full view. “I knew you’d be this beautiful.” He merely looked for the longest moment, his gaze filling with heat and turning exquisitely tender. “Beautiful,” he repeated, his voice raw and raspy. He dipped his head and began to tease her breast with his tongue, flicking lightly against the bud of her breast until it swelled and turned pebble hard.
Her vision blurred.
She saw stars.
She saw magic.
The touch of his big, warm palm against the fleshy mound had been explosive, but this… this wanton pleasure was simply beyond words. Beyond rational explanation. Moaning, she wound her fingers in his hair and tugged him to her, holding his head tight and crushing it to her breast.
She felt the smile on his lips as his mouth pressed against her fiery skin. He knew she wanted more of him.
“Emma, what you do to me,” he whispered, pulling away from her.
She was about to cry out in protest, but realized he’d merely released her to remove his shirt and give her access to his taut muscles. She pulled him back to her, clutching his massive, bronze shoulders as though her life was in the balance. His skin felt hot and fiery. Or was it her heat, her fire that she felt on the palms of her hands.
She sighed as he lifted her up against his body.
It was as hard as forged steel.
She couldn’t stop touching his naked chest, enthralled by the rippling waves of his muscles, the tautness of his stomach and trim waist, the bristled softness of his chest hairs. She felt those golden bristles thinning in a line toward his navel.
“I promised myself that I wouldn’t touch you,” he said in a raw whisper, speaking into her breast before his lips closed over the still swollen bud and his tongue flicked across it.
“I vowed to myself I’d never let you.” She ran her tongue along his corded neck, needing to taste him as he was tasting her. He tasted of heat and sea salt and ocean spray. “Is this what you’d planned for us that night in Lord Jameson’s garden?”
She hoped it was.
She would have let him lick and kiss and taste her body wherever he pleased.
But she must have said the wrong thing, for he drew away suddenly and began to adjust the bodice of her gown so that it properly covered her. His hands shook as he tied the laces back in place, but his touch remained exquisitely gentle. “No, this isn’t what I had planned that night.”
She gazed at him in confusion, her body aching for the heat and excitement of his mouth and hands on her, of the fire kindled by the intimate touch of his skin to hers. “It wasn’t? Then what did you plan to do?”
He turned away as though too pained to meet her gaze. She saw the scars and bruises that would forever mar his back and brand him for life as a hunted pirate. Some had faded, but they would never disappear. He was no longer the respected viscount. That part of him no longer existed. “That night in the garden.” He gave a wistful laugh. “That perfect, moonlit night.”
“Yes,” she said, trying not to sound impatient. “What were you going to do?”
He growled low in his throat, an aching, wrenching sound that made her heart twist. “I was going to propose to you. I wanted you to become my wife.”
Her heart shattered into a thousand pieces. The crash of ocean waves against the hull roared in her ears. She felt as though she’d tumbled off the deck and was drowning in turbulent waters. Had he fallen in love with her back then? Or was he lying to her now? She didn’t know. All the mistakes, all the schemes and deceptions, had become an insurmountable mountain of distrust.
And yet, his words filled her with elation. “I would have accepted you. I would have accepted with all my heart.”
She whirled on her heels and fled the cabin.




Chapter Eight
EMMA STROLLED ALONG the deck with Martine, both of them doing their best to keep out of the way of the obviously tense and tired crew. They’d been at sea for over twelve weeks now, and the mystery ship had appeared three more times that she was aware, the latest appearance occurring just last night.
No one could be certain it was the same ship since it never sailed close enough to be properly identified. But Hugh suspected it was. The only reason he hadn’t brought The Persephone around to engage the other vessel was because she and Martine were on board. “I will not put your life at risk,” he’d told her. Was it because he still loved her?
Neither of them had ever mentioned that moment in his cabin again.
There was no point. Even if he had loved her once, he’d never ask her to marry him now. And she would never accept him now. They both knew it.
Perhaps that moment of groping and clutching and desperately exploring each other’s body was their way of putting an end to their pent up hopes and dreams.
Shaking out of her thoughts, Emma paused at the railing to peer across the horizon. Yesterday, she’d watched a mother whale and her newborn swim beside The Persephone for hours. Today, she saw dolphins playfully leaping in and out of the water, and schools of fish in the deep blue of the ocean below. A few birds soared overhead, winging across the cloudless sky. The boat heaved as white-crested waves broke sharply against the ship’s keel. “We must be nearing the islands.”
Martine said nothing, but put a comforting hand on her shoulder.
Emma raised her parasol and angled it to shade herself. The sun shone with intense brightness this morning, a certain sign the day would be hot. However, the air felt more humid than it had yesterday.
Perhaps a storm was in the offing.

“INTERESTING,” HUGH MUTTERED, joining Emma in her cabin as he had most evenings since he’d discovered the journal. She glanced up from her own reading and saw the hint of a smile at the corners of his mouth. Of course, the smile was for what he had discovered in Stefan’s journal and not for her.
Not that she wished for him to smile at her. Every time he did, she thought back to the night of Lord Jameson’s ball and the handsome viscount who had taken notice of her. She wanted that innocent moment back. She remembered that her hands had been shaking with excitement when she’d added Hugh’s name to her dance card that night. In a bold statement that had attracted the notice of her parents and anyone standing close by, he’d insisted on claiming two dances. She ought to have been more cautious, but she’d melted with delight and been so easily swept away by his good looks and effortless charm.
She forced herself back to the present, setting down her own book and taking the offered journal from his grasp. “What is so fascinating about this passage?”
He pointed to a paragraph on the page and read the first few words aloud. “We captured a Dutchman on the island of Buru. My Captain fears the man is a spy and not the merchant he claims to be. He’s decided to kill him. I see no need for such harsh action, for the man is old and in ill health. Spy or not, it is obvious he will not survive the month.”
Emma continued to the next entry in the journal. “I have spoken up on behalf of the Dutchman. Reluctantly, my Captain has agreed to let him live. He’s placed me in charge of our new prisoner.”
“Stefan had a kind heart,” Hugh said. “It seems to run in the family.”
Emma blushed, realizing he was referring to her. “Perhaps. On the whole, it appears Stefan was a man of honor despite the supposed mistakes of his youth. He wasn’t a saint.” She gave a gentle laugh. “I imagine Stefan embellished quite a bit about his good deeds and feats of daring.”
Hugh grinned. “As any man would. It is in our prideful nature.”
She wanted to engage in further conversation, but Hugh was no longer looking at her. Lately, it seemed he could not, or would not, look at her for more than a moment before burying his head in the journal. “Hugh, have I said something to offend you?”
He arched an eyebrow, but still did not turn to face her. “No.”
“Then why do you glance everywhere but at me? Sometimes it feels as though you are desperate to avoid me.” With each passing day, he seemed to withdraw deeper into himself, hardly acknowledging her presence. Some nights, he barely tolerated being in the cabin with her.
The more cooperative she tried to be, the more distant he became.
“Must I always look at you?”
“The point is, you never look at me.” When he said nothing in response, she sighed and began to read softly from the next entry Stefan had written several weeks later. “The Dutchman has died of his lung illness. I nursed him as well as I could. But he was frail, and the heat and constant damp was too much for his weak body to bear. He said he was grateful for my attention. In return, he left me his belongings – a few maps, a pair of ill-fitting boots, and a box of trinkets picked up on his journeys to the South China Sea. Quite a little inheritance. I’ll look at the box later, for the rains have ended and we’re graced with a day of cloudless blue skies.”
Emma shook her head. “I suppose as the illegitimate son of an earl, he never expected anything to be given to him.”
“Good fortune smiled on him because he was kind to the Dutchman. Let’s hope a little of that good fortune smiles on us. We sorely need it.”
She turned a few pages and then continued to read from the journal. “The natives dragged their canoes to the water’s edge today and motioned for me to climb in. The water is even bluer than the sky and calmer than I have ever seen it. Several of The Empress crewmen joined us as we rowed out to sea. I feared the natives intended to drown us, but one young boy showed us an empty turtle shell and explained, after some difficulty in translation, that we were going on a turtle hunt. I tried to quell my excitement, for I understood what my men did not. We would find pearls wherever we found the turtles.”
She glanced up from her reading, remaining silent until he turned to look at her. He furrowed his brow. “Why did you stop reading?”
“Did you know that turtles love to feed on oysters? They suck out the soft interior, then discard the shell and other irritants. It’s strange that such a thing of beauty as a pearl arises from an irritation. Many people think they’re formed from grains of sand embedded in the oyster, but that’s not so. The core of the pearl is often an insect trapped in the oyster’s grip.”
He shifted restlessly in his chair, probably bored by her lecture. “You’ve become quite the expert.”
She shook her head with resignation. “I don’t know nearly as much as I’d like.”
“The Pearls of Fire do not come from any oyster. The question is, what sea creature made those magnificent pearls? We’ll learn more when we reach our destination. Or do you know the answer already?”
She nipped at her lower lip while deciding upon a suitable response.
Hugh sighed. “I wish you’d trust me, Emma.”
When she failed to respond, he shrugged his broad shoulders. “Stefan must have had quite some fun that day. The waters around those islands hold some of the largest oyster beds in the world.”
“Perhaps you’ll find your riches in these ordinary pearls.”
“We’ll see.” He rose and began to pace across the cabin that felt smaller whenever he was in it with her, for he was a big man and the palpable tension between them only heightened the discomfort of their closeness.
The journal revealed how Stefan had acquired the pearls, for it was one of the trinkets in the box that the dying Dutchman had left him. Quite a trinket, indeed. But Stefan had never mentioned anything about their exact origin. They’d both read and reread his entries from start to finish, and there was nothing in them to provide any clues. The importance of the Pearls of Fire was in the rarity of each exquisite pearl. But who was to say there weren’t sea beds full of them sitting somewhere no one had ever thought to look?
While Hugh continued to pace, Emma moved to the bed and picked up her hairbrush to brush her hair before braiding it. Hugh had stopped reading, which meant he wouldn’t stay much longer.
He returned to his desk and snapped the journal shut, then turned to her. “Emma, you look tired.”
She had merely grown tired of reading. Perhaps a yawn had escaped her lips while she’d brushed her hair. But there was something different about him suddenly. Had he discovered something he wasn’t ready to share with her? “Why so eager to leave? Do you know where to find the Pearls of Fire?”
“Of course not,” he said in a seductive rumble.
“But –”
“Lord, my bones are stiff.” He arched his back, using his actions as an excuse to ignore her attempts at conversation.
In truth, he’d spent quite some time – the better part of the night – hunched over the journal, seated on an uncomfortably hard chair.
And not paying her the slightest attention.
Better that way, she reminded herself again.
And why would she seek to tempt him, this pirate who in unguarded moments could seem quite the gentleman? For no reason other than her own foolish pride.
He may have wanted her once, but now he only wanted the Pearls of Fire.
She had to accept it and not allow it bother her. Once she returned to England, gentlemen – real gentlemen from the finest families in England – would come calling.
She sighed, watching the graceful movement of Hugh’s muscles by candlelight. She marveled at his natural ease, the casual way he exuded power and strength.
He reached out, tucked a finger under her chin, and very gently drew her mouth closed. “Hasn’t anyone taught you that it isn’t polite to stare?”
She turned away, appalled to have been caught gaping at him slack-jawed. “I was doing no such thing.” At this moment, she wished she wasn’t the moon-eyed virgin they both knew she was.
“If you say so.” He tweaked her chin again.
“Stop it.”
“Why are you so on edge tonight?” He took a step back with his hands raised as though in surrender.
He had nice hands, big and callused from working the ship’s rigging. His fingers were long and nimble, she knew, having felt their exciting touch. She often watched him in the afternoons with his men, fashioning intricate knots with rope for the rigging. Even when relaxing, Hugh would idly play with pieces of rope, tying and untying them, repeating each knot several times before moving on to another.
“Why shouldn’t I be on edge around you?”
“Because you ought to know by now that I’d never hurt you.”
He was wrong. He would hurt her so badly because she was falling in love with him and couldn’t stop herself.
He caught her gently by the shoulders and regarded her with a surprisingly hurt look in his eyes. “I’ve spent hours here with you, trying my best to earn your trust–”
“By breaking into my room? Pawing through my belongings? Pawing me?” She wasn’t being fair, for she’d felt the same passion for him.
“I won’t deny what I did. You left me no choice but to search through your belongings. It isn’t me who has been keeping secrets. I want you to confide in me, but you’re still closed up tighter than an oyster shell. As for pawing you, I merely started with a gentle kiss. You were the one… never mind. We both lost our heads for a moment.”
She shook her head in disagreement. “What I lost was my heart to you again. But I know this attraction I feel for you is hopeless. I’m afraid of what might happen if I open myself to you.” His hands froze on her shoulders. “Emma, why don’t you try it and see?”
Because she dared not put her heart at risk again. It was men like Hugh, selfish and despicable men who sought the Pearls of Fire, who had caused her so much pain. “What’s the use? Your pirate brain is plotting to find the Langdon treasure.”
“My pirate–” He released her, folded his arms across his chest and frowned. “We pirates can’t help our greed,” he said dryly. “It’s what turns us into pirates in the first place.”
He picked up the journal, placed it back in its hiding spot in the secret compartment of her trunk, then neatly folded her clothes back over it and closed the lid. “I’m through with you and this journal for tonight.”
He sounded more disappointed than angry.
She was glad he had called an end to their evening. Her every waking thought since her mother’s death and father’s disappearance had involved the wretched book and the secrets it held. She ought to have dumped it into the ocean, but dared not before she found her father.
“Good night, Emma,” he said in a gentle voice that belied his annoyance. “I know how difficult it is for you to trust me. I’ll take the blame for that. But things are about to get dangerous. We’ll reach Wamsisi in a few days’ time. You need to believe in me. You need to know I will fight to the death to protect you.”
She wanted to believe him with all her heart. “You ask too much of me.”
“I’ve asked only one thing of you. To trust me,” he whispered, forcing her gaze back to his when she turned away with a sob. “Bollocks, Emma. You’re shaking.”
“Just go, Hugh. Please.”
“I won’t leave my cabin until you get that look out of your eyes.”
“What look?”
“That look of hatred.”
“Is that what you see in my eyes?” The comment surprised her, for she felt quite the opposite about him and had told him so. “It isn’t directed toward you.”
He grunted in disbelief. “I don’t see anyone else in the room.”
“Truly, it isn’t you. It’s them.”
“Them?”
“The pearls. They’re evil.”
“People are evil, Emma. Pearls are just things.” He regarded her thoughtfully. “If you’re thinking about destroying the pearls or Stefan’s journal–”
She tried to hide the guilty look in her eyes.
“Don’t.”
“Is that a threat?”
His fingers tightened on her shoulders, but not enough to cause her any pain. “The pearls are mine, Emma.”
“Only if you find them first.”




Chapter Nine
“YOU’LL HAVE TO speak to me some time,” Hugh said, itching to shake sense into Emma. He would have, if not for the fact that they were on deck, in full view of his men, who were eagerly watching to see which one would lose their first ‘lover’s spat’.
Emma lowered her parasol so that it served as a barrier of pink between them.
He moved to take it from her hands, irritated that she still thought no better of him than when she’d come to his prison cell back in Portsmouth. “No barriers between us, Emma. I’ll toss this damn thing overboard.”
“Give it back!” she cried, the panic in her voice and the vehemence with which she lunged for her parasol taking him by surprise. It wasn’t new or particularly attractive. It was hideously frayed at the edges and unrelentingly pink. All of it. From the tip of its handle to its shady top.
One would think he’d just threatened to toss the Crown jewels overboard.
He handed it back to her before matters got out of hand. “Truce, my sweet. Come below and we’ll talk.”
“So you can threaten me again?”
Wordlessly, he picked her up and hauled her over his shoulder. They’d given his crew enough entertainment.
“How dare you! Put me down!”
Ignoring the grins, winks, and whistles of his men, Hugh marched across the deck and started down the stairs. “I asked you nicely to come below.”
“You didn’t ask.” She struck him with her parasol.
That brought a hearty chorus of laughter from his men.
Fortunately, he and his men had sailed together for years and there was no doubt of his authority. He knew he commanded their respect, although Emma was unwittingly doing her best to undermine him. “Strike me again with that thing and I will toss it overboard.”
He spoke softly, but there was no mistaking his seriousness.
She froze.
“That’s better.” What was it about that parasol? Her fear was palpable. He may as well have plunged a knife into Emma’s heart. He sighed. “Lass, you bring out the worst in me.”
He did not hear her response, assuming she made one, for Jacob suddenly bellowed down to him. “Captain, they’re back!”
He set Emma down, suffering a pang of regret at having to let go of her incredibly soft body, and climbed back on deck. “Where?”
“There.”
A young, dark-haired lad handed him a spyglass, then pointed to a small dot on the horizon. “There, Captain. Could be a British warship, but I can’t make out her flag. I don’t think she’s flying one.”
Hugh fixed his gaze on the horizon. “Damn, I know who it is.”
Emma had scampered up after him and now stood beside him at the railing, her anger apparently melted away. She gripped his arm, an obvious gesture of truce. “Is it pirates? Of course, it is. No British vessel would hide her flag.”
He glanced at her, saw that her brow was furrowed and she was nervously nibbling her lower lip. She had the prettiest lips, especially that fleshy lower one. He silently vowed to take his time exploring it once the danger had passed. “Get below, Emma.”
She nodded. “I’ll find Martine.”
“No, go now. She’s probably down there already.” He nudged Emma. “Quickly, my sweet. Can’t have you in the line of fire.”
He then caught the Irish seaman, Liam, as he scurried past. “Guard the ladies. Don’t let them back on deck until I say it’s safe to do so.”
“Aye, Captain.” The young man hurried off after Emma.
Jacob turned to Hugh. “That mystery ship is coming fast. Why engage us now? A pox on them, I say! We’ll make them regret their decision to fight.”
“Not with Emma on board. There’ll be no fight. And it isn’t a mystery anymore. It’s Nikko who has been following us all these weeks. His Sea Serpent is fast, but we’ll have to outrun her. Raise the sails.”
“Run?” Jacob grunted in surprise. “We’ve never backed down from the challenge before.”
“Haven’t had women on board before.”
“Nikko’s ship is too fast. What if he catches us?”
“Let me worry about that. Do as I say. Sound the order.”
Jacob’s bellow carried across the deck and upward to the crow’s nest. The experienced crew immediately set about their tasks, unfurling the sails and preparing their weapons.
Hugh took the helm.
There was little wind, but enough to fill the mainsail and halyard. In no time, The Persephone began to skim across the water.
Lucifer came to his side a short while later to report on the readiness of the crew. “Everyone’s armed. The men are at their stations. Captain, what if–”
“Don’t say it. Don’t even think it. Liam’s protecting the ladies. They won’t come to harm.”
“Hard to have faith when we’re in open waters and there’s no place to hide. The Sea Snake is too fast for us, and if we stand and fight, she’ll blow us out of the water.”
Hugh peered through his spyglass once more and clenched his jaw. “She’s gaining on us. Sound the order. No surrender. If she catches us, we fight to the death.”
“What about the ladies?”
“Hide them.”
Lucifer nodded and was about to obey his command when Hugh called him back. “Wait! Take the helm. I’ll take care of Lady Emma.”
He hurried down to the cabin and spared Emma and Martine barely a glance, his purpose to retrieve the weapon he’d given Emma at the start of the journey. “Where is it?”
“What?”
“The pistol I gave you.”
She pointed to the little bag on the desk. “In there.”
“Take it out. Keep it by your side.”
Martine gasped and seemed frozen in place.
Emma, to his relief, went straight to the desk. “Very well, but am I to have only the one shot?”
Hugh motioned for Liam to grab a sack from the gunnery. Emma, he realized with some pride, was not one to come undone under pressure. But engaging the Sea Snake was dangerous. Its captain, Nikko, was a merciless brute. The thought of Emma in that blackguard’s clutches turned his stomach.
He wanted to protect her, but what if he couldn’t? He forced himself to turn away from Emma before he said or did something really stupid, before he spilled his guts and proclaimed his love for her. Yes, that would be truly stupid.
Martine was now huddled in a corner and about to weep. “Have you ever fired a weapon?” Hugh asked, forcing himself to speak gently and with a patience he did not have.
Martine shook her head. “Non.”
“Here, take this one. It’s easy. Liam will show you what to do when he returns.” He loaded his pistol and coaxed it into her hands. She refused to take it at first. He turned to Emma for help.
Lord, there were so many things he wanted to say to this beautiful, golden-haired girl. By the pleading look in her eyes, he thought she might have something to say back to him.
No, not now.
“These weapons are no match for enemy cannons,” he said quietly instead. “You know what I need you to use them for.”
Emma, balling her hands into fists, refused.
“Listen to me,” he said, grinding out the ragged order. “I know the captain of the Sea Snake. His name is Nikko and I vow he is Satan’s spawn. I have every intention of killing him. I will do all I can to rid the world of this offal. I will do all I can to protect you. But it may not be enough. You cannot let him take you alive. Turn these weapons on yourselves, but only once it is certain all hope is lost. Will you do as I ask?”
She scowled at him.
“Emma, this is no jest.” The girl had been protected all of her life and could not possibly understand the depths of Nikko’s cruelty. Losing her mother and brother to tragedy was nothing to the anguish and brutal abuse she would endure if taken captive by the Sea Snake’s captain.
Cruelty and torture were inner sorrows that shattered one’s soul and damaged one’s heart forever. Even he had turned into a creature with a dark soul while rotting in Portsmouth Prison, waiting to die. “Trust me, Emma. You don’t want to be found alive–”
“Enough, Hugh.” She looked ready to toss the pistol overboard, but her lips pinched in a thin, tense line, and she nodded. Liam returned just then and helped them to topple the desk and drag it across the floor to form a barricade.
Martine once again began to weep.
Emma moved to comfort her and then glanced up at him. “Just go. They need you on deck.”
“Emma–”
“We’ll take desperate action, but only if all hope is lost, as you said. But promise me that you’ll fight to the last man. If I shoot myself, you had better also be dead or I’ll haunt you into eternity.”
He nodded. “I’ll do what I must to keep you safe.”
“Wait!” Martine cried as he turned to leave. She hurried to his side and reached up on tiptoes to plant a desperate kiss on his cheek. “That’s for Jacob, though I don’t expect you to give him that kiss. Tell him that I love him.”
He glanced at Emma.
She refused to look at him.
“Emma?” He should have kissed her that night in Lord Jameson’s moonlit garden. He should have kissed her and proposed to her and told her that he loved her. But he’d been called away in haste, a messenger reporting that his father had been placed under house arrest by the king’s own royal guardsmen. One moment, he and Emma were waltzing in the crowded ballroom and making promises to meet alone in the garden on that splendid night. He remembered the soft music that filled the air and the crush of hot bodies in the crowded ballroom. Mostly, he remembered the sparkle in Emma’s eyes as he twirled her in time to the music.
Nothing had mattered to him in that moment but possessing Emma and never letting her go. Of course, he had let her go when the music ended. She’d gazed up at him with those trusting, hopeful eyes… and she now believed he’d betrayed her.
He raised his hand to caress Emma’s cheek, to run his fingers through her silky curls. “We might never see each other again.”
There was a stubborn set to her jaw. “I won’t say it, Hugh.”
If they were going to die, he and Emma would not part like this. “Close your eyes.”
“Hugh, I don’t think–”
“That’s right. Don’t think.” He swallowed her in his arms and crushed his lips to hers, pouring every kiss he’d ached to give her, every oath he’d meant to give her, every promise he’d wanted to make to her, into that one kiss. He wanted no regrets between them.
She had his heart, just as he had hers.
She was too scared to admit it.
Perhaps, he was too.

“SHE’S ALMOST UPON us,” Jacob growled as the Sea Snake drew within firing distance of The Persephone. Hugh peered through his spyglass. “I swore I’d get even with Nikko for Sir Richard’s murder. I never expected it to be this soon.”
“What are you going to do?”
Hugh’s lungs felt as brittle as ice, each breath crystalline sharp against his chest. He wasn’t afraid. He was determined. He would have his revenge. “Kill him. Blow up his ship.”
Lucifer had also been standing beside him and now cast him a look of alarm. “How? He’ll fire back. What of the ladies? I thought you said we’d avoid a fight unless we had no choice.”
“There’ll be no fighting. Raise the Le Brecque flag along with the skull and crossbones. That’ll rouse his curiosity. Keep him distracted while I swim to his ship.”
“Swim to his ship? And then what?” Lucifer followed him below deck while Jacob carried out his instructions. The canny Scotsman would know how to keep Nikko talking and his crew’s attention pointed in the wrong direction. Lucifer was not nearly as confident. “What if he knows you’ve escaped? What if he realizes you’re aboard? What if your plan doesn’t work?”
“Are you doubting me, Lucifer?”
“No, of course not. Just not sure how you plan to blow the Sea Snake out of the water before they do the same to us.”
“He wants The Persephone in one piece. He won’t fire his cannons unless we are about to fire ours.”
“But we’re not going to fire ours?”
“Not at first. Nikko’s a bastard, but he’s also a curious bastard. He’ll want to know what The Persephone is doing back here and why she’s flying my family crest. He’ll want to know what happened to me. Jacob will fill him in on all the gory details of my imprisonment and hanging. Nikko will savor every word. After all, it was his testimony that had me branded as a coward and traitor.”
“He’ll know you escaped the moment he sees you.”
“Which is why he mustn’t see me. Stay on deck with Jacob. Do what you must to keep Nikko talking. I’ll be in the gunnery preparing the charges to blow apart his ship.”
“The hell I will. Jacob doesn’t need me up there. I’ll help you with those charges.” He followed Hugh to the gunnery. “But don’t you need Nikko alive? How will you prove your innocence if he isn’t there to confess?”
“I don’t need him. He’s just a lackey. He didn’t order Sir Richard Harlan killed or his ship destroyed.”
Lucifer lifted one of the kegs of gunpowder. “Then who did?”
“Lord Montvey.”
“Who’s he? What grudge does he have against you?”
“He’s the territorial governor here and hates his assignment. He’s desperately afraid he’ll be left to rot in this distant outpost to the end of his days. He’s desperate to return to England.” Hugh began to fill several small sacks with gunpowder.
Lucifer shook his head. “How does framing you for murder get him back to England?”
“That’s the damned unfortunate part of it. He’s my cousin. Next in line to my father’s earldom after me.”
“Bollocks! The bloody bastard. Give me half those charges. I’m going with you.”




Chapter Ten
“WHAT’S HAPPENING, LIAM? Why have we stopped?” Emma asked, attempting to peer over the furniture and barrels stacked in the cabin doorway.
“I don’t know.” The nub in Liam’s throat bobbed up and down as he swallowed hard.
Emma drew back from the doorway and moved instead to the porthole.
“Please, Lady Emma. Captain Le Brecque will have my hide if you don’t stay out of sight. And whatever you do, keep away from that porthole.”
She frowned. “If there’s to be a battle–”
“I’m sure the captain will warn us when it’s about to start.”
“Don’t you think it should have started already?”
“I… I don’t know. I’ve never fought a battle before.”
“You haven’t?”
Liam groaned. “But I know The Persephone. She’s sturdy and quick, a match for any warship.”
“Even the Sea Snake?” Emma asked, ignoring his renewed plea not to peer out. It was just a quick peek, not long enough for anyone to notice. “Oh, I can see its horrid captain.”
“How can you tell?” Liam asked with a gulp.
“Captain Le Brecque told me all about him.” Emma silently berated herself for the lie, but she needed to pry information out of the trusting boy because Hugh would never tell her.
“And her murderin’, thievin’ crew,” Liam spat out. “Damn every last one o’ them, especially their merciless captain, Nikko. Beggin’ your pardon, Lady Emma. He’s the one who lied and got Captain Le Brecque clapped in irons.”
She was about to coax more information out of him when a deafening roar filled her ears. The Persephone suddenly heaved, knocking her across the room. No sooner had she regained her feet, than a second wave swell, more forceful than the first, caused the ship to list dangerously to one side.
She gave a little shriek as she fell again and began to slide toward the furniture that was piled high in the doorway and teetering dangerously. A chair fell over her, striking her arms as she raised them to shield herself. “Mother in heaven!” She clawed the floorboards, desperate to scramble out of the way of Hugh’s toppling desk. It landed with a resounding crash beside her, almost crushing her as she lay dazed and breathless on the floor.
“Mon dieu! Emma, are you all right?” Martine crawled toward her.
“Stay where you are. I’m fine.” The massive desk had missed her by a hair’s breadth, but she’d have bruises from the chair that had fallen atop her.
More roars filled her ears and waves crashed against the ship’s groaning timbers. Emma heard shots ring out and then the deafening burst of cannon fire.
“We’re hoisting sail!” Liam cried, crawling to her side and helping her to her feet.
Martine suddenly shrieked.
Emma couldn’t see her amid the chaos. Smoke was beginning to fill the cabin. She heard the crack and splinter of wood above her. Was it The Persephone breaking apart? “Martine? Are you hurt?”
“No, ma petite. I’m unharmed.”
“Thank goodness.” She reached for her pistol and held it tightly in her grip, no longer dismissive about Hugh’s instructions as bursts of thunder, and the clang of clashing steel and roar of crashing waves surrounded her senses.
Even Martine now held her own pistol securely in her hands.
While peeking out of the porthole, Emma had caught a glimpse of two of Nikko’s men. Two ogres with deep scars on their faces and evil snarls on their lips. They would never show her or Martine kindness or mercy. “Liam, what can we do to help?”
“Just keep out of the captain’s way. He’ll see us safely through this battle.”
She had no chance to protest before Angus and Collin, the ship’s gunners, ran past her cabin hollering up to the deck for Jacob.
“We can’t hoist sail,” Angus shouted as the ship began to glide over the wave swells. “The captain’s not back yet.”
Not back?
Where had he gone?
She turned to Liam, but the desk suddenly shifted onto his foot after a particularly violent dip. He was too busy howling in pain to pay her any attention. “Martine, help him. I’ll be right back.”
Emma chased after Jacob, Angus and Collin as they ran to the storeroom. The three men stopped beside an open porthole, or what appeared to be some sort of opening large enough to fit a man through it. Several seamen were holding onto a rope, but moved over to allow Angus and Collin to assist them.
Five men tugging on a rope? What were they doing?
Suddenly, these men were hauling a gasping, sputtering Lucifer out of the water and settling him carefully out of the way. Where was Hugh? She stood in the shadows, listening to the grunts and labored breaths of the men as they continued to reel in the length of rope that appeared to be attached to something heavy.
Lucifer rolled to his knees, sopping wet and still breathing heavily when he suddenly looked up and noticed her. “Lady Emma, you shouldn’t be in here.”
She nodded, but made no move to leave. “What were you doing? Where is Captain Le Brecque?”
His lips thinned in a tense line. “Jacob and the gunners are pulling him back in.”
“As they just did for you?” She knelt by his side to make certain he was uninjured. “But the ship is under sail now. How can they possibly… what if the rope catches on the keel?”
“Got ‘im,” one of the gunners cried to everyone’s relief.
Emma’s heart pounded through her ears as she hurried to her feet in time to watch them drag Hugh through the hole that appeared to be created by removal of several wood slats and batting from the ship’s frame. It wasn’t a porthole after all. She turned to Lucifer who had now caught his breath and was on his feet as well, although unsteadily. “What happened? Why did the two of you go into the water?”
“Cap’n set charges under the Sea Snake,” said the gunner, Angus. “Blew Nikko’s ship straight to hell where she and her crew belong.”
Emma’s eyes widened in surprise. “But how? Isn’t it dangerous?”
Jacob nodded. “Very.”
“And you let him go?” She wasn’t angry so much as distressed, for she knew none of his men could tell Hugh what to do or stop him from doing something foolish.
“He’s the cap’n,” Angus said with a shrug. “We weren’t to countermand his orders.”
But she could have. Drat the man! She was paying him to do her bidding, not get himself killed. He could have sent another crew member into the water with Lucifer. Even as the thought entered her mind, she knew that Hugh would never allow anyone to carry out the dangerous assignment while he remained safely on board.
But all notion of venting her anger faded as the men finished reeling him in as though he were a big fish caught on a hook. Emma watched the men work quietly, felt each dip and crest as the ship moved swiftly now that it was under full sail. What Hugh had done was incredibly dangerous, and she realized that he very well might have died out there, alone in the vast expanse.
They set Hugh’s unmoving form down on the rough wood floor and quickly untied the rope that was wrapped tightly around his waist. “Cap’n. Cap’n,” Jacob called softly, his brow knitted in concern.
“No. No!” Emma knelt beside him, refusing to consider that Hugh might be dead. Reeling him in had simply taken longer than expected. He was merely unconscious, the force of those explosions momentarily rattling his senses. Hugh must have been too close to the Sea Snake when those charges went off.
“Check to see if he’s breathing,” Jacob said with a groan.
Emma put her ear against Hugh’s lips. “Oh, no.” Her heart shot into her throat. “He isn’t.”
Jacob gave her shoulder an assuring pat. “Give him a moment, lass.”
Emma nodded.
Don’t you leave me, you thick-headed idiot. Open your eyes!
“Doesn’t look good,” Collin said, remarking the obvious. “He’s turning blue.”
In desperation, Emma began to press down on Hugh’s chest to force his heart to beat. She had no idea whether such a thing would work, but she did not know what else to do.
“What’s that, lass?” Jacob asked, but made no move to stop her.
“I don’t know, but I saw our estate manager do it once to a worker who’d fallen into our pond. He said that it would help to clear water from his lungs.”
“Did it work?”
“Yes.” But the Banda Sea was no pond.
Hugh’s body suddenly jerked and he emitted a strangled cough while rolling onto his side. Water rushed from his mouth and dribbled down his chin.
“Saints be praised! Ye did it, lass. Ye brought him back from the dead.” Jacob’s smile was as bright as the tropic sun.
Collin slapped a hand to his thigh. “Look, he’s breathing stronger.”
“Cap’n? Can ye hear me?” Angus asked, kneeling beside him.
Hugh groaned in answer.
“Give him a moment, Angus. He’ll be back to himself in no time,” Jacob assured. “Stow that rope. We don’t want to be tripping over it when we move him.”
Collin scratched his head. “Where are we going to put him? He’s hurt.”
“In my cabin,” Emma replied, ignoring everyone’s raised eyebrows. “It is his cabin, after all. He can’t very well recover in a hammock, can he? Give me a moment to properly make up the bed.”
Emma spared a glance at Hugh’s unmoving body. He was sprawled motionless on the floor once again, but she saw the rise and fall of his broad chest and knew that he was breathing. Thank goodness. He wore no shirt, and even while unconscious, his muscles rippled in sensual waves that ran from his shoulders to his lean waist. Two daggers gleamed from the loops on his belt, dangling in sheaths on either side of his belt.
Her gaze ran down the length of his firm, muscled thighs. For the first time, she noticed he was holding a slender string in one hand and an empty oilcloth sack in the other. She realized it must have been full of gunpowder earlier.
Hugh moaned and tried to sit up.
She put her hands on his chest to gently hold him down. “Don’t move, not yet. Let your men carry you into your cabin. I’ll be right beside you.”
She glanced at the two seamen who were also beside him, noting their worried expressions. She decided to take charge of nursing Hugh. She couldn’t yet tell the extent of his injuries and the ship had no doctor aboard to examine him. The closest thing this vessel had to a healer was Jacob, but he only knew how to stitch wounds.
“He has a nasty lump on his forehead,” Angus muttered.
Collin nodded. “It looks bad.”
Emma ran her hands gently along Hugh’s head, shivering when she felt the warm ooze of blood on her fingers. She wiped the blood off on her gown, not caring that it would ruin the fine fabric, and proceeded to run her hands along his neck. She did the same to his arms and chest, trying to assess the extent of his injuries. “No broken bones so far. But it looks like he might have a sprained ankle.”
Fortunately, he’d worn no boots. The swelling was pronounced. “I see some minor cuts and rope burns. I’ll need something cold for that lump on his head. Lucifer, let me look at you now.”
“No, my lady. I’m fine. Liam will help me back to my cabin. It’s the captain who needs your attention.”
Angus rushed off to fetch a compress while Collin and Jacob carefully carried Hugh to her quarters.
Emma’s head was spinning with questions, but she’d have to wait for Hugh to recover before she got her answers. Jacob did not appear in any humor to talk. He left as soon as he saw that Martine was unharmed. They’d destroyed the Sea Snake, but not before their own ship was damaged. It was under sail, but barely.
Jacob would have his hands full in command of the helm.
Since the battle had ended as quickly as it started, she assumed they were safe for now. The Sea Snake’s cannons had gone silent some time ago. Thank goodness, or they’d all be sinking into the vast, watery abyss.
Collin and Angus settled Hugh down on her bed and then left her briefly to lend help on deck. “We’ll be back shortly,” they assured her.
She had expected them to remain, but was glad to be alone with Hugh. She needed a moment to allow herself to crumble in relief.
Hugh had almost died. Another thirty seconds and she would not have been able to revive him.
Her hands began to shake and her throat tightened as she struggled against her tears. But her eyes were already filled with them and they began to spill onto her cheeks. No! Be strong. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then took several more deep breaths. In and out. In and out, so that her breaths were now in time with the ebb and flow of waves that lapped and whooshed against the ship’s hull.
“Hugh,” she said in a ragged whisper, unable to take her gaze from his handsome face. She ignored each turbulent roll and dip as they sped across the unforgiving ocean.
What had happened to Nikko and his men? Had their massive fighting vessel completely broken apart?
She heard the sound of a man clearing his throat behind her. She quickly wiped away her tears with the sleeve of her gown and turned toward her open door. “Gentlemen,” she said, surprised to find a dozen crewmen standing quietly at the threshold. Word of Hugh’s injury must have spread, and his men were now coming down to see for themselves. Within moments, it seemed as though the entire crew was peering into the room.
Jacob shoved his way through the crowd. “Get back to yer stations, the lot of ye. There’s plenty of work still to be done.”
“But the captain,” one of them said, his voice obviously strained with worry.
Jacob softened his tone. “I’ll let ye lads know if he’s in any danger. Ye can see he’s in good hands with Lady Emma. She brought him back to life, the lass did. And now that he’s back, we all know the captain’s as pig-headed as they come.”
“Aye, he’s too stubborn to die,” one of the men jested.
A few of them chuckled.
Jacob’s words managed to calm them and they soon returned to their tasks.
“Lass,” Jacob said, his confident manner gone now that the men were no longer present, “how bad is it really? Ye see, I love the lad as though he were my own son.”
“He’s through the worst of it, but that lump on his head is bad. He’ll be fine once the swelling goes down.” She wasn’t at all confident of her words, but with Hugh injured, it was now up to Jacob to command this vessel. If he was scared or worried, the crew would instantly sense it.
Lord, forgive me for the lie.
Apparently satisfied with her assessment, Martine and Jacob began to set the cabin back in order, putting the furniture back in its proper place so that Emma would not have to maneuver through a labyrinth of overturned furniture when moving about the cabin.
When finished, Jacob sank to one knee beside the bed. “Hugh, laddie. I’ll be back as soon as we’ve finished repairing the damage sustained.” He spoke to Hugh as though he were alert and responsive. “We took a few hits across the bow, but nothing serious.”
Emma expected that was true. They were moving fairly fast across the water, at least it felt that way to her.
“Jacob, before you go. I’ll need help removing Hugh’s wet trousers. Does he have a nightshirt? He’ll be more comfortable in that.”
“Nightshirt? Nay, lass. We have none o’ that here. He’ll be more comfortable without clothes to confine him.”
“But I won’t be.” She blushed furiously.
Jacob sighed with impatience. “Very well, Collin and Angus will make sure he’s well covered with his sheet.”
“Thank you.” Hugh’s men believed she and Hugh were lovers and that she’d seen him naked. Only Martine knew the truth.
Under Martine’s instructions, Jacob, Collin, and Angus, who had just returned with a fresh cold compress, removed Hugh’s wet trousers. While they held him, Martine quickly exchanged the wet sheets for dry ones, then motioned for the men to set him down under the covers.
“At least he’s breathing,” Jacob muttered, his tone weary. He then left to take command of the helm once again. Angus remained with them, although there was little he could do to help her or Martine.
“I’m so sorry, cherie,” Martine said.
Emma nodded, and listened quietly as Angus explained all that had happened. Hugh had risked his life to set off charges along the Sea Snake’s keel and rudder. “Even if he didn’t sink the vessel, a ship that size can’t be steered without a working rudder.”
“Angus, what will happen to the Sea Snake’s crew?”
He gave a disgusted grunt. “Those rats will drown along with the sinking ship. But if the Sea Snake manages to stay afloat, they’ll drift at the mercy of the current, hopefully drift into the path of an English frigate who’ll finish the job.”
“What if no ship comes along?”
He shrugged. “I expect they’ll eventually sink in a storm. Or die of starvation, unless they have a run of good fortune and reach landfall before running out of food and fresh water. M’lady,” he said, gazing down at Hugh and frowning, “is there anything I can do for him?”
“I’ll need bandages to bind his sprained foot.” Now that he was naked beneath the sheet, she wanted to inspect his body more thoroughly. She’d noticed the lump on his head, his badly sprained foot, and minor cuts and bruises. But sometimes it took time for the more serious injuries to present themselves. She’d feel along his spleen and kidneys, and examine his other organs for damage.
However, she dared not peek under the covers while others were looking on. “Angus, I’ll also need clean strips of cloth and whiskey to cleanse his cuts and scrapes.”
He returned quickly with those.
Emma sat beside Hugh on the bed and placed a freshly moistened cloth upon his forehead. The cloths were drying too fast. Was he developing a fever?
“Emma,” he whispered, but his eyes remained closed.
“I’m here, Hugh. I won’t leave you.”
He sighed and seemed to relax. “Every bone in my body aches.”
She took his hand. “I know. I’m most concerned about the lump on your head.”
“A flying beam caught me across the back of my head.” He gave a laughing grunt. “I have a thick skull. I’ll recover. Did I hear my men right? I think I owe my life to you.”
She said nothing, not certain yet that he would survive. The lump was bad. He hadn’t opened his eyes. His usually strong voice was now barely above a whisper. She didn’t know what other injuries he’d sustained. These next few hours would be very important. “You’ll need to stay awake this evening. And you won’t be able to eat yet.”
His small nod caused him obvious pain. “I’ll manage. As long as you’re safe.”
“I’m fine, Hugh.” Her arms and back were a little sore, but she’d survive a wayward chair toppling on her. “I know I’m safe when I’m with you.”
He groaned. “About time you realized it. I’d die for you, Emma. I won’t let anyone hurt you while there’s breath left in me.”
“Don’t be an idiot. I want you to live for me. Do you hear me? You’re not allowed to die.”
He nodded. “Not until I find your father.”
She sighed raggedly. “Even after that. You’re not to die. Ever. At least not until you’re fat, bald, and ninety. Put it out of your head at once.”
His eyes were still closed but he was smiling. “Got it. Understood. But you have an odd way of telling me that you love me.”
“You’re insufferable.”
“But you still love me.”
She leaned over and kissed him lightly on the temple. “And you’re still insufferable.”
The hours dragged, and as night fell, Emma grew less confident that the danger to Hugh had passed. She dared not ease up on her vigilance. He was still as weak as a lamb and hadn’t been able to open his eyes. The lump had grown enormous, now spanning one side of his head from front to back. That truly worried her most of all.
Martine, who had been sitting with her much of the time, went off to the galley to gather supper for them and a light broth for Hugh, though Emma dared not give him any yet. She’d dab some on his lips for now.
Martine returned and set down the bowls.
“Go ahead, Martine. I’m not hungry yet.” In truth, Emma did not have any appetite to speak of. Her stomach was still in knots over Hugh.
Martine quickly ate and then rose. “Ma petite, will you be all right if I go on deck for a few minutes?”
Emma smiled at her. “Yes, and I’m certain Jacob will appreciate it if you bring him some broth to warm him while he’s at the helm.” In truth, the mere sight of her would warm him. She loved the way this fierce Scot turned to pudding around Martine.
Martine, obviously thinking the same, laughed as she gathered her bowl and spoon. “I won’t be long.”
She left Emma alone with Hugh.
Emma did not like that he lay so silent. “Can you move? Let me help you to sit up.” She’d already propped pillows at his back so that he did not lie flat on the bed. He’d taken in too much water. She was concerned that he’d develop a lung infection if liquid pooled in his lungs.
She touched her hand lightly to his forehead and felt his hot skin. He was developing a fever. Although it was dark in the room, the small amount of light seemed to bother him when he suddenly blinked his eyes open. “Emma? Is that food? I’m starved.”
She breathed a sigh of relief. He was awake and hungry. “I’ll give you a spoonful or two. Do you think you can manage that? I dare not give you more.” She blew lightly on the spoon she’d just dipped into the broth.
“I’ll try.” Attempting to sit up proved quite painful for him. “Bollocks, I’m weaker than a newborn babe.”
“You’ll be back to your arrogant self soon,” she teased. “Your recovery can’t be rushed.”
Finally managing to keep his eyes open, he cast her a boyish grin that melted her heart. “I’ll strike a bargain with you.”
She smiled in relief. “Dare I trust you?”
“Yes, my sweet. You can always trust me.”
She laughed and arched an eyebrow. “What’s your bargain?”
“If I come through this alive, you’ll tell me the truth about the Pearls of Fire.”
She almost spilled the broth on herself. Even while delirious, the scoundrel could not stop thinking of those pearls. Her laughter faded and she quickly found herself blinking away tears. She thought he’d propose something indecent, coax a promise from her to share his bed if he recovered.
She would have agreed.
She craved him, ached to have his arms, as solid as tree trunks, around her.
But no, he cared more for the pearls.
“Be quiet, Hugh.” The man was infuriating.
But he was still in danger, so she restrained her temper and watched him carefully. She gave him a second spoonful and frowned when he had difficulty handling even this light liquid. “That’s all I dare give you for now.”
“Your turn, Emma. I see your dish set out.”
At his insistence, she picked at her food, but every bite sank like a rancid rock in her belly. She hadn’t gotten over how close Hugh had come to dying. The fiend should have been giving thanks for surviving, but all that clogged his brain was desire for the pearls.
Her stomach was now roiling, so she dropped her fork and gave up the pretense of eating the carrots and potatoes that were floating on her plate like cold, lifeless lumps.
Hugh, she realized, had quickly fallen asleep and was now snoring.
She returned to his side, not at all minding his light snorts, for they were a sign of life.
She ran her hands across his shoulders, relieved that his big body felt merely warm and no longer fiery. She knew the varying courses of a fever. First, one felt as though they were roasting over a blazing fire, then suddenly racked with chills. Hugh hadn’t succumbed to chills yet.
The covers were drawn up to his chest so that all she saw were his sculpted shoulders, a bit of his broad chest, and his magnificently muscled arms. She could make out the outline of his finely honed torso beneath those covers. Her hands itched to draw them back and have her fill of his body.
She wanted this man with a yearning ache.
She shook her head to clear her wayward thoughts.
He wanted the pearls, not her.
“Oh, Hugh,” she whispered, running her fingers lightly through his tawny hair.
His head lay propped against the stark white pillows, his hair now dry and the long strands falling over his shoulders. His chest hairs were lighter in color, more golden than tawny. She rested her hand atop the dusting of gold curls along his bronzed chest, her palm tingling as it always did at the mere touch of him.
His hand moved up to cover hers, the gesture so naturally affectionate, she wanted to cry. “Emma… I’ll never let anyone hurt you.”
“I know, my…” Love. “I know.” Perhaps he did care more for the pearls, but he cared for her as well. “Please don’t leave me, Hugh. I couldn’t bear to lose you.”
As a lone tear trailed down her cheek, she leaned forward and gently kissed his warm, unresponsive lips.




Chapter Eleven
“AM I DEAD?” Hugh asked, peering through the netting of his make-shift bed to stare at the golden haired young woman with eyes of smoky blue and lips of softest pink. No, her eyes were a lovely mix of green and blue. She was looking down at him with obvious concern.
Emma.
She had invaded his dreams, his thoughts, his every waking moment these past few days. Perhaps it was because she who’d always been there, sitting quietly by his side like a ministering angel watching over him.
She must have been out of her mind with worry, for he knew he’d been drifting in and out of consciousness for four or five days now. Or was it more? They’d reached Wamsisi and he’d been carried into this hut. Where had his men been settled?
And Emma? His was the only cot in this hut and it wasn’t big enough to hold them both. Not that he’d need much room to wrap Emma in his arms or roll her under him as he made slow, endless love to her.
A jolt of pain shot into his temples as he tried to sit up.
“Hugh!” Emma threw her arms around him and helped him to ease back down. “You mustn’t move so quickly.”
He’d heard the natives call her Laddie Amma or some such name. She didn’t look like a laddie to him, not with that celestial body pressed close to his. “Well, am I dead?”
She leaned forward to touch his brow.
He cupped her chin in his hand and ran his thumb across her quivering, lower lip. “I must be, for I’m staring into the eyes of an angel.”
She cast him a look that revealed he was acting like a dolt, but to his surprise, she did not attempt to move away. In truth, she wasn’t fighting his touch at all. “You’re not dead. You’re finally awake. Thank goodness.”
He grinned at her while she hemmed and huffed and finally gave in to the inevitable. She stroked his forehead with exquisite care, sighed and huffed some more, then gave up and smiled at him.
Lord, she had a beautiful smile and a magnificent gentleness about her.
“I was so worried about you.” She nibbled her lower lip in that little, nipping way that made him hot and wild. Bollocks. Everything about her did that to him. “You had us all quite worried, Hugh.”
“I know.” He had been aware of all that was going on around him, but unable to communicate it until yesterday. That lump on his head coupled with his near drowning had wreaked havoc on his body. He still felt weak. Indeed, weak enough to fully appreciate how dangerously close he’d come to dying.
Now that the swelling in his head had subsided, his speech and movement had returned. He intended to waste no time in getting back to his duties. He also had a lot of thinking to do, mostly about Emma. He wanted her. But she had been clear. He had a choice to make. Either choose her or the Pearls of Fire. He could not have both.
Bloody damnation, she had no right to tell him what to do.
He needed the pearls.
Without them, he’d lose all hope of obtaining a royal pardon and saving his father’s earldom. Was his father still confined to the Le Brecque estate? Or was he now rotting in prison? And what of his younger sister? What had become of Lara?
Still lost in thought, he regarded Emma as she continued to fuss over him. He loved the way one gold tendril never seemed to behave amid her otherwise perfect head of hair.
She turned away a moment and came back with a moistened cloth that she pressed against his forehead. He closed his eyes and willed himself not to pull her soft body down atop him.
She was cooing and speaking to him in that softly melodic voice of hers.
He inhaled her scent, a mix of lavender and frothy, ocean spray… and something else. “I smell mangos.”
She laughed and shook her head. “There’s a bowl of fresh mangos and passion fruit on the table when you’re ready to eat.”
“Passion fruit. I like the sound of that.” Despite Emma’s cool exterior, he knew she was a bubbling pool of sensual desire. He knew it by the way she responded to his touch, that soft, tell-tale quiver and the sexy pout of her lips. He was determined to evoke breathy, little moans and tell-tale quivers out of her as soon as he regained his strength.
Hell, he couldn’t wait that long.
“Lie still,” she warned as he tried to roll out of bed, her voice so soft and sultry, it pushed him to the brink of madness. “Hugh, you can’t get out of bed yet. Impossible man.” She grabbed hold of him when his legs buckled, taking on the difficult task of settling him gently back down under the covers. But she lost her balance and fell atop him as they both crashed down upon the thin mattress.
She gasped.
He would have gasped, were he able to breathe. The soft, spongy feel of her ample breasts pressed against him shot fire through his veins. He was in agony, every bone in his head and body aching. But he didn’t care. Emma was squirming against him, her legs flailing between his thighs, all of her rubbing exquisitely against his skin.
This was a moment he’d treasure in time.
“You did that on purpose,” she accused, still wriggling her potent little body against him. “You fiend, my gown is stuck between your legs.”
Her pink lips were irresistibly close, so he kissed her lightly on the mouth. Then he drew her closer and kissed her again, this time pressing harder so that their lips ground lightly against each other. She opened to him, her velvet tongue responding to the invasion of his with unmasked ardor.
She tasted of mango and cinnamon tea.
Her skin felt like satin beneath his palms.
She ground her hips against his.
He almost shot to the ceiling, a hot, flaming arrow of desire.
She felt the hardening pulse of life between his legs and her entire body suddenly froze. “What am I doing?” She was immediately horrified by her behavior.
“We,” he said, for it took the two of them to be complicit, “are celebrating the fact that I’m not dead.” He expected her to slap him soundly, for he’d barely regained consciousness and was already misbehaving. But she merely lay atop him, looking deliciously confused. Thor’s hammer was now pounding in his head and Emma’s elbows were painfully poking into his bruised ribs. She was a slender, little thing, but it still felt as though an elephant was dancing a jig atop his chest.
He released her, allowing her to scramble off him.
Her cheeks were red and splotchy with embarrassment.
He cast her a roguish smile, the most charming in his repertoire, and felt an unexpected twinge of disappointment when she drew back and cast him a look of despair.
He’d gotten much warmer responses from the barely clad native women who’d bathed him this morning and he’d behaved like a perfectly dull gentleman with them. He’d even tried to hold a conversation in the little of their dialect he understood. He doubted they’d understood a word of what he’d said, but they had scurried out of his hut, giggling and ogling him as Emma had entered.
Since Emma was neither smiling at him nor ogling him, he changed the conversation to a safer topic. He wanted her company. In truth, he wanted all he could have of her. “So this is Wamsisi?”
“Yes, we made it here a few days ago.” She appeared to be relieved that he’d brought up this subject. He supposed that anything was better than having to think of her body’s response to him. “The Persephone is badly in need of repairs. So are you. In truth, you’re fortunate to be alive. How is your vision?”
He blinked his eyes and emitted a ragged sigh. “I thought it was perfect. Don’t tell me you’re fat, sixty, and have no teeth.”
She tried to look stern, but a merry laugh escaped her lips. When he attempted to sit up again, she pushed him very gently back onto his pillow and leaned over him, taking care not to touch him any more than was needed. “Hugh, I think you are healed, but you mustn’t overdo it. Your eyes look a little glazed. Be still a moment and look straight at me.”
Oh, he was definitely looking, taking in all of her, from her sparkling blue-green eyes to her lightly heaving breasts to… why bother looking lower? He was perfectly satisfied to let them rest where they were.
“Follow my finger.”
Reluctantly, he raised his gaze to hers. “They’re the color of tropical waters.”
“My fingers?”
“Your eyes.”
She sighed. “How many fingers am I holding up?”
“I don’t care, my sweet.”
“This is serious.”
“I know. The prettiest thing is standing before me and I’m too weak to roll out of bed and do something about it.” He made a sound of disgust. “I’m wrapped in more bandages than an Egyptian mummy.”
“Jacob was right about you,” she said with a little harrumph.
“He’s all right then? And what about Lucifer? He went into the water with me.” Hugh realized his memory was hazy about everything after he and Lucifer had set those charges under the Sea Snake. “And my crew? Exactly how long have I been delirious?” He tried to lean forward once more, but Thor’s hammer slammed into his head, the impact coursing through his body with unrelenting force.
“Do behave, Hugh.” Emma rolled her eyes. “They’re all fine, thanks to you. But you gave us a good scare. You’ve had a fever ever since that day we encountered the Sea Snake, so please don’t try to get out of bed yet. You’ll break something new and then I’ll just have to wrap you up in more bandages.”
He grumbled, but obeyed.
As she fussed over him, he watched her curls shimmer in the sunlight. It had felt dark and dreary only moment ago. The sun must have finally come out and was now shining in through the open doorway. “Am I by a waterfall? I keep hearing the rush of water.”
“The waterfall is a good distance away. What you’ve been hearing is rain hitting the thatch roof. It rains in Wamsisi all day. Every day.”
“Have you seen the rest of the island?”
“Not yet. Jacob will take a scouting party around Buru once the rains pass. I’ll go with them, but only if you’re well enough to be left on your own.”
He frowned. “I don’t want you going anywhere without me. I… damn…” He rolled onto his side, suddenly nauseated.
She grabbed a basin and set it beside him. “It’s all right, Hugh. I won’t go.”
He eased back as the moment of nausea passed. Was she agreeing to wait for him to regain his strength merely to calm him down? Did she mean it? He tried to study her expression, but the sun was too bright and painfully glaring in his eyes.
He turned away from the door. “What time is it?”
“About two in the afternoon. What else do you wish to know?”
“Everything.”
She nodded. “You are resting in a makeshift infirmary. We’ve had lots of rain, as I said. But I think the worst of it has passed and today will be a beautiful day. Let’s enjoy it while we can.”
She opened the thatched shutters to allow in a warm breeze.
“I heard you reading to me while I was unconscious.”
“You did? I’m so glad. I… I wasn’t sure…” She turned to the trove of books piled in the corner. “I’ll read to you this evening, if you like.”
“Sure.” He wanted her to stay close to him now that they’d reached Wamsisi. Not only because he still had lots of questions, but because he had yet to meet the village chieftain and determine whether Emma was in any danger. “Where’s that braxy, Jacob? Now that I’m awake, I’d like to talk to him.”
She laughed, another caressing laugh that caught on the light breeze cooling the hut. “He called you the same thing. I gather braxy is a term of affection. He called you that and said you were too stubborn to be done in by such a little thing a mizzen mast cracking open your skull.”
He touched his head and groaned.
“I remember swimming to Nikko’s ship to blow it up. The rest is still a little hazy.” He took her hand and held it gently in his. “Is your father here, Emma?”
She paled and let out a soft rush of air. “No, he never arrived.”
“I’m sorry, my sweet.” He meant it. She’d been so certain they would find him here. Learning that he’d never reached Wamsisi must have been a crushing blow.
She gave a curt nod. “We’ll speak of it later. When you have your strength back.”
A knock at the rickety door distracted them both. It wasn’t much of a door, no more than a few wooden slats held together by hemp ropes. “Ah, Jacob. Come in,” Hugh called to his friend.
The rest of his crew had gathered by the doorway as well.
He’d talk to Emma later.
Right now, he had to find out all he could about their battle with the Sea Snake. “All of you, come in.” A visit from his men would do more good than any medicine. Although a quick tumble with Emma, his beautiful angel of mercy, would be the best medicine of all. That truly would be the best healing tonic a man could ever ask for.
Emma rose and began to fuss around him. “I’ll tidy a space for your visitors.”
“But you’ll stay, too?”
“No, I’ll come back later. I need to put myself together.”
“Thank you, Emma. I’m glad you stayed with me.” He followed her graceful movements, watched the gentle sway of her hips as she put away medicine bottles and bandages. Her fichu was coming loose again. He eyed the delicate fabric that clung precariously to her bosom and silently vowed to kill any man who did the same.
She caught him looking at her and blushed.
He shrugged and let out a slow, lazy smile.
The door slammed shut behind her, rattling the hut and everything in it, especially his aching bones. He sat up against his pillows, determined to concentrate on his crew and what needed to be done to repair his vessel.
Word would soon reach Edward Montvey about his return.
Hugh knew that it was only a matter of days, perhaps a week before his sniveling cousin came after him. He’d overheard one of the native girls say that he was due back at the end of the month to open the government offices on Buru. He would come sooner once he learned The Persephone was here.
Nikko would do the same, assuming the Sea Snake had survived their confrontation.
His temples began to throb. He’d also promised Emma that he’d help find her missing father.
With all that was going on, was there any chance for him and Emma to regain what they’d had on the night of Lord Jameson’s ball?

“JACOB, YOU
GAW on my buttocks,” Hugh said impatiently once his crew had departed, leaving him alone with his first mate. “I don’t need a lecture from you.”
His friend glowered back, showing every bit of his quick Scots temper. “Here I am worried sick that we’d lost ye, and all ye can think of is cr-r-rawlin’ into that lassie’s bed. Weel, I’ll have you know she’s a lady in every sense of the word. I won’t let ye break her heart!”
“Who says I would? I was once ready to propose to her,” he grumbled, furious that they were having this conversation when they ought to have been talking about the Pearls of Fire.
“And make her yer wife? Why you booby-headed lummox, you’re hardly fit to tie the knot with that angel of mercy, that–”
“Don’t tell me you’ve fallen in love with her.” Hugh emitted a laugh that was quickly followed by a tortured groan, for every sudden movement still caused him pain. “What happened? Are you bored with Martine already?”
“Do ye think I’m trifling with Martine?” His face was red and he raised his fist.
“Stop, Jacob. Since when do we fight over women?” Besides, he was too weak to avoid his blow that would surely knock out several of his teeth.
Jacob sighed. “Ye looby. I’m too old for this nonsense. The point is, Lady Emma nursed ye back to life. She worried over you day and night without rest. Ye owe her better than to treat her as though she’s a common doxy.”
Hugh held back his anger. In truth, he was angrier with himself for desiring Emma, for wanting Emma to be his forever when he could offer her nothing in return but his craven heart. But it was hard to think logically while nursing a lump the size of a cannonball on his head. “You’re right, old friend. I’ll try to be on my best behavior.”
“Dinna just try,” Jacob said, once more revealing his annoyance by the thickening of his Scottish brogue. “Do it. Ye know all about chivalry. After all, ye’re the son of the Earl of Stratton.”
Hugh winced at the unpleasant reminder of his status. “The disgraced son. But not for long. I’ll have my revenge on Montvey.”
“Ye’re a fine looby, indeed. Will ye kill the one man who can exonerate you?”
“He’ll never confess. So I’m going to kill him. Then I’ll find the Pearls of Fire. No one will care about my past crimes once I return with that priceless necklace and gift it to the queen.”
“You’d take it from Emma and her family?”
He shrugged. “She said I could.”
Jacob looked like he was truly about to hit him, not that Hugh would blame him. He knew what he was doing was reprehensible. But how else was he to save his own family?
“You promised to find Emma’s father.”
“I will.” Hugh grunted. “But he isn’t here. Montvey will be here soon. I’ll deal with that bastard first and then search for her father afterward.”
“And the pearls?”
“Let me worry about those. Why are you still scowling at me? I’m not breaking any promises to Emma. We’ll both profit.” But he knew that if he took those pearls, he’d lose Emma forever. He shook out of the thought. Bah! He’d worry about that when the time came.
Loving each other, making that love work, was a hopeless dream anyway.
Emma was a lady, born and bred.
More than that, she was an angel. His angel.
But angels and pirates were not a good fit. Pirates took what they wanted. He wanted Emma and the pearls. He’d have them both, whether angels and pirates were a good fit or not. No one, not even Emma, would stop him. “Tell me what’s happened since we landed on this island. Emma seems to have developed a friendship with the native girls.”
Jacob nodded. “All the natives treat her as though she’s been among them for years. It’s uncanny the way they’ve warmed to her.”
“She’s a beautiful woman. Who wouldn’t admire her?”
“It’s more than that.” Jacob chewed on his lip in thought for a moment. “Lucifer noticed it too.”
Hugh struggled to sit up, now concerned. “Do you think she’s in any danger? Let’s get her out of here as soon as possible. I’ll hide her somewhere safe and then come back for Edward Montvey. He’ll come sooner than the end of the month once he learns I’m here.”
“If he’s the one who framed ye for Sir Richard’s murder, who bribed Nikko to testify falsely against ye, then I would think he’d want to stay as far away from here as possible. He knows what ye’ll do to him and ought to be shivering in his boots.”
“No, he’s the Lord Governor and thinks his office will protect him. That and the scum like Nikko he has working for him.” Hugh burned to seek revenge. “We could leave Emma here and sail to him now.”
“We can’t go anywhere until The Persephone is repaired. Her rigging was damaged in the skirmish with Nikko, and then we were caught in a sudden squall that tore the mainsail. The blasted weather’s still stopping us from getting near to repair her.”
“How badly did we damage Nikko’s vessel?”
“Bad. If we didn’t sink her, we put her out of commission for a good long while. We didn’t stay around to watch the Sea Snake break apart. But you should have seen the look on Nikko’s face when he realized what we’d done. I don’t think he realized you’d escaped and were on board until that moment. He thought I now owned The Persephone and was trying to convince me to work for him. As if I’d ever work for that scurvy bastard.”
Hugh knew that Emma would never approve of what he’d done. But this was not the pleasant English countryside. Out here, it was kill or be killed. He wasn’t sorry that he’d taken his revenge, only sorry that he hadn’t waited around to make certain the deed was properly done. He wasn’t going to apologize for doing what he had to do to protect Emma, his crew and family. “Montvey’s next. I’ll need a few more days to regain my strength. But I’m going after him if he doesn’t bother to come after me.”
“And put Emma at risk?”
“Hell, no. She’s safe with me. You know she is, Jacob. So stop fussing like an old woman and let me do what I know must be done. She’ll be safer once Montvey is out of the way. Then I’ll keep to my word and search for her father.” He stared at the doorway, hoping Emma would glide through it.
To his regret, she didn’t.
Perhaps it was for the best.
He didn’t like the way she overwhelmed his heart.
Jacob slapped his hands on his thighs and rose with a grunt. “I’ll leave ye now, lad.”
Hugh nodded. “I need to know that you are with me, you old braxy.”
Jacob nodded. “Always, lad. But will Lady Emma always be? That’s the more important question, and one I cannot answer.”
Nor could he. “It’s her choice.”
But would he survive losing her now that he’d found her again?
He wasn’t certain.
And he didn’t like that one bit.




Chapter Twelve
EMMA TRIED VERY hard not to succumb to Hugh’s good humor, but quickly saw it was a losing battle. The man had an irrepressible charm and a quick wit that could not be dampened by the now subsiding lump on his head, or his numerous cuts, bruises or sprains. Indeed, nothing, not even fighting off death, could keep him down.
She strove mightily to hide her smile as she sat on the edge of his bed, ladling broth into his mouth and wishing he wasn’t the handsomest man she had ever set eyes upon.
She’d sobbed against his chest all night long that first night, fearing he wouldn’t survive to the morning. Though she’d never admit it to him, the possibility of losing him had devastated her. He should have meant nothing to her, but it seemed that her fate had been sealed on the night of Lord Jameson’s ball.
The fear of losing him had burst open the dam surrounding her heart, unleashing a torrent of feelings she could no longer deny. He was the reason she’d never married. No other man could ever live up to him. No other man could ever rouse her passion. No other man could ever break her heart so easily.
She touched a finger to her lips, running it lightly over the curve of her lips.
She and Hugh had shared several kisses.
Each time, she’d felt kissed by a man in love.
What was wrong with her? She ought to be able to tell the difference between seduction and love by now.
“Did Jacob tell you how I valiantly swam through shark-infested waters to plant explosives under that pirate ship?” he asked, casting her a devilish grin.
She rolled her eyes. “He told me, and you’ve now told me three times already.”
Did the man have to be so shamelessly arrogant?
She had removed the bandages around his head earlier this morning and replaced them with a small square patch on his forehead where the swelling had localized. “I believe the word Jacob used was foolhardy, not valiant,” she said, trying to concentrate on his bruise, rather than on his captivating tawny-green eyes. They weren’t a pure green, but were flecked with golds and browns that enchanted her and lured her into their sylvan depths.
“Foolhardy?” He chuckled as he carefully shook his head. “You hurt me, my sweet.”
“I believe that ship’s mast did more damage to you than I ever could.”
“I don’t know about that,” he muttered, frowning lightly. The hot look he cast her turned her insides to warm pudding.
“Your lip is healing nicely.” She set the soup bowl on a nearby table, then reached out to gently touch his mouth.
He kissed her fingers.
“Stop that.” She was immediately irritated with herself for her weakness in touching him. But she needed to assure herself that he was alive and healing.
It did not change the fact that he was still arrogant and insufferable. Nor could she ever forget that he was a dangerous man. Although that pirate, Nikko, had surely deserved punishment, she did not like that Hugh had been so bloodthirsty about it. The man had killed Hugh’s friend, Sir Richard Harlan. Possibly all those aboard Sir Richard’s vessel had met a similar fate.
But was it right for Hugh to take the law into his own hands?
She frowned lightly, not certain she could reconcile herself to that side of Hugh. Yet, the law had obviously failed him. He was now going after the villains responsible with the merciless determination of a shark.
She wasn’t afraid of that side of him, for he’d never been ruthless with her or his own crewmen. In truth, he was quite protective of her. He had good qualities, too. He knew how to be charming when he wanted to be. He was loyal to his friends. He commanded the respect and admiration of his men, and had fought fiercely to defend all of them when he thought they were in danger.
The village girls adored him. He was a rakehell who knew how to charm and cajole women. All women. How soon before he bedded half the females in this village? Or was she being unfair? He’d spent his time during this voyage with her. Despite the occasional kiss… those were lovely… he’d behaved like a gentleman toward her.
And he hadn’t once gone off to seek his carnal pleasures elsewhere.
“Do that again, Emma. It felt nice,” he said, his voice husky.
She cleared her throat. “And so are your ribs, healing nicely, that is. You’ll have those bandages off by the end of the week.”
“What about my leg?” He motioned to the muscular limb and the bandage surrounding it.
“Oh, that will take a little longer. You’ll have to keep your weight off it for another few days. Perhaps a week.”
“I can’t wait that long. I need to be up and about to repair my ship.”
“Your men will tend to it as soon as the weather permits.” She studied his tawny hair, the way it lay in a flat, matted mess. He looked wonderful even with his hair in that sorry state. She sighed, deciding to wash it for him tomorrow unless Nandy, or Suba, or one of the other village girls attended to it first.
She pursed her lips. She’d have to warn the girls not to climb into bed with him, which was something they were shockingly eager to do, and certainly would do now that he was awake and on the mend. Their casual attitudes about male and female bodies had startled her at first, but there was such a natural innocence about these villagers, she could not condescend or chide them. Indeed, she was beginning to think they had the right of it.
In return, they found her very proper English moral code excessively ridiculous.
If only they knew what she was thinking at this moment.
“The Persephone is my ship. No one touches her until I’ve assessed the damage.”
“You’re very possessive,” she replied, not fully understanding why she had suddenly fallen into ill humor. Probably because she knew she’d find Hugh in bed with both girls by tomorrow.
“I’m only possessive of the things I love.”
“Ah, a man of deep devotion. You love your ship, and what else?”
He shrugged. “I’ve made no secret of what I want most on this earth.”
“The Pearls of Fire,” she said, trying to keep the bitterness from her voice. “You’ve mentioned them twice today.”
“Jacob says I spoke of them in my delirium.”
“You did.” She ought to have known better than to expect honesty or integrity from him. He had none when it came to those pearls.
“What did I say about them?”
“No deep, dark secrets, if that’s what has you concerned.”
“It hasn’t,” he grumbled, “since I never possessed more than common knowledge about them. But you know more than you’re letting on.”
She paled. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
“You’re a terrible liar, my sweet.” His gaze was keen and assessing. “The natives know you’re special. The Langdon family has been connected to the Pearls of Fire for over two hundred years. Is it possible these natives are the ones who stole the pearls?” He frowned. “But that makes no sense. Any foreigner lingering around Langdon Heath would have been noticed at once. Also, they’d be trying to harm us, especially you, if they were worried that you’d found them out.”
“They didn’t take the pearls.”
“But they know who has them, don’t they? Have they told you?” His frown deepened. “Emma, stop keeping secrets from me. Are the pearls hidden somewhere on this island?”
She didn’t so much as bat an eyelash.
“If the pearls are here, then the thieves are here, too. Tell me, damn it! I need to protect you.”
Her heart skipped beats. She almost believed he meant it. “There is only us and the villagers. I have no idea where those thieves are now or who they are. But I hope they rot for eternity for what they did to my mother.”
He drew her into his arms with a comforting gentleness. “I’ll catch them for you.”
Catch them? Or steal the Langdon pearls for himself? Suddenly, Emma felt desperately tired. All along, she believed they’d find her father here in Wamsisi or somewhere nearby on this island of Buru.
But her father’s ship had never reached Wamsisi or sailed into any harbor on this side of the island. The village chieftain had sent messengers across the island on her behalf. She was going mad wondering what they’d find out and desperately worried that they’d find out nothing. What would she do then?
Somehow, she had to pick up his trail.
“Emma, you’re shivering.”
She tried to draw away but he wouldn’t let her. “It’s hot as Hades in here and your body is a trembling mess. You’re scared for your father. You thought he’d be here, but he isn’t. He’ll turn up. Word travels fast among the islands.”
He sighed and released her when he saw that his words were offering her no comfort. She didn’t trust him. She never would. No amount of effort would ever prove his worth to her. “Ah, you hate me again. You hired me to find your father, but we pirates are all alike and you can’t trust any of us. All we want to do is steal your treasure.”
“Can you blame me? We’ve shared a few kisses, but we aren’t friends. Your only friends are the sea and your crewmen. You never speak of the loved ones you left behind. Don’t you ever think of them? Or of the sacrifices your family has made for you?”
His expression hardened, and in that moment, Emma knew she’d pushed him too far.
He reached out to cup her chin and force her gaze to his. “Why do you think I never made it to Lord Jameson’s garden that night? My father had been taken into custody and I learned about it as I was on my way to meet you. I had to set aside my heart’s desire and run to the aid of my family. I think about them every day. I worry about them every day. I miss them every day. Make what you will of that confession. I don’t care.”
He released her, but felt only disgust with himself at the moment. He hadn’t been able to help anyone he loved. Not once in these last two years had anything gone right. Then Emma had walked into his prison cell and rekindled his heart.
Emma stared at him open-mouthed, wishing she could crawl into the nearest hiding hole and not come out of it for a solid week. Her heart sank into her toes. She had been thinking only of herself and never once considered his troubles. She had no right to berate him for his perceived failings. She was the one who’d failed to appreciate how much he cared for his family. “Hugh, I don’t know what to say. I feel so ashamed. I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be.”
“I’ve been rude to you and petulant, never giving thought to what you must be going through. It’s those Pearls of Fire. Their curse is starting to taint me. I hope they sink to the bottom of the sea and are never found again. They’ve destroyed too many lives already.”
“No, my sweet. Those pearls are what they appear to be and nothing more. They have no special powers.”
“They do. It’s true. The natives believe they are cursed when in the wrong hands and so do I.” She buried her head in her hands and groaned. “I was never a shrewish harpy before.”
He gave a short, wistful laugh. “Emma, you’re a sweet girl who’s been forced to carry a difficult burden. I don’t know what will happen between us. Perhaps we aren’t fated to be together in this lifetime. But I will never harm you or betray your trust.”
“Not even to save your family?”
He eased back in his cot and sighed. “I want to save all of you. Perhaps it isn’t possible. But I’ll try with all my heart and soul. That’s all I can promise.”
An ache tore through her heart. She wanted this man. She loved him and wanted to trust him. She was glad he loved his family. He’d spoken quite fondly of them years ago, a father and a younger sister. “I’ll understand if you choose to save them.”
He cursed softly. “Choose them? I’m fighting to have it all. Do you think I want to walk away from you? Death comes in all forms, my sweet. Losing you would pierce my heart. I’d be alive, but only going through the motions. Walking, talking, but feeling nothing. Dead in spirit. Dead in heart.” He drew her close so that her body was crushed against his chest. “You’d be just as lost without me.”
She didn’t know what to say. Was this the same man she’d fallen in love with two years ago? Did she dare trust him now? It was safer to believe he was manipulating her to gain the Pearls of Fire. “I don’t know what to say.”
He looked disappointed. “You just said it all, my sweet.”
He released her, no doubt expecting her to run out of his hut. But she couldn’t leave him yet. She wet a cloth and then knelt at his side to gently apply it to his forehead. “Does this help? How is your vision?”
“Mine is perfect. You’re the one who refuses to see clearly.”
She supposed she deserved that. “Hugh, I think it is too late for us.”
He grunted and leaned forward so that they were face to face. She could feel the breath from his lips blow gently across her cheek. She felt his hand slowly curl at the nape of her neck and gently draw her forward to guide her lips to his. She did not know whether he meant only a chaste kiss, but her own desire betrayed her. She crushed her lips to his the moment she felt the strong, probing touch of his mouth descending on hers.
“Blessed saints, Emma,” he said in a raw whisper and deepened the kiss, deliciously relentless in his plundering advance.
She felt a shudder run through him.
Or was she the one trembling?
He drew away slowly and cast her an arrogant smile. “No, love. It isn’t too late for us.”

“HUGH, LAD. SOMETHING’S been preying on my mind. I hadn’t wanted to tell you just yet, but now I think I had better.”
He arched an eyebrow. “Does it concern Emma?”
“Aye. You see, the natives warned us from the start that she isn’t to be touched.”
Hugh laughed. “I would think so. She’s a lady.”
Jacob shook his head soberly. “Laddie, ’tis no laughing matter. The natives believe she’s their goddess.”
“Aye, she’s beautiful.”
“No, a real goddess. A spirit of the earth, the air, the wind, and water. I overheard one of the native girls refer to her as melo-melo. At least, I think that’s what she called Emma. It was late, and I was spying on the natives… well, I hadn’t meant to. I had just returned Martine safely to her hut and thought I’d take a walk before retiring for the evening.”
“Go on,” Hugh urged, his smile fading.
“I lost my way and was about to turn back when this beautiful, undulating creature suddenly rose and began to dance about a bonfire.”
“Emma?”
“No, but Emma was there, dressed like the natives and sitting beside the village chieftain. The dancing girl was looking at Emma, calling her by that name. Do ye know what it means?”
“Melo-melo? I believe it means snail.”
“Snail? That doesn’t make any sense.” He shook his head and muttered an oath. “Bah, I must have been drunker than I thought. I suppose it serves me right for spying on their tribal ritual.”
“Perhaps they knew you were there and decided to play a trick on you.”
“Och, no, lad. I may be an old fool, but one thing is for certain,” he said, his voice now a whisper as he grew even more serious, “they would have killed me had they known I was watching.”
Hugh frowned. “Tell the men to tread carefully, no matter how generous the villagers appear. Have you told anyone else about what you heard?”
“No, and I don’t intend to. The men can’t be trusted to keep their mouths shut. Och, I know to a man they’re loyal to ye, but rot-gut whiskey and scantily clad women have a way of loosening a man’s tongue.”
“As you said, maybe you were too drunk to hear right. The native words are confusing, many sounding alike. The girl was probably uttering a chant to protect Emma from the evil spirit, the malo-malo they believe lies within the Pearls of Fire.”
“That makes more sense. Hugh, she’s connected to the pearls in more ways than the mere Langdon name, isn’t she?”
Hugh was spared having to reply when two native girls walked in just then, giggling as they set plates of fruit beside his bed. Mango, passion fruit, and coconuts. One of the girls, scantily clad and eyeing him avidly, cut open one of the ripe mangos and began to feed it to him. As she leaned over him, her breasts dangled provocatively in front of him.
Bollocks, she was offering herself to him along with the enticing fruit.
He quickly swallowed the slice of mango and smiled appreciatively at the girl who called herself Nandy. He allowed her to feed him another slice before turning back to Jacob. “Have we heard anything more about Nikko?”
Jacob spat on the dirt floor. “The Wamsisi chief, Tono, sent scouting parties to the neighboring islands. No one has seen any sign of his ship. Likely, we sank it. If not, he thinks the Sea Snake drifted farther south, across the Banda Sea. Without rudder or keel, they must have gone down in the same squall that nearly sent us to our watery grave on The Persephone.”
“Let’s hope so.”
Hugh motioned to the girls to offer fruit to Jacob and was relieved when they turned their attention to the older man.
“Delicious,” Jacob remarked, grinning at the girls. However, he promptly returned to the discussion at hand. “Hugh, lad. It’ll take us weeks, perhaps months to repair the damage to our ship.”
“We don’t have that much time. What does she need?”
“The mizzen topmast shrouds and topgallant shrouds are ripped to shreds. The main topgallant shrouds need repair, so do the main futtock shrouds, but they’re salvageable. The stays are in good shape. I don’t know if the crosstrees or trestle-trees will hold, but they look sturdy enough. The jiggers will hold. The foremast appears undamaged. There’s a gaping hole in the hull, fortunately just above the water line. If not, we’d be lying at the bottom of the ocean.”
Jacob shifted in his chair and then continued. “The Wamsisi chieftain claims the strongest wood can be found on the mountain. Kepalat Mada they call it.”
“Kepalat Mada! Kepalat Mada!” the girls cried in unison and pointed behind him, to where the mountain probably stood.
His window was little more than a trap door that could be opened and closed depending on the rain and the strength of the breeze. “How about rope for the rigging?”
“They have some of the best hemp around. All we need do is construct a temporary dock, tow her to it, and make repairs.”
“Jacob, that’s like saying all we need to do is find the Pearls of Fire and take them back to England.”
“Tono says we’re heading into the dry season. We’ll have more sunshine and less rain now. I’ll send our men into the mountains tomorrow to start cutting timber for the hull. The villagers have agreed to help us with that and the rigging. They claim it will only take them a day to gather enough hemp for the rigging and about a week or two to fix the tears in the sails.”
“We’ll need batting.”
“We may have to sail to Ambon for that.”
“When can we tow The Persephone into harbor?”
“Tono insists we wait until next week. He says it’s too dangerous to try it sooner.”
“It may be more dangerous to wait. We can’t risk a storm lodging her off the reef. She’ll sink straight to the bottom.”
Jacob shrugged. “He claims it won’t happen, that the worst storms have passed, but the undercurrents are still too rough to risk a towing.”
“Bollocks!” Nandy said, noting his expression and breaking into giggles.
Jacob broke into hearty laughter.
Hugh tried to join in, but the sharp flashes of pain to his ribs prevented it.

“I SEE THE patient is doing much better,” Emma said several days later, stepping into Hugh’s hut and coming to his side. Several local girls were fussing about his chamber, but he was standing alone beside the table, munching on a plate of rice and duck in a spicy paste that made her eyes water as she drew near.
He seemed to be enjoying it and looked quite steady on his feet.
In truth, he looked big and brawny and almost as strong as he’d been before his injury.
She checked his forehead, as she had many times throughout the day, and then ran her hand along his cheek. “You haven’t had fever for two days now.”
“Lady Emma! Lady Emma!” Nandy said with a flutter, pronouncing the word ‘lady’ more like ‘laddie’. “We wash him again?”
Emma suppressed a groan. “Wash Captain Le Brecque? I don’t think he needs another bath today, Nandy. Besides, it’s getting late.” She set down her lantern and pointed to the doorway. “Night has fallen. Wait until tomorrow.”
The girl appeared extremely disappointed.
“I promise, tomorrow,” she said with an exasperated shake of her head, and shooed her out. Mother of mercy. How was she to keep the girls off Hugh long enough for his sprains and bruises to heal? “You ought to leave as well, Jacob. Your captain has had a very long day.”
Jacob was seated on the other side of the table, his elbows perched on the wooden table top. The plate before him had obviously been scraped clean, and he had a look of contentment after enjoying the hearty meal. He frowned, but consented. “What about you, lass?”
“I won’t stay long,” she said, wondering what the Scot and his captain had spoken about at considerable length. “Hugh must be worn out and needs his sleep.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow, laddie.” He walked out with the village girls, muttering something about meeting Martine.
Left alone with Hugh, she felt her cheeks warm under the heat of his steady gaze. In truth, he did not appear to be in the least tired. “Have you come to tuck me in, Emma?”
She blushed, unable to answer.
“I love the way the sunlight plays upon your hair,” he said in a throaty murmur.
She returned his gaze, a little alarmed by the comment for she’d believed he was on the mend and had no more problems with his vision. “Haven’t you noticed? It’s dark outside, not even a moon tonight.”
“I know. I’m speaking of the way it looked earlier today, the beautiful way it always looks.” He reached out to touch her hair. “A shining, honey gold.”
“Is that mango juice at the corner of your mouth?” She rolled her eyes as she wet a small square of handkerchief and dabbed it at the corners of his lips.
“The girls fed me fruit earlier. I think they missed my mouth on purpose,” he teased. “They want any excuse to wash my manly body again tonight.”
Emma couldn’t help but laugh. “They like you. I can’t imagine why. Your body must seem quite puny compared to that enormously swelled head of yours.” She dabbed at his smirking lips.
“Mmm, feels nice. You like my body, too. Admit it, my sweet.”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
His smile turned wistful. “Will you ever be mine, Emma?”
Emma’s hand shook, so she stopped her ministrations before he noticed how deeply the simple question had affected her. “Stand still. I can’t properly wipe the mango juice off your lips if you won’t stop talking.”
“Your problem is that you’re as possessive of me as I am of you, only you refuse to accept it. I know you love me. But there’s no chance for us unless you also start to trust me.”
“Obviously, your senses are still addled. Let me get the last bit of juice that dribbled down your chin.”
“You look beautiful by moonlight, too,” he murmured when she finished, his voice velvety soft and gaze hot enough to melt wax off the candle burning brightly by his bedside.
She pointed to the candle. “It’s candlelight. And, as I said, there’s no moon tonight.”
“You’re missing the point.”
“Am I supposed to be flattered? Why are we having this conversation now?”
“Because I can’t help it. You grow more beautiful every time I look at you. I want you, Emma. I want all of you.”
She turned away to fuss with the supplies on a nearby table. “You may speak that way to the girls, but not to me. I don’t wish to hear your drivel.”
“You’ve rearranged those supplies about twenty times today. What do you wish to hear from me?”
“I don’t wish to hear anything from you.”
“Your nose is wiggling. Have you noticed that it wiggles every time you lie?”
“Good night, Captain Le Brecque.”
He grabbed her hand as she turned to leave. “What’s going on between you and the natives, Emma?”
She refused to return his gaze, instead preferring to keep her back to him as she struggled to suppress her alarm. What had he heard? And who had told him? Certainly not the village chieftain, and certainly not the girls who fussed over him daily. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Are you in any danger?”
She turned to face him, hoping she’d sufficiently masked her features so that she gave away nothing of what she was thinking. “From these villagers? Of course not.”
He cast her a protective look that shot straight to her heart. In this moment, she believed he would risk his life for her, and it made her heart soar. But she quickly tamped down her elation. Hugh would also steal the Pearls of Fire at the first opportunity. Did he love her more than those cursed pearls? She didn’t think so.
“There’s something gnawing at my insides, something telling me I had better learn the answer if I wish to help you.”
“Help me?” A bitter laugh escaped her lips.
He ran his thumb lightly along the curve of her jaw, the casual gesture shooting a tingle through her body. “Yes, even more than I wish to bed you. And that wish is mighty strong, too. I’m almost healed, and determined to do something about it as soon as I am.”
Her heart pounded wildly, once again more from the temptation to surrender to him than from indignation. But she couldn’t face the truth of her feelings for Hugh right now. It was simpler to believe he was a depraved pirate who would steal the pearls and abandon her. “I will never share your bed, Hugh.”
“Nor will I ever force you,” he said with surprising gentleness. “But your heart will eventually lead you to the right decision.”
She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes. I feel compelled to tumble into your arms and stay there until you’re ready to sail away. And when you do sail off, leaving me ruined and alone, and perhaps carrying your child, I’ll be content to spend the rest of my days waiting patiently for your return.”
“Emma, you have a vivid imagination. I’d never leave you to face anything alone. Even if I did sail away, I’d come back to you. I’ll always come back to you.”
“Oh, Hugh, stop lying to me. Or do you truly believe what you’re saying? Then stop lying to yourself. You’ll leave me the moment you get your hands on the Pearls of Fire.” She took a deep, shattered breath. “Don’t go after them, please. I don’t want any harm to come to you. But you will be harmed if you find them. They’re truly cursed and you’ll be cursed too. So don’t look for them. Let them stay beyond your reach.”
“As you are beyond my reach, it seems.”
No, she wasn’t. He had only to give up his desire for the pearls and she would be his. “If given the choice to save me or the Pearls of Fire, which would you choose?”
“Stop asking me that bloody question.”
“Answer it, Hugh.”
He paused a heartbeat. Then another. The silence stretched unbearably. “You’d save the pearls. I’m sorry for that. Truly. Goodnight, Captain Le Brecque.”




Chapter Thirteen
EMMA SHADED HER eyes against the sunlight and peered into the brightest blue sky she’d seen in an age. A pair of white, tufted clouds languidly sailed by, carried along on a light breeze that blew off the water and wafted through the village. The breeze was most welcome, for it chased away the oppressively damp heat that had plagued them for days.
She ran her hands along her arms. Her skin was no longer moist and sticky, but smooth and dry.
The village paths were no longer muddy. Her shoes kicked up dust as she made her way to Hugh’s hut, but she hesitated a moment outside the door, closing her eyes and tilting her head toward the sun to warm her face. “Don’t be a coward,” she muttered to herself.
She took a deep breath and entered.
Her gaze fell on his empty cot. Where was he? She blinked her eyes to adjust to the hazy grayness of the interior and spotted him standing on crutches by a stack of books. “What are you doing? Get back in bed.”
“Are you still angry with me about last night?”
“No,” she said and meant it. She was angry with herself for wanting him to care for her above the pearls. She was angry with herself for thinking, even for one brief, mad moment that he might be convinced to forget about them.
He arched a tawny eyebrow. “You still look angry.”
“I’m not. Truly.” She was as much to blame as he was for hoping he was still Viscount Brixham, that dashing gentleman who’d claimed two dances from her and had promised to meet her in Lord Jameson’s garden. The years had changed him. Portsmouth Prison had hardened him.
She walked closer to inspect him. “You look much better today.”
“I feel much better. Look at this.” He flashed her a triumphant grin and slowly limped toward the door.
Nandy, Suba and Nola, his giggling handmaidens, happened to enter just then and immediately began to cheer him on with every step.
“The girls have taken excellent care of me,” he said, but his eyes seemed to be pleading for help. “They’ve washed me, and fed me, and washed me some more. The little darlings are very thorough.”
He picked up a sponge from the nearby table. “They intend to wash me again after lunch,” he said with mirthful exasperation. “This is their instrument of torture.”
Emma shook her head and laughed. “Oh, dear.”
It was obvious that Nandy, Suba and Nola enjoyed putting their hands on him, touching him everywhere, for any reason, and as often as possible. Goodness, she couldn’t blame them. She noted that his tawny mane was damp and gleaming from its recent washing, the longer tendrils curling at the base of his neck. She stepped toward him, inhaling the rich scent of his hair and body. Almond oils, or perhaps vanilla, she thought. Whatever the scent, it blended perfectly with his clean, male heat.
Against her will, she found herself drawing closer to Hugh, breathing him in a little deeper. “You seem to be moving about the room with little difficulty.”
He glanced at his crutches and nodded. “Well enough to be allowed outdoors? What do you say, Emma? Will I be set free?”
Her smile faltered as the image of him trapped in his cell in Portsmouth sprang to mind. “Of course, Hugh. I wouldn’t… I never meant to…”
“I know, my sweet.” His voice was husky and tender, his wistful smile conveying all the pain he’d suffered while being locked away.
She moved closer to him, wanting to put her arms around him, but the girls were watching and she dared not have them think she’d lost her heart to Hugh. She averted her gaze from his handsome face and found herself staring into the spray of burnished gold curls at his chest.
He stood tall and proud, a marked improvement over the past week when he’d been doubled over and hardly able to move.
She loved the size of him, his brawny ruggedness and the way he managed to swagger even while on crutches.
“Will you walk with me, Emma?”
She swallowed hard and nodded. “I suppose it’s safe to walk a few steps from the hut. But no more than that today. You ought to keep your weight off the sprained ankle if it’s to heal properly. How did you manage to put on your trousers?”
“The girls helped me,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “Though it was quite a struggle. At times, the little darlings seemed to be working harder to pull them off than to tug them on.”
He turned to the girls and cast them a private wink, which caused them to erupt in giggles. Emma felt the heat rise to her cheeks and wondered just how much fun they’d had helping him don those buff breeches that clung to his muscular frame. The fabric of the left leg was slit up the side to accommodate a makeshift splint for his badly damaged ankle.
“Let them help you put on your shirt. You’ll burn in the sun without it. And here, take my parasol.”
“No self-respecting pirate would be caught dead carrying a pink parasol,” he said in mock horror and refused the offer.
She couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ll be right beside you. Don’t be stubborn, Hugh.”
“Ah, lass. I like the sound of my name on your lips, especially when your heart is light and carefree. That’s the Emma I remember.” He caressed her cheek. “Keep your parasol. Your skin’s much paler than mine. You need it more.”
“Very well.” Despite her months at sea and the week on this island acquiring freckles on her nose and a little pink on her cheeks, she had retained all of her traditional English delicacy to the sun.
But he was used to being at sea and working under the glare of the sun. He would bronze quickly. In truth, his body was already lightly bronzed despite his week of confinement.
“Still, you need some protection. I’ll find you a hat, something quite masculine.”
“Let’s put that off for later. Will you show me around the village first? I understand my men are on the mountain cutting timber.”
“Yes, they left early this morning. They’ll be gone for several days.” She led him out of the hut. The walkways were more rutted than she’d realized, filled with clumps of dirt and little holes that made Hugh’s progress awkward. “Lean on me whenever you feel yourself tiring.”
He grinned wickedly. “I feel myself wilting like a flower in the noonday sun already.”
Hugh had a gentle, deft touch, and she liked the feel of his hands on her body far too much to encourage him. “Behave yourself, Captain Le Brecque.”
He laughed and shook his head. “All right, my sweet. For now.”
They moved along at a casual stroll. He appeared to manage quite well, easily balancing his solid weight on the sturdy tree limbs that had been fashioned into crutches. “Did Jacob go off into the mountains with my men?”
“Yes, so did Martine and many of the natives.” Emma surveyed the village which was eerily deserted save for a few old women and some very young children who were playing in the village square.
She noticed a few more children in the distance, hoisting nets along the shoreline.
“Shall we walk toward them?” Hugh asked, obviously eager to approach the water’s edge.
“I don’t know. Your leg.”
“Will hold up just fine. And you’ll be there to scold me if it doesn’t.”
She shook her head and sighed. “I have become a shrew, haven’t I?”
“No, I know you’re concerned about me. I like that you are. So, what do you say? Shall we walk to the water?”
She acceded with a shrug. It was a fine suggestion and he would manage somehow on the soft sand, even if he had to put his arm around her for support. She’d been taking afternoon walks along the beach and enjoyed watching the azure waves lap the shore. She delighted in the cooling breeze that wafted off the sea toward the village.
She’d even been so brave as to remove her shoes and stockings. She began to do so now when she and Hugh emerged from the village and reached the beach. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“I can’t walk on the sand in my shoes.”
He chuckled and his wickedly sensual grin returned. “What else do you plan to take off? Need any help?”
“No, you dolt.” But she laughed and playfully kicked a little sand at him with her toe. She did not fully let down her guard around him, however. She dared not. But she did relax just the littlest bit under the glorious, blue sky.
A sigh escaped her lips as she wriggled her toes in the warm, golden sand.
Vivid green palm leaves swayed in the majestic breeze.
Hugh put his arm on her shoulder for support. She didn’t mind, for he’d been struggling to maintain his balance in the soft sand. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
She nodded. “It’s paradise.”
“But you still miss England.”
“It’s all I know. The customs, the traditions, the…” Her voice died out as she gazed into the distance at Nandy, Suba and Nola who had run past them, removed their garments and were now frolicking naked in the water.
Hugh burst out laughing. “Emma, are you still breathing? Ah, yes. My faithful handmaidens. Have they shocked you? Thank goodness they’ve found something other than me to occupy their time.”
She was shocked, but she also longed to allow herself the same freedom. A deep, abiding ache filled her body. She wanted to be playful with Hugh. She wanted to feel the solid strength of his arms around her, taut and glistening and wet. She wanted to feel the heat of his desire and wanted herself to be free to follow wherever her heart led her.
“Emma,” he said, his voice as soft as the golden sand beneath her feet. “You’ll know when the moment is right. I won’t ever force you. But I won’t deny how desperately I long for you.”
He’d read her thoughts so easily.
She fought off the delicious quiver streaming through her body, ignored the passion simmering in the turbulent depths of her soul. “Would you desire me if I had no connection to the Pearls of Fire?”
He emitted a pained sigh. “Ah, lass. Is that necklace always on your mind?”
“No, it’s always on yours.” She frowned, knowing she was the one at fault for ruining this pleasant moment. She’d mentioned those cursed pearls to protect herself, for she was so close to giving herself to Hugh. She wanted so badly to surrender to his kisses and feel him against her, to surrender all of herself to him. “I think we had better turn back now.”
“Not yet, Emma. The sun feels too good on my skin. I’ve been starved for it.” He cupped her cheek in his open palm. “I’ve also been starved for you. But I promise to wait until you’re ready. So, let’s have no more talk of curses and death. Let’s just enjoy the day.”
“I’m sorry, Hugh. You’re right.” She allowed him to guide her to a shade tree. “You were so badly hurt after the incident with the Sea Snake, I was afraid I’d lost you. I’m still afraid to lose you. And still afraid to trust you.”
“And even more afraid to love me.” He arched an eyebrow. “Don’t be afraid of that, Emma.”
She meant to protest, but he was already onto another, less dangerous, topic. “I thought we’d sailed into Wamsisi’s harbor, but that squall we encountered stranded The Persephone on a distant reef. How did we all get to shore?”
Jacob must have told him, but she went along with his questions, grateful for the easier conversation. “The Wamsisi fishermen put us in their boats and rowed us off the reef.”
“They’ve treated us very well.”
“We’re their guests. What are you suggesting? Not everyone is venal and mercenary.”
He appeared surprised, then his gaze turned icy. “I wasn’t suggesting anything. Can I not talk to you about any subject without you turning on me like a hissing cat? What are you hiding, Emma? What is going on between you and these villagers that you don’t wish me to know?”
Heat rushed into her cheeks. “Nothing.”
“Oh, my sweet. You are a terrible liar. Do you want to know what I think?”
She shuddered. “No.”
“I think we’re very close to the Pearls of Fire. I think you know exactly where they are.”
How could this pirate know her mind so well? “I think you are deranged, Captain Le Brecque.”
“That mizzenmast may have cracked my thick head open, but I’ve still retained some sense. Emma, that pirate, Nikko, was working for a nasty fellow called Montvey. Others may be working for him as well.”
“These villagers?”
“No.” His gaze turned toward the water where the girls were still swimming. Their joyful laughter drifted onto shore. “There’s an innocence and genuine kindness about them. The men and the women. But Montvey will bring his reign of terror down upon them if we’re found here. He wants to get back to England and will go to any means to make it happen. He thought to do it by accusing my father of treason. When that didn’t work, he attacked a British warship and set me up to take the fall for his crimes. Now, he knows he’s failed in that as well. What do you think he’ll do when he finds you here?”
Her gaze darted to his and she eyed him in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“I just told you, Montvey hates his exile and wants to get back to England. He will have heard about you and the Pearls of Fire by now. He knows you are connected to them.”
“Are you suggesting he’ll abduct me? How will that gain him the pearls?”
“You tell me? Or should I ask Chief Tono?” He paused as though expecting her to respond, and merely sighed when she didn’t. “The sooner we repair The Persephone and sail off, the better for all of us, especially these villagers.”
Emma turned away when she heard Nandy, Suba, and Nola suddenly shriek. Her heart shot into her throat, then she realized they were merely shrieking with delight as a wave tumbled them to shore. They shook themselves off, brushing sand off their dark-tipped breasts before jumping back into the surf to continue their frolic.
“You can help them by telling me the truth, Emma.”
She closed her eyes and swallowed hard.
He drew her close. “You’re shaking, my sweet. Why? Tell me, my spirit of the earth–”
She gasped and turned ashen. “Why did you call me that?”
He eased his grip. “That frightens you. Why?”
“You’re wrong.”
“So does this,” he whispered, drawing her into his arms.
“You said you wouldn’t kiss me against my will.”
“I’ll strike a bargain with you,” he said, a dangerous gleam in his eyes.
“I don’t make bargains with the devil.”
“You will with me, my sweet little goddess. The natives believe you are their goddess returned to earth in the form of a woman.” He placed his hand at the nape of her neck and drew her even closer, his body taut with anger… no, taut with barely restrained passion. For her? His eyes were smoky embers, hot, burning as they raked over her. Just when she thought he was going to kiss her, he suddenly let her go.
He turned and limped toward his hut, but stopped after only a few steps to look back at her. “Melo-melo, they call you. Snail. Why do they call you that, Emma?”




Chapter Fourteen
EMMA HURRIED BACK to her hut, slammed the door, and sank to the faded wood floor. She sat there for a very long time, her body a trembling mass.
Hugh didn’t know anything about her, could not possibly begin to comprehend her secrets. Yet he had called her a spirit of the earth and knew the natives called her melo-melo. They only did so in private, away from the hearing of Hugh and the members of his crew.
So, where had he heard the name?
Possibly from one of the girls. Nandy, most likely, for she liked to chatter more than the others. What he didn’t know, couldn’t know, was why the villagers believed she was a spirit. But he was a clever man and would soon figure out the connection between her and the pearls.
Did he really suspect the pearls were here?
If so, then he was the one in danger. Those pearls would lead to his death unless he understood the secret to avoiding the curse. It had been so clear to her, but not to the others in her family. Now, only her father, the Earl of Bourne, survived.
Or had he already met his untimely end?
She stifled a sob.
Where was her father? Why hadn’t she found him here?
She wept some more, and as the wind died down and her hut grew oppressively hot, she decided to return to the beach, joining Nandy and the other girls in a swim if they were still there. But she wouldn’t swim naked. She could not bolster the courage to do that. The girls had left a gaily colored sarong for her in the cupboard. She’d wear that. It was shockingly scanty compared to her clothes, but who was around to notice?
The sailors and most of the village men had gone into the mountains and would be there for several days. The few women and children left behind would be occupied with their daily chores at this time of day.
Hugh, she supposed, had returned to his hut.
What he’d said to her had troubled her greatly. Was she putting these villagers at risk? She’d never forgive herself if any of them came to harm because of her. Or had he just said that to scare her into giving up her secrets?
Her head was too muddled to think clearly right now.
She began to disrobe, struggling with the buttons down the back of her very proper, very English, lace-trimmed gown. She removed her corset, chemise, and stockings, frowning in particular at the corset as she set it down. She had wanted to discard it in this hot climate, but decided against it, even though Martine had discarded hers.
She wasn’t Martine. She was Lady Emma Langdon, and no matter how silly it might seem while in this island paradise, she needed to maintain proper appearances.
Except for now, with the village practically deserted.
She could abandon propriety for a few hours and no one would be the wiser.
Now naked, she stepped to her carved oak armoire, a ridiculously large piece of Dutch furniture the natives had acquired from a merchant vessel blown off course last year. It was out of place in her simple hut, but nevertheless useful. She withdrew a colorful bolt of cloth, the same as commonly worn by native women. She wrapped it around her body like a towel, as Nandy had taught her. It molded to her breasts, hips, and legs, stopping just below her knees.
She carefully removed the pins from her hair, set them on her night table, then shook her hair loose. All she needed now were her slippers and straw hat.
What would Hugh think if he saw her like this? Would desire overwhelm him? Or would he still desire the pearls more than her?
“The pearls, of course,” she muttered in disgust.
Moving briskly along the well-worn path from the village to the seashore, she encountered several young children walking in the opposite direction, toward the village. They were lugging nets and what appeared to be a heavy basket. “Did you catch any fish today, Ranji?” she asked the oldest boy, trying her best to get by in their local dialect.
His big, brown eyes grew wide with delight. “Yes, Laddie Emma,” he said, mispronouncing the word ‘lady’, as all the villagers commonly did, and proceeding to show her the contents of his basket.
“A magnificent catch! Did you boys manage it all by yourselves?”
Three darkly tanned heads topped with even darker, straight silky hair, bobbed up and down. “The current brought them close to shore,” Ranji’s brother explained, warning about the dangerous undertow, and managing it in excellent English. He’d earlier mentioned that he’d studied at an English missionary school on a nearby island. “Maybe you better not swim at all.”
“I’ll be careful,” she assured.
After a moment’s thought, Ranji handed the basket to the other boys, took her hand, and with the soberness of a village elder, told her that he would join her in the water. “I’ll save you when you start to drown.”
She shook her head mirthfully. “I’m a strong swimmer. You know that, Ranji.”
“No, Laddie Emma. You swim like a chicken.” The boys began to flap their arms and make clucking sounds around her. She took it in good nature, as she always did when they teased her. They never meant it out of spite or malice, but out of amazement that she was so pale. When not addressing her by her title, or revering her as a spirit, they would call her Emma, the English chicken.
“I’ll race you to the water,” she dared Ranji.
The boy was off in a shot, beating her quite handily. “You even run like a chicken,” he teased, his broad grin displaying a neat row of white teeth.
She tickled him, then shoved him playfully into the water. She jumped in after him, then dove under, loving the way the cool, glistening water caressed her skin. Her hair, when wet and flattened by the weight of the water, reached well past her buttocks.
“Why don’t you take off your dress?” Ranji asked, his gaze revealing he believed her eccentric and impractical for leaving her body covered. He and his friends thought nothing of swimming naked, although they’d acceded to her request to remain clothed when swimming with her.
She glanced toward the beach. “Not while the Captain is here.”
“He’s in his hut, and he not care if you are naked.”
“I suppose he wouldn’t,” she said with a chuckle. “Come on, let’s swim.”
They stayed close to shore, and swam parallel to it. She felt the unusually strong undercurrent even at this short distance from the water’s edge. They cut short their swim, deciding instead to spend their time digging up seashells and playing among the waves that rolled onto shore.
Soon, the other boys returned to join them in their game.
“Laddie Emma, your shoulders are growing as red as a mucuna plant,” Ranji said after a while. “Let’s go back to the village.”
Since he was the oldest of these young boys, and considered the wisest, the others obeyed without protest. Emma would have liked to linger, but knew Ranji was right.
She stopped by the communal well, poured rain water into a bucket, and used it to rinse sea water and sand from her hair and body. She returned to her hut, donned her blue gown, then moved outdoors to sit under a shade tree with Nandy. They chatted, and laughed, and brushed each other’s hair.
Emma was enjoying herself, but could not stop thinking of Hugh.
He was right.
She had to start trusting him.
Did she dare?

“MIND IF I join you?” Hugh limped toward Emma as she sat with Nandy, feeling the throb of his ankle with each step he took, but it was nothing to the throbbing desire he felt for this stubborn girl.
Emma whirled around, her damp hair gloriously unbound and curling at her hips. A light blush stained her cheeks. They’d turn to crimson fire if she knew he’d been watching her play in the water. Better not say anything to rile her. The girl was already so on edge, his mere presence was enough to send her into panic.
“Why aren’t you resting? Did you walk all the way here from your hut? How does your ankle feel?”
He shrugged.
Emma jumped to her feet. “It hurts, doesn’t it? Stubborn dolt, why won’t you just say so? Let me see. Oh, Hugh! We shouldn’t have walked down to the beach. It was too much for you to manage on your first day out. I ought to have taken better care–”
“No, my sweet. I enjoyed it.” He moved to lower himself onto the tree stump that had served as a bench for the women. “The pain will pass. It’s just sprained.”
“I help,” Nandy said, fawning over him and doing more harm than good as she tried to wrap her arms around his bruised ribs in a misguided attempt to help him settle onto the stump. She lost her grip and threw him off balance.
“Bollocks!” he cried, feeling himself falling and instinctively reaching out to grab Emma’s outstretched hand. She’d reached out to him the moment he’d started to tumble. But he realized his mistake at once. She wasn’t nearly strong enough to hold him up.
He twisted his body so that he landed on the hard earth and Emma safely fell atop him. Mercy! He felt the crush of her lush breasts against his chest, something he would have enjoyed immensely had his ribs not chosen that moment to catch fire and send a searing blast of pain through his body.
As his agony subsided, he ran his hands along the length of Emma’s soft curves to make certain she was unharmed.
“Don’t you dare move that hand any higher,” she warned, struggling to get off him without doing more damage.
“Did I hurt you in the fall?”
“No,” she said with a wincing laugh. “But I fear that I crushed you. How do your ribs feel?”
“Bad,” he admitted, needing her help to struggle to his feet. He clutched his rib cage, for he was breathing deeply and each deep breath hurt. “Nandy,” he said gently to the girl who stood beside them holding back tears, “don’t be so helpful next time. I’ll manage better on my own.”
She burst into tears and ran off.
Hugh sighed and settled on the stump with Emma’s help. He hated needing anyone’s help, especially Emma’s. He was the one who had to protect her, not the other way around.
“Rest a moment, Hugh.” She sat beside him and ran her hand lightly across his forehead that was now beaded with sweat. “I’ll help you back to your quarters as soon as you’re strong enough to walk. And I’ll go talk to Nandy once she calms down.”
“I’ll talk to her later. Stay with me, Emma. I’m not tired and I’d rather sit outdoors a while longer. I like the warmth of the sun on my face. Didn’t get enough of that in Portsmouth Prison. I’ll apologize to Nandy tonight when she returns to my hut with the other girls to wash me. She won’t miss that. Bollocks, I’ve never been so clean in all my life.”
Emma laughed. “You do look a little scrubbed raw.”
After a moment, he reached out and touched her hair.
“I went for a swim earlier and then walked along the beach with Ranji and the other children,” she hurried to explain.
“Sounds like you had fun.” She hadn’t noticed him standing under a shade tree on a small hill overlooking the beach. He had watched her, his scantily clad goddess, cavorting in the water with the village boys, her long, wet hair clinging to her womanly curves.
The image of her lush mane, wrapped like golden threads about her perfectly proportioned body, had stolen his breath away. So too, had the image of her long legs kicking in the water, and her ample breasts, barely covered by that thin sarong, thrust out as she arched her back to shake the water from her hair.
He broke into another sweat.
“Hugh, are you still in pain?” She cupped his chin, overlooking his stubble of beard, and turned him to face her.
“Unspeakable pain, my sweet.” For he was thinking of her, wet and naked, poised atop him, her blonde curls cascading over his chest as she bent to kiss him.
“You do look uncomfortable.” She leaned closer, her kissable lips pursed in concern. “Are you feverish?”
He nodded. “Incredibly hot, actually.”
She placed a hand on his forehead. “You don’t feel hot.”
He cast her a wicked grin, her earnest innocence too tempting to resist teasing. “You’re touching in the wrong place.”
As the import of his words filtered through her brain, she gasped and smacked his shoulder. “I’d strike you in the head if it weren’t already cracked wide open.”
In truth, he loved how gullible she was. There was a refreshing innocence about her, untouched despite all she’d suffered. Even though she would eventually lose her maidenhood to him, he would take care never to steal the innocence from her heart. She was no mere conquest to him. Surely, she knew that by now.
But she refused to hear such words from him.
She still didn’t trust him.
Despite her scowl, he drew her close and kissed the tip of her nose. “You have more freckles.”
She sighed and graced him with an adorably lopsided smile. “I didn’t wear my hat.”
He reached forward, about to run his fingers through her silken curls when he heard a soft giggle behind him.
“I get you something to drink now,” Nandy said, apparently having gotten over her upset and returned. How long had she been standing there, listening to him and Emma? Not that it mattered. They hadn’t said anything of importance.
“Yes, Nandy. Much appreciated.”
The girl ran off, this time giggling.
Emma sighed. “Sometimes, I wish my feelings were that easily shaken off.”
“They could be, but you insist on carrying the weight of your burdens upon your shoulders and won’t allow me to help.”
She jumped to her feet, appearing ready to bolt. He took her hand and held her back. “Very well, you win. Come sit beside me, my sweet. We needn’t talk. Let’s just enjoy the sunshine together.”
“Companionable silence?” She considered his suggestion and finally relented with a shrug. “I suppose we can do that.”
He knew she would relent, for she enjoyed his company as much as he enjoyed hers. Their time together always felt too short. She picked up her hairbrush again.
“Let me.” He eased it out of her hand.
She shook her head and laughed softly. “I’ve never had my hair brushed by a pirate captain before.”
“I’ll be gentle.”
“I know you will be. You always are with me.” To his surprise, she curled up beside him like a kitten and gave a purr of contentment that left him hot and bothered once again. But he did nothing about it, for he couldn’t waste these few moments alone with Emma. She had to grow to trust him or all would be lost.
“Your hair’s soft as silk.” He set aside the brush and simply ran his fingers through her long, golden curls. Up close, long and loose, with the sun shining down upon her, they were the color of molten honey.
She purred once again. “Hugh…”
“Yes, my sweet.”
“Can you ever go back to your life as a viscount? Assuming your name is cleared, that is. Or will you remain a pirate?”
“And plunder the high seas? I’d be a hero if I sailed on behalf of England, a privateer capturing riches from enemy ships. That’s what I was before Richard Harlan’s death.” He pursed his lips in thought. “But I don’t know. These past few years have changed me, Emma.”
“Not in every way. You’re still educated and well-mannered when you want to be.”
“I’m broken inside.” Now, why had he just admitted that to her? Perhaps because she was the only one who could heal him. Assuming she ever learned to trust him. “I’m no longer a gentleman. I’ve had to fight for scraps of food to survive. I’ve been whipped and beaten. I used to believe most people were good, but I don’t now. I’ve seen too many good men die at the hands of brutes.”
She gazed up at him, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Oh, Hugh. I shouldn’t have asked the question. It was so thoughtless of me. And we’re supposed to be sitting in companionable silence. Only I can’t seem to stop talking. I can’t stop asking you hurtful questions.” She shook her head and took a deep breath. Was she about to cry for him? “Those scars on your back haunt my dreams. I fear they’ll never go away and that you’ll always be in pain.”
“They don’t hurt me now, Emma. You needn’t worry that they do.” He stopped running his fingers through her hair and simply took her in his arms.
She nestled against his chest, her body soft and perfect. “I don’t know if I can resume my life either. How can I attend another London ball? Or smile at the insipid gentlemen who pretend to be fascinated with me when all they want is my inheritance. The peacock lords, the boasting gentlemen, the stodgy ministers and government officers, they all seem shallow to me now. They’re nothing like you.”
“The men you’ll find here are not like me either. Their hearts are dark and twisted. They’re flawed men and dangerous.”
“Chief Tono says these men are in spiritual pain.”
He sighed. “No, they’re just bad men. All of them.”
“You’re not. Tell me more about yourself, Hugh. What were you like when you were younger?”
“I was the perfect child,” he quipped.
“I doubt it highly.” Her laugh was mirthful and felt like starlight shimmering around him.
“You wound me, Emma. Well, perhaps I wasn’t quite perfect. I butted heads too often with my father. We were both headstrong. Age had tempered him, but I was still in the fire of my youth and insufferably sure of myself. I was often too hotheaded. It wasn’t in my nature to be cautious or levelheaded. I was the second son of the Earl of Stratton and expected to go into the military. My family assumed that I would go off to battle, fight bravely, and die in valor. But it was my cautious older brother who died instead and I suddenly became heir to an earldom. Now I became Viscount Brixham, yet I felt out of place. The title was never supposed to be mine.”
She turned to face him, her expression one of surprise. “How did your brother die? Is it too painful to discuss?”
“No, my sweet. We were never that close. He was much older and had little use for me. We were as opposite as two brothers could be. I was adventurous, and he was… in truth, he was a righteous prig. He died of a lung infection that he’d caught while riding in the rain on the way home from church one Sunday. It started as a fever that attacked his lungs. That’s what killed him. Somehow, his wife blamed me. My brother, she claimed, had gone to church to pray for my wicked soul. I had gained a reputation as a bit of a rake. He was worried that I’d never mend my wastrel ways. But I knew that I would. There just wasn’t any reason to reform until I met you.”
Her expression turned thoughtful.
“Leland died childless. His grieving widow was given a tidy settlement and I went on to become the new viscount. I will assume my father’s earldom upon his death, assuming it hasn’t been forfeited to the Crown by then.”
“I have connections to the royal family. I’ll–”
“I don’t want you involved, Emma. It is a nasty business.”
“I’m sorry you lost your brother. It tore my heart to pieces when I lost mine.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and absently caressed him.
He placed a hand over hers and squeezed lightly. “I know how hard it’s been for you, my sweet. I’m sorry for my sister, as well. She was too young to remember Leland. As I said, he and I were never all that close. But he would have gotten on quite well with Lara. She’s a little angel. Everyone adores her.” He grunted. “Last I heard, she was in London fighting this sentence on my behalf. It is a thankless task. I’d rather she not think of me or try to save me. I want her to go on with her life, whatever she can salvage of it. But I worry for her. No little girl should grow up with her father under house arrest and her only surviving brother condemned as a pirate and destined to be hanged.”
“I’ll visit her when I return to London. I’ll tell her all about you. She’s your sister and won’t want to forget you. I’ll tell her the good and the bad. She deserves to know the truth, your strengths and your foibles.”
He grunted again. “I’d rather she remember the good, what little of it there is.”
“I won’t disparage you to your family. I’ll give an honest account. You’re a natural leader, Hugh. You inspire confidence and respect among your crew. Your men were sincerely distressed when they thought you might die. Jacob loves you as though you were his own son.” She sighed. “I know you have fine qualities. But you will stop at nothing to possess the Pearls of Fire. You can lie to yourself and convince yourself that you must have them to protect your family, but those pearls will put all of you in greater danger.”
He resumed brushing her hair.
The pearls were not what stood between him and Emma. None of it mattered unless she learned to trust him. Jacob had seen her with the natives and knew something was going on that she wasn’t telling any of them.
“Speaking of Jacob, you two are an odd pair. How did you come to be such good friends? He’s a cranky Scot, closer to your father in age and you’re an English viscount.”
They hadn’t been speaking of Jacob, but he did not mind her curiosity. Perhaps she needed to know more about him before she would allow herself to trust him. “We were drawn together by our love of the sea. We learned to respect each other’s opinions. He’s a man of integrity. So is my father. The two are very much alike.”
She cleared her throat. “Do you miss him? I mean your father.”
“Very much,” Hugh admitted, allowing memories of home to rush to the fore. Curiously, only the good ones came to mind. He supposed it was for the best. In any event, there were far more good times than bad ones. “I miss him and my sister. My mother died when Lara was two years old.”
She nodded. “We’ve both lost a mother and a brother. But you still have a lovely, little sister. I never thought of you having a family, much less a loving one. You’ve told me about Leland and Lara. Do you have any other siblings?”
“No.”
She tipped her head up to look at him. “Were you and your brother ever alike? You described him earlier as stodgy, but was he always that way?”
“Yes, always. He liked to think of himself as honorable and respectable. He married a very respectable woman. Apparently, dull and condescending appealed to him. There was no joy in her heart nor in his. They set up a cold and austere household before he passed away.”
“All the more reason why I must visit your family. They must be longing to hear news about you. Your sister will be aching to see you again.”
“Visit them if you wish, but I think it will make their sadness more acute. The less they think of me, the better. I’ll return home once this mess is cleared up, but I don’t know when that will be or how long I will stay. Are you through asking your questions?”
“I’ve only just begun. I’m not very good at companionable silence, am I? Do you mind?”
“No, my sweet.”
She squirmed contentedly against him. He supposed he’d allow her anything just to stay close to her. Was he truly that far gone over her? He didn’t like to think anyone had that much control over his heart.
“Is The Persephone yours, or do you sail her for another?”
“She’s all mine.” He tamped down the swell of pride, but it was a hard thing to do. Acquiring that ship had been one of the finest days in his life.
Emma cast him a knowing smile. “How long have you owned her?”
“About eight years. You ask a lot of questions for a young lady who guards her own privacy so scrupulously.” She leaned back and rested her head against his chest so that he felt her nod against his steadily pounding heart. He liked the silky feel of her body pressed to his.
Her eyes fluttered closed and she pointed her face toward the sun. Her cheeks were a lovely shade of rose. “You claim to know all my secrets. It’s only right that I should learn some of yours.”
“Claim? I do know all your secrets. It’s taken me a little while, but I think I’ve solved the mystery of Emma Langdon.”
Since she was leaning against him, he felt the sudden coil of tension in her body. “You haven’t the slightest inkling.”
“Is that a dare?” He was pushing her, forcing her to trust him, and knew it was a risk. She’d pull out of his arms and bolt, and it would be his own fault. He did know her secrets and they were safe with him. How was he ever to convince her of it? “Enough for now. Join me for supper tonight. A quiet meal, just you and me.”
“Do you intend to ply me with wine and then pry secrets out of me?”
He rolled his eyes. “Emma, if I am so fortunate as to get you alone with me and drunk enough to lose your inhibitions, the last thing I wish to do with you is talk.”




Chapter Fifteen
EMMA ENTERED HUGH’S hut the following day only to find him gone. She searched the village and was about to give up when she spotted Ranji and his older cousin, Lagop, at the water’s edge about to push off in a canoe, their only cargo being Hugh.
“Stop!” she shouted, running as fast as she could along the sand toward them. She reached the canoe and began to berate Hugh. “Have you lost your senses?”
He cast her a scathing glower. “You didn’t join me last night.”
“In your hut? So you could get me drunk and…” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re truly disappointed. Even if you are, that doesn’t excuse your lunatic decision to go fishing with the boys. What if the boat capsizes? You’ll sink like a stone.”
“We’re not going fishing,” Ranji said. “We’re taking Captain Hugh to his ship.”
She inhaled sharply. “That’s even worse. You’re going all the way out to the reef?”
Hugh ignored her. “Let’s go, Ranji. We’re only wasting time here.”
“I will not be referred to as a waste of time.” She quickly unlaced her shoes, kicked them off, then took off her stockings.
Hugh’s lips began to twitch and the hint of a smile soon appeared on his lips. “What are you doing?”
“Exactly what it looks like.” She hitched her skirts up to her thighs, and waded into the water to grab the stern of the canoe. “Help me up, Lagop!”
“Don’t you dare,” Hugh commanded.
Lagop ignored him, as Emma knew he would. The poor boy believed she was a spirit of the water, and one did not anger the spirits, even the good ones. “We must take Laddie Emma,” Lagop explained to a glowering Hugh, “or the laleo will come after us.”
Ranji quickly hushed his cousin. “Lagop no speak English good. He mean we want to take her with us. We like Laddie Emma. She lotta fun.”
“Bollocks,” he muttered, but allowed the boys to lift her into the canoe.
She settled beside him.
He frowned at her. “You shouldn’t have come. We’ll be out here for hours. I mean to take my time inspecting my ship.”
She tapped the corner of her oversized straw hat. “I have protection from the sun.”
“Where’s your parasol, the pink one you always carry around?”
“You mean the one that was my mother’s? I loaned it to Chief Tono. He’ll take good care of it. Shouldn’t we start for the ship?” She brushed a loose, golden curl off her face. “Fortunately, we have the wind with us and with a little luck we’ll have the afternoon breezes to speed our return.”
The boys smiled at her as if thanking her for the position of the wind.
“I suppose you’re going to tell me the laleo – the bad spirit – has no power over us while you’re in the boat,” he whispered in her ear.
She stiffened ever so slightly. “I wouldn’t dream of saying anything so ridiculous.”
“But the boys believe it.”
“Would you like a piece of sago palm? I believe there’s some in Ranji’s basket.”
The Persephone was a magnificent three-masted schooner, designed for speed and power, Emma realized as they drew near. She hadn’t paid attention to that fact before, perhaps because she’d just considered the vessel a reliable means of transportation and had never appreciated her true beauty. But seeing her lying crippled on the reef, and noting the flicker of sadness in Hugh’s eyes, made her wish very hard that The Persephone would be restored to her earlier majesty.
Another, less noble thought, crossed her mind. That Hugh owned it, meant he’d possessed considerable wealth years before he became Viscount Brixham. Had his father given him the funds to purchase the ship? She doubted it. Hugh was not the sort to accept anyone’s largesse. He was stubborn and prideful. He’d probably gained much of his fortune in pirate raids. Of course, back then he was sailing for the Crown and called a privateer.
In any event, Hugh was not a merciless cutthroat. How had he acquired his wealth if not through cruelty or ruthlessness? She’d wasted too much time closing herself off from him, angry with him for wanting the pearls, and had never bothered to learn more about him.
He certainly was an unusual man. The books he’d carried with him on the journey, the ones Jacob had unloaded and placed in his hut claiming Hugh would want to read them when he felt better, spoke of a man who respected education. The books had been delivered to his hut even before Hugh’s clothes.
She had never heard of a pirate maintaining a library on board ship, certainly not one as impressive as his. Anyone who loved books as much as he did, could not be a vile murderer.
“She’s a beauty,” Emma remarked, unable to contain her smile.
Hugh stared at The Persephone as though she were his long lost love. “Aye, she is that.”
He motioned for the boys to draw close and secure the canoe, then stood up as if intending to climb aboard. “Ranji, there’s a rope ladder on deck. Climb up and toss it down to me.”
“You’re going up there?” Emma asked in amazement.
“What did you expect?”
“But your ankle! You can’t stand on it without wincing. You’ll never make it up the ladder. I thought you just wanted to have a look.”
“And then we’d turn back? Without so much as an inspection of her hull or rigging?”
“Well, obviously I wasn’t thinking clearly,” she grumbled, realizing that a mere sprained ankle or badly bruised ribs would not stop him from clambering about his beloved vessel. She decided it was safer to give in to his whim than to resist and risk capsizing the canoe. “Here, let me help you.”
“Thank you, Emma.” He cast her a smile, seductive in its simplicity, devastating in its effect.
The rope ladder almost landed on her head. “Ow!”
“Careful, my sweet.” Hugh deftly steadied her as she fell into his arms.
“You go first,” she said once he’d righted her.
“No, ladies first. I know what you’re thinking and I thank you for it, but I’m too big to catch if I fall. I certainly wouldn’t want to fall atop you.”
Climbing aboard proved to be the easier part of the venture, for The Persephone had a pronounced starboard list. Moving across the decks was as challenging as climbing a palm tree. Hugh managed it, though the effort caused him significant discomfort. He tried to hide his pain, but Emma knew better, and insisted on remaining by his side. He would need her.
Which he did, a time or two, though he continued to deny it. “Stop shadowing me, Emma. I’m perfectly capable of making my own way about.”
“Of course you are.” But she refused to budge.
He gave in with a shrug. “I suppose it’s safer to keep you close. Wouldn’t want you falling overboard.”
“Hah! You’re the only one likely to end up in the water.”
“Hmm,” he said, his attention now taken up by the gaping hole just above the ship’s water line. “We’ll have to patch the hull before we move her. Water’s building up in the hold. We’ll have to pump it out before rot sets in. We’d better start tomorrow.”
She frowned. “We? Tomorrow? It isn’t safe to do this until the end of the month. There are rip tides that–”
“Sorry, Emma. We can’t wait that long. I’ll send the boys into the mountains to fetch a few of my crewmen. We can start pumping out the water while the others cut the trees for planking. Five men should be sufficient for the task.”
Emma turned to Ranji and Lagop. “Bring back six men.”
The boys nodded, staring at her as though her every word was a celestial pronouncement.
“Hugh, you’ll have them in two days’ time. Promise me you won’t come out here on your own until the men arrive. You’re not fully healed. If you fall into the water, the tide will pull you under.”
“You don’t understand.”
“No, you don’t seem to grasp the seriousness of your injuries. Your ribs are of greatest concern. They need more time to heal. You can’t lift your arms over your head without wincing. So, will you promise me?”
He frowned at her.
She returned his frown with one of her own, looking him straight in the eye. “Say you will or I’ll slip you a potion so strong you won’t be able to move for weeks.”
“Bollocks, you’re a wicked lass. You’d do it, too,” he said with a deep, rumbling laugh.
She placed her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Yes, with deep regret and only as a last resort.”
“I’ll think about it, Emma. That’s the best you’ll get out of me.”
A short while later, the wind picked up and began to howl across the deck. “Hugh?”
“I know. Time to head back.”
Emma knew he was reluctant to cut short the inspection of his beloved vessel.
“The wind is with us, just as Laddie Emma said,” Lagop remarked in awe.
Emma tried to explain that it was a natural occurrence and had nothing to do with her supposed powers, but her assurance fell upon deaf ears. The boys would not be swayed by logic.
She gave up trying to convince them that she was no one special, and settled back to enjoy the ride.
They returned to shore in half the time it took to sail out to the vessel.
Hugh’s face looked gaunt. Their little adventure had obviously tired him out, but he would never admit it. The stubborn dolt had ignored the pain to his ribs and climbed the rigging.
“I’ll help you back to your quarters,” she offered, watching Hugh limp off the canoe.
“The boys will do it.” He brushed a stray lock of hair off her brow. “Get some rest, Emma. I have plans for us tonight.”
“You do?” She eyed him warily. “What do you have in mind?”
“Join me for supper. I’d like it very much if you did.” He did not press her further. Instead, he turned back to the water and staring longingly across the waves to his distant, listing ship.
Emma sighed. She was no match for either of his loves, The Persephone or the Pearls of Fire.

EMMA KNEW SHE was mad to consider joining Hugh for supper, but she was going to do it. Oh, the rogue had more in mind than sharing a simple meal, but she was a grown woman and her heart ached so badly for him.
This quiet day in Hugh’s company had been bliss for her and she longed to extend their time together into the evening. Perhaps it was the tropic air, the wafting scent of hibiscus, and the natural beauty of their surroundings all conspiring to loosen her inhibitions. Whatever the reason, she hoped the night would end with her in his bed, wrapped in his strong, protective arms.
She stifled a sigh.
Goodness, Nandy and the other village girls were a bad influence on her. When had she started to think like them? She was giving in to her wanton desires. All her years of breeding, all those warnings to keep herself pure, were no longer important to her. Who was she saving herself for?
Hugh was the man she loved.
“Oh, Emma. You’re the dolt.” The thought of the two of them squeezed onto his cot, his bruised leg dangling off one end and him yelping with each twinge of his ribs, brought a giggle to her lips.
Ah, yes. How incredibly romantic.
The cot was barely big enough to contain his large frame. How could it hold both their bodies whether they were clothed or bare? Indeed, it would be a struggle. Perhaps he would make love to her on the floor, among the lizards and beetles.
She groaned softly and shook out of her thoughts. She’d leave it to Hugh to figure out the logistics of their night of passion.
Emma peered out of her hut and nodded in approval. There was enough of a moon tonight to light a silvery path directly to Hugh’s hut.
She took a deep breath. “You can do this, Emma.”
There was a honeysuckle sweetness to the air.
She discarded her prim English gown and reached into her armoire for the bolt of azure cloth Chief Tono had given her shortly after her arrival. She carefully wrapped it about her body, making sure it fell just right over her curves as Nandy had shown her. Then she removed the pins from her hair and laughed softly as she shook out her hair.
Hugh would enjoy seeing her like this.
She walked quietly through the village, past a few old women sitting in the central square, cleaning up after the communal meal. They smiled as she passed by.
“Be patient, melo-melo,” the eldest female said, flashing a toothless grin.
Patient? She fully intended to seduce Hugh before the first course was served. She paused a moment. Were these older women right in hinting she should wait?
Too embarrassed to ask the group of women, she decided to follow her heart.
Her pulse quickened as she approached his hut. A thousand butterflies were wildly fluttering in her stomach.
Hugh had left his door open.
She entered.
His lantern gleamed brightly, casting a gentle orange glow about the room.
“Hugh,” she whispered, stepping in when he failed to respond. “I’m here.”
Her gaze fell upon the beautifully decorated table set with finest linens, bone china plates, and gleaming silverware. The glasses were of crystal and so was the decanter that held a dark, ruby red wine.
Then she saw him, sprawled on his cot, his bruised leg dangling off the edge.
She smiled and walked to his side. “Hugh?”
No response.
She shook him gently. “I’m here.”
His snore was the only reply.




Chapter Sixteen
HUGH STOOD OUTSIDE his hut shortly before midday, gaping at Ranji and Lagop. “Are you telling me that Emma came to me last night?”
“You the stupidest man I ever met,” Lagop said. “You sleeping while she walking around naked in your hut.”
“Emma would never do that.”
Lagop smacked a hand to his forehead. “She would for you.”
Hugh gave a pained laugh. “This isn’t some sort of trick you boys are playing on me?”
“Just ask her,” Ranji said.
“One doesn’t ask a respectable English lady whether she was strutting around naked in one’s room.”
“No one ask her. Just you. She tell you the truth. She like you.”
“She’ll bludgeon me with one of those parasols she always carries around.”
Ranji shook his head in disgust. “You afraid?”
“I sure am,” Hugh said with a chuckle, noting the sincerity on the boys’ faces. If this was a jest, they were very good actors. “All right, I’ll ask her,” he conceded against his better judgement. “Where is she now?”
“At the canoes, making sure you don’t go back to your ship today.”
“We’ll see about that.”
“She trying to make you better so you help her find her father.” Ranji put a hand to his chest and circled his fingers in an “o” against it. “Big hole in her heart since he gone. Very big. That’s why she always so sad. Not easy to make her smile. You make her smile.”
Hugh made his way to the beach, his leg and his bruised ribs feeling much better today. Any twinges of discomfort he felt simply melted away the moment he spotted Emma amid a circle of bare-chested, bronzed bodies. She held a large straw hat in her hand, one that should have been on her head to protect her delicate skin from the sun. She wore a gown of gold, several shades darker than her gloriously unbound hair.
She smiled at him as he approached and started toward him to meet him halfway.
She looked beautiful, of course. She always did. But as she drew closer, he noticed the elegance of her clothing, the yellow satin trim at the sleeves and waist of her gown, the delicate lace at her cuffs, and the intricate cameo brooch at her neck. These all served as reminder that she was a lady, an earl’s daughter who deserved better than him.
Ranji must have been jesting.
Emma was not the sort to give herself to any man for pleasure. Nor was she the sort to be used for an evening’s entertainment and sent off with a kiss and a few coins. Emma was the girl one married and loved deeply throughout the course of one’s lifetime.
She was the girl he would love even after he drew his last breath.
In this moment, he hated who he was, a sea captain turned pirate turned prison escapee who had nothing to offer her but a sinking ship.
“How are you this morning, Hugh?” Her eyes sparkled like diamonds cast upon the water.
“In the pink, my sweet.”
She laughed as she gave a nod of approval. “You are looking quite fit.”
“And you are looking quite beautiful,” he said with a throaty chuckle.
She blushed and fidgeted, brushing a stray wisp of hair off her cheek and tucking it behind her small, curled ear. “Thank you.”
He marveled that she was uncomfortable with compliments, and marveled how well she’d managed to thrive on this rain-soaked island, adapting to the native customs and their daily life as though she had been born and raised here.
The villagers worshiped her. That troubled him, for Emma was not the goddess they believed her to be. She understood and respected their ways, but she had no special powers over the elements of the earth.
These villagers had allowed her to participate in rituals another outsider would have been killed for witnessing. That had been nagging at him ever since Jacob had mentioned it. The acceptance of her by these villagers had everything to do with the Pearls of Fire. Any dunce could have figured that out. But there was something more. What was he overlooking? “Well, little spirit, do I have your permission to finish my inspection of The Persephone?”
“You wouldn’t listen to me if I said no. So I suppose this goddess must give you her blessing.” She smiled and rolled her eyes, the simple gesture making her look innocent and approachable.
Indeed, she was no haughty being from above. She was genuine and touchable. Ranji and Lagop had insisted she was a spirit of the water. In truth, she swam better than most of his men, and perhaps better than him at the moment since he hadn’t regained his full strength yet. His ankle was still blue and lightly swollen. His ribs still ached each time he rose or sat down.
“Go ahead, ask her,” Ranji whispered, coming to his side and tugging on his arm.
Emma giggled. “Ask me what?”
Ranji gazed at her with his big, adoring eyes. “About last night. He want to know if you give your body–”
“Blast it, Ranji. Go away.” Hugh cleared his throat that had suddenly grown achy and tight.
The boy ignored him. “He no believe that you come to his hut last night. Tell him, Laddie Emma. Tell him the truth.”
She licked her lips and her face turned to crimson flame. “I… well, it isn’t important, really.”
Hugh’s mouth dropped open. He raked a hand through his hair as he studied her. “I’ll be damned.” He understood women and knew by the smoky look in her eyes that she would have undressed for him had he not been dead as a dunce cap, sprawled on his cot.
“You invited me for supper, didn’t you? That’s all it was. And anyway, I always look in on you before retiring to bed. It is part of my nightly routine. Nothing out of the ordinary. But you were fast asleep and snoring.” She cast him an adorable grin. “Honking like a goose, truth be told. Not at all pleasant to the ears.”
He shook his head and laughed.
Ranji kicked him. “Go ahead. Ask her. That is no answer she gave you.”
“Blast it! That’s my bad leg.” He gritted his teeth against the jolt of pain. “Go away, Ranji. You too, Lagop. I’d like to speak to Lady Emma in private.”
The boys grumbled, but did as ordered.
Emma licked her lips again. “I should go, too.”
“No.” He took her hand in both of his and drew her closer. “The boys are right. I need to know. Were you naked in my hut last night?”
She gaped at him slack-jawed and then took in a deep, gasping breath. “No, I was not.”
“Then why are you blushing? Your cheeks are on fire and your hand is sweating. You were ready to climb into bed with me, weren’t you? Admit it, Emma.”
She looked pained, her expression so vulnerable, he wanted to take her in his arms and hold her tight. He never wished to cause her pain, but he had to know whether Ranji had been right. The gesture wasn’t merely about giving her body to him. No, the gesture represented giving her trust to him, and that mattered beyond anything else. He raised her small, delicate hand to his lips and turned it to kiss the warm pad of her palm. “Thank you, Emma.”
She was still shaking and not at all happy. “It didn’t happen, Hugh. So let’s not belabor the point.”
He arched an eyebrow as he cast her a tender smile. “Belabor the point? My heart is in my throat and my body is as taut as the coiled spring on a crossbow. This isn’t about bedding you. This isn’t about lust or conquest. I know you love me, Emma. But you haven’t trusted me until now. It humbles me to know I finally have both.”
“You? Humbled? I doubt it. You’re the most arrogant, infuriating man I’ve ever known and this is the silliest discussion I’ve ever had with you. Whether I love you or not doesn’t matter. It doesn’t overcome our differences. What else did the boys tell you?”
He glanced at the imps who were grinning at him from behind one of the canoes. He ought to have been angry with them, but only felt regret that he’d never been as innocent as these boys were, not even at their age. In truth, he could never be angry with them for making him and Emma admit the truth of their feelings for each other. “They said that we belong together, you and I. They called me an idiot for not making it happen.”
She gave a wistful laugh and followed his gaze to Ranji and Lagop. “If we belong together, it is only for one night. They’re sweet-natured boys, but they don’t understand.”
“No, Emma. They understand better than either of us do. We do belong together. We just can’t agree on how to make it happen. But it doesn’t change my determination to fight for us, for our future and our happiness. I want you to do the same. What we felt on the night of Lord Jameson’s ball was genuine and precious.”
“It was physical, that’s all.”
“The feel of your soft breasts against my chest, the sensual delight of your long legs perfectly wrapping around my hips… that is physical. But your willingness to give yourself to me? That is love. I know you love me, Emma. It is no secret. You’d never allow a man to touch you unless you’d given your heart to him.” He leaned close and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Fight for me, my sweet. Fight for me as I will fight for you.”
Her eyes began to fill with tears. “How can you ask it of me when you haven’t said you love me?”
He ran his thumb over the pad of her palm. “Because I haven’t the right to say it yet. I haven’t the right to claim you as my wife. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”
“How convenient for you.” She stiffened at first, but then her shoulders relaxed and she sighed. “Why must we torture each other with what might have been? Yes, I would have surrendered myself to you last night. I wanted a night of pleasure in your arms. I wanted to feel the heat of your skin against mine and fall asleep safely tucked in your embrace. But I only sought this for one night. I know we will never have a lifetime of love together. I’ve come to accept it and so must you.”
She frowned at him when he meant to protest. “Enough, Hugh. Talking about it hurts my heart too much.”
He conceded with reluctance. “Very well, but I want you to have supper with me tonight.”
“Supper or seduction?”
He kissed her lightly on the lips again. “Whatever your pleasure. I won’t force you, Emma.”
“Ah, the noble viscount has appeared to give me the choice.”
“This viscount and pirate are one and the same. My feelings for you have not changed. You’re the girl I wanted on the night of Lord Jameson’s ball. You’re the young woman I want now. You’re the only woman I’ll ever want.”
The words were meant to soothe her, but he saw that they only brought her more pain. “I’ll think about it.” She turned toward the water and emitted a long, shaky breath.
“Don’t think too hard, Emma. I mean this sincerely. If we’re to have any chance at a future together, I need you to trust me. The Lord Governor, Edward Montvey, will arrive shortly. There’s a good chance he will shoot me on sight.”
She turned sharply to face him, her eyes wide in obvious alarm. “Because he believes you killed Sir Richard Harlan?”
“He knows I didn’t. He paid the witnesses to testify against me. He was the one who ordered the assault on Sir Richard’s ship. I don’t know whether he intended Sir Richard to die in the encounter. Likely, he didn’t give a fig one way or the other. His purpose was to implicate me and have me hanged for treason… or piracy… or both. The sentence didn’t matter. He just wanted me hanged.”
She shook her head in confusion. “Why you?”
“Greed, of course.” He cast her a wistful smile. “He’s my cousin, you see. More important, he’s second in line to my father’s earldom.”
Emma’s eyes widened as she grasped the import of his words. “And you are first in line.”
Hugh nodded. “I stand between him and his treasured desire.”
“Assuming there’s any treasure left.” She frowned lightly. “Your father is still under house arrest, isn’t he? And in danger of being stripped of his royal grant by the Crown.”
“Aye, my sweet. But once I am out of the way, I expect surprising new evidence will turn up to exonerate him. My cousin is a spiteful, sniveling cur, but he’s thorough. He wants the earldom and will use any means possible to obtain it. He isn’t smart, just obsessed with gaining the title.”
“And that means killing you.”
He shrugged. “He assumes the Prince Regent will summon him back to England once he’s Viscount Brixham. I doubt anyone in the royal family will think of him at all. He’s no more significant to them than a speck of lint on their waistcoats. They’re happy to leave him out here to rot.”
Emma shook her head. “I’d hardly call it rotting. This is an island paradise. The men took elephants with them into the mountains. Huge, exquisite creatures. My jaw dropped as they lumbered past me on their way up the path, their steps light as a feather, even though they have the power to crush a man. The wind blew in from the ocean and carried their scent through the village.” She laughed. “That certainly cleared my nose. There are also cattle here, they call them anoa. When the wind blows down from the mountain, one can catch the scent of cloves and mangos, teak bark and magnolia blossoms. How can anyone not love it here?”
He cast her a cynical smile. “When one lives to be noticed, to be seen in all the right places and dine with all the right people…” He gestured toward the beach and glistening waters before them. “To one who craves such attention, all this beauty represents is a death sentence. Montvey feels he has nothing to lose. That’s what makes him so desperate. That’s what makes him so dangerous.”
Emma’s hair, as golden as the sand upon which they stood, blew lightly in the breeze. She stared across the water, then sighed and shook her head sadly. “What about you, Hugh? Why are you telling me this now?”
“Because he might succeed in killing me. Once I’m out of the way, he’ll come after you. Montvey will never be satisfied with what he has. He will always want more. He knows of your connection to the Pearls of Fire. He may even know the whereabouts of your father.”
He noticed the prickle of fear that shot through her and took her hand once more to calm her.
“Do you think he’s harmed my father? I’d give him the pearls in exchange for his safe return.” She blushed furiously. “That is… if I had the pearls… when I have them. You know I don’t want them. You want them for yourself… but…” Tears formed in her eyes.
Hugh’s expression turned grim. “Emma, I doubt he’s harmed your father. I doubt he knows where he is. Even if he did, he would consider him too valuable a bargaining chip to waste.”
Emma hastily rubbed her eyes and nodded. “I hope so.”
“It’s you I’m worried about, my sweet. Montvey is ambitious and ruthless. Once he has you, he won’t let you go.”
“Me? Are you suggesting that he would kill me?”
“No, he’ll do far worse. He’ll force you to marry him.”
She shook her head and laughed in disbelief. “He can’t make me accept him against my will.”
Hugh raked a hand through his hair in consternation. “Emma, have you learned nothing in all these months? Of course, he can. He’s the Lord Governor. He’ll have a hundred men lined up to testify that your wedding ceremony took place and they were all witnesses to it.”
“Why are you purposely trying to scare me?” She turned away from him and watched the boys as they pushed their canoe into the water.
Hugh followed her gaze, but his thoughts were still on the argument they seemed to have almost daily. “Emma, why will you trust everyone but me? You want to trust me. I know you do. You wouldn’t have come to my hut last night if you didn’t.” He caressed her soft, pale cheek. “You wouldn’t have offered your body to me if–”
“You had better go with the boys. They’re waving for you to join them.”
He cupped her chin in his hand and turned her to face him. He knew his next question would upset her, but there was no time to be gentle about it. “Why do the natives call you melo-melo?”
She placed a soft, trembling hand on his arm and glanced around in alarm. But the boys were the only ones close by and they were too busy frolicking in the water, jumping in and out of the canoe to pay them any notice. “Hugh, stop asking me that. It’s too dangerous.”
“Why is it dangerous? Tell me, Emma. Confide in me. Trust me, damn it. Not only with your heart, but with your safety.” He knew his frustration was showing and he’d probably frightened her just now. He saw the shadow fall over her beautiful eyes, like an iron gate slamming down between them and shutting him out.
“If I were dangling off a cliff –”
He growled impatiently. “Don’t ask me that ridiculous question.”
“And you had the choice to save me or the pearls.”
“Enough, Emma. I have no time for your games.”
“Which will it be, Hugh? Me or the Pearls of Fire?”
He raked a hand through his hair once more, silently cursing her stubborn determination. He blamed himself for the tactless way he’d gone about it, but Emma had him turned upside down. He needed to save himself, needed to save his father. He needed to save her and her father, too. But she wasn’t giving him the answers he needed to protect them all. “We’re right back where we started. I would save you, Emma. Is that what you want to hear? I’ve said it. You are all that matters to me.”
She released a long, wistful breath. “The boys are waving at you madly. Go ahead and finish inspecting The Persephone. I’ll be here when you return.”
He kissed her lightly on her freckled nose. “Be here with answers for me. If you love me. If you want us to have a future together. You had better have the answers.”

HUGH FINISHED INSPECTING his vessel and made haste in returning to Wamsisi. He expected Emma to refuse to speak to him for the rest of the day, but was surprised to find her waiting for him on the dock.
His heart beat a little faster with hope.
She pointed to a nearby hill. “We’re going to picnic up there.”
He nodded, for the goddess had commanded his company, and he was eager to continue their discussion. “And talk?”
She cast him a cryptic smile.
Did it mean she was willing to do more than talk?
He resigned himself to allowing her to take the lead. If she kissed him, he wouldn’t object. If she undressed for him… he shook his head. What was he thinking?
“I have something to show you.”
Hell, what did she mean by that?
He hoped it was her body.




Chapter Seventeen
EMMA TOOK HIS arm and matched his slower step as they made their way off the beach and toward the hill. “Oh, dear.” She began to nibble her fleshy, lower lip. “Is it too steep for you to manage?”
“No, my sweet. I’ll be fine.” His ankle and ribs had given him no pain while on his vessel. The vicious lump on his head had disappeared. Even if he weren’t back to full strength, he’d claw his way up that hill for a chance to… was there a polite way of giving voice to his wicked thoughts? Although how could his thoughts be truly wicked when he wanted Emma for always? Was she offering what he thought she was offering? There was a soft glow in her eyes that held promise.
Perhaps he’d been out on the water too long and his brain had turned soggy.
He followed Emma up the hill, enjoying the sway of her hips and the natural grace of her lithe body as she scampered ahead of him.
He reached the top only a few steps behind her and was glad he’d made the climb. The view from the hilltop was spectacular. He was never one to be easily impressed, but the deep blue of the sky above, the vibrant blues and greens of the sea below, the golden hues of the sand that stretched along the distant beach, and the white-capped waves that crashed upon the sand, all quite took his breath away.
These were Emma’s colors as well, he realized. Was that significant? Her golden hair, her blue-green eyes, and her pale, white skin.
No wonder these villagers thought of her as their goddess.
He wasn’t the only one smitten with her.
Smitten?
That was too mild a description of what he felt for her.
The afternoon breeze blew off the water and rustled the silvery, green leaves above them, drawing him back to the present. Emma stopped beside a row of palm trees. “Let’s sit here.”
He removed his shirt and spread it out for Emma to settle upon, then sank down beside her at the base of one of the trees.
She made no comment about his state of attire, which did not surprise him since everyone on the island walked around half naked, and at times, completely naked, and she’d seen him naked, anyway. “Do we eat first? Or talk first?” he asked.
Her entire face turned pink. “Let’s talk while we eat. If we aren’t at each other’s throats by the time that’s done… then… perhaps we could…” She paused and cleared her throat. “Perhaps we could do more.”
“More?” The import of her words shot sparks of heat through his loins. He reached out and caressed her cheek. “I want to roll you under me and plunder your exquisite body right now. If I had any sense I’d do it before we spoke. But I seem to be a monumental foolscap when it comes to you.”
“And I don’t know my own mind when it comes to you.” She began to nibble her fleshy lower lip.
In truth, she appeared relieved.
So much for his wild thoughts of hot pleasure with a naked Emma writhing beneath him as they made love under the swaying palm trees.
“I’ll start,” he said, his expression turning serious. He leaned closer, his palm now cupping her cheek. “I know what melo-melo means. It’s what the natives call the fabled sea snail, the creature it is said created the Pearls of Fire. They call you that, too. Why do they believe you are one with that fabled creature, Emma? Is it because you have the power to return the pearls to their rightful place? In doing so, these villagers believe you will bring good fortune smiling down on them.”
“I have no special powers.” But he felt her tremble beneath his hand. “I am no sea snail, but very much of womanly flesh, bone and blood. There is nothing fabled or magical about me.”
She was wrong. He’d felt the magic in his heart from the first moment he’d set eyes on her. She was still working her magic on his heart. He wanted to tell her so, but knew that he had to tread carefully. Emma was tense, still too scared to completely trust him. She would run off like a startled doe if he pressed too hard about the Pearls of Fire.
That she hadn’t run yet, surprised him. Perhaps there was hope for them yet. “Remember the night we read the passage in Stefan’s journal about the natives following turtles to the oyster beds?”
She nodded.
“I realized then that such splendid pearls could never have been made by a simple oyster. That’s where all those seeking the Pearls of Fire have been wrong. They’ve been looking in the wrong places for thousands of years.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Because I need you to tell me the rest of it. It’s the only way you and I will come out of this impossible situation alive. It’s the only chance we’ll have of rescuing your father.”
“Assuming he’s still alive.”
“I hope he is, Emma. I’ll do my best to get both of you home safely.”
She eased into his touch and exhaled deeply. “I know that now. I’m sorry it took me so long to believe you.” She paused and let out another light breath. “I’m still scared.”
“I know, my love. But you needn’t be.”
She smiled weakly, the upward curl of her lips almost mirthless. “I’ve always felt a connection to the Pearls of Fire, but never understood why until Chief Tono explained it to me. The fabled sea snail died thousands of years ago, but its soul lives on in many forms. He believes its soul attached to me. He also believes I’m of the spirit world, that I have power over the forces of nature. They all do.”
“Earth, wind, water, and fire.”
“It’s nonsense, of course.” She gave a short, wincing laugh, another laugh that held little mirth. He knew she was struggling to understand all that was happening around them, and not yet comfortable in the knowledge that she was the linchpin that connected all of it. “It is ridiculous for anyone to think that I am a powerful goddess in disguise.”
“Perhaps not, but you are a beautiful woman, one of the loveliest I’ve ever met. There’s beauty in your face and body, but mostly in your heart.” He reached out and brushed a stray lock off her brow, his thumb straying across her cheek. “Indeed, you are no goddess. If I threw you into a stormy sea, you would drown.”
She tipped her head and laughed. “You were never the superstitious sort.”
“No, but I never ignore what superstition can do to people. Be very careful, Emma. The natives strongly believe in mysticism and this fable of the pearls is a treasured lore. They may adore you now, but what will they do to you if you disappoint them?”
“I don’t know. But I’m not afraid. Truly, I’m not. Wamsisi is safe for me. I know it, Hugh. I feel it in my very soul. May I ask you something else?”
“Of course, my sweet.”
“My father is the rightful owner of the Pearls of Fire, but those pearls have been calling out to me for months now. Why do you think that is?”
“I don’t know. But I’m grateful for whatever force brought us together again.”
“What if the Pearls of Fire have been calling to me because my father is dead?”
He took her hand and held it gently in his. “It is quite possible that something happened to him after he left Langdon Heath. It’s also possible that nothing at all has happened. We haven’t been here very long. There are dozens of islands still to be searched. But I think the Pearls of Fire are calling to you because… I’m not certain quite how to explain it. No one owns those pearls. Not your father, not anyone who possessed them in the past or may possess them now or in the future. The pearls choose whom they favor, assuming such mystical power exists.”
She listened intently, seeming to take his words to heart. “Go on, Hugh.”
He seated himself comfortably against a tree and stretched his injured leg in front of him while bending his other leg to casually prop his arm atop his knee. “Your ancestor, Stefan Langdon, had good fortune because the pearls chose him. Who knows whether the old Dutch man he rescued and attempted to heal was part of a test he had to pass in order to gain the pearls that were in the old man’s possession? Did he feel that same tug in his heart that you felt, the impossible tug that brought you to my prison cell and had you embark on this journey?”
“I thought you weren’t one for superstition.”
“I’m not, but sometimes things happen that cannot be explained with logic. I’d be foolish to deny that the pearls hold some indefinable power over us.” He sighed and shook his head. “I know your secret, Emma. I’ve known it almost since the day I found Stefan’s journal in your trunk.”
“What do you mean?” She looked around in desperation, suddenly afraid to meet his gaze. “I don’t believe you. You would have said something to me before this.”
“I wanted to.” He caught her gently by the shoulders. “Stefan’s journal is not the only thing I discovered the day you caught me searching through your belongings. I sorted through your parasols and noticed that one felt heavier than the others. Its handle was more solid. That’s where you hid the Pearls of Fire. In the handle of the pink parasol.”
She gasped and tried to move away, but he held her fast to him. “Stop fighting me, Emma. I won’t hurt you. How could you think I ever would?”
She shook her head as though to refuse him. But instead of drawing away, she placed her hands on his chest and after a long moment of obviously tortured contemplation, she let out a sob and nodded. “You wouldn’t hurt me. I know that, Hugh. Go ahead. Ask your questions. I’m tired of holding back my secrets, especially from you. This is why I brought you up here. I finally meant to tell you.”
“Thank you, my love. It’s time we worked together. I know it’s a big step for you to take. Placing your faith in me cannot be easy. But I won’t disappoint you.” He waited another moment for her to calm. He felt the rapid beat of her heart against his chest and knew by its slowing beat that she was no longer frightened. “How did you come to possess them, Emma? I’m still trying to puzzle that part out.”
He waited patiently for her to respond, knowing that her head must be a whirl of confusion. She opened her mouth to speak, but it took her several tries before the words finally formed. When they did, her voice was little more than a raspy whisper. “They were never stolen. My mother had already removed them from the family safe.”
“Hellfire,” he said softly. “The thieves got nothing.”
“I still don’t know who those villains are. I thought I would figure it out eventually, but I can’t do it alone. Yet, you’ve figured out so much of it. You knew I had the pearls and you didn’t take them from me.” Her beautiful eyes were looking straight at him now, as though she was trying to bore into his soul. “What stopped you?”
“You did.” He raked a hand through his hair. “You kept asking me that question. Which would I choose? The pearls or you? I know you didn’t believe me, Emma. But the answer was always you.”
She shook her head and groaned. “I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be. There were times I almost had myself convinced that I could take the pearls and worry about making amends to you later. But every time I thought of taking them, I couldn’t do it.”
“There were so many times I wanted to say something to you. I did trust you, but I was so afraid to be wrong. I convinced myself that I ought to wait until we reached Buru and this village of Wamsisi. In my heart, I knew it was important that we come here. I’m still not certain why it is so important. I thought it was because we’d find my father.”
He caressed her cheek as sadness clouded her eyes. “I’m truly sorry we didn’t find him here.”
She smiled at him again, this time sweetly and with acceptance. “Let me tell you all of it. I want no secrets between us. I also want you to know that I love you. I always have. My heart was crushed when you never showed up to meet me in Lord Jameson’s garden. I never got over the disappointment. I wish I’d known the reason back then. I would have tried to help you and your family.”
Her words slammed into his heart. He wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her with the force of all his yearning. Two years lost. Two years of utter misery. He never wanted to lose Emma again.
But he wanted to hear the rest of what she had to say. He needed to understand all of it. How else would they ever have a chance at happiness?
How else could he keep this precious girl safe?
“Go on,” he said. “As much as I wanted those pearls, I resolved early in our voyage never to get in your way. We’re being carried along on a tide of fate, and I’ll protect you in whatever it is you need to do.”
Their conversation was interrupted by the gleeful shouts of fishermen returning with their day’s haul. Ever since Emma had arrived, their daily catches had been abundant. Hugh knew it was the recent turbulent storms that had stirred the sea and brought fish closer to shore. But the villagers connected their good fortune to Emma. Although she had only reached Wamsisi a mere week ago, the villagers were now crediting her with all their bounties, including their flourishing orchards.
Perhaps Emma was a good luck omen.
He needed lots of it to get out of this piracy mess.
In truth, his lot had improved since she’d entered his life. He’d done his own bribing to make his escape from prison, but Emma had been the one to get his ship out of impound, to nurse him back to health after his victorious encounter with Nikko. He’d gotten his sweet revenge against that bastard. The shipwreck had landed them on a reef instead of at the bottom of the sea, and he was beginning to believe it was all her doing. The rescue, this island, his illness – had all been rungs on the ladder of good fortune.
Each step had drawn him closer to Emma.
She was now burned into his soul.
Emma rested her head against his shoulder and curled herself around his body. He held his breath and let her speak, for this was her way of showing her trust in him. “I think the spirit of the sea snail was in my mother all along,” she said so quietly, he almost did not hear her over the soft whoosh of the breeze. “After my brother died, his death clearly attributable to the Pearls of Fire, she knew that something had to be done. She removed them from the safe where they’d been kept and hid them in her bedchamber. No one but she or Martine ever went in there.” She cleared her throat. “My father adored her and relied on her in so many ways, but he had stopped visiting her… er, visiting her bed years ago. So she knew there was little chance of someone discovering them in her quarters.”
Hugh listened intently.
He caressed Emma’s shoulder, somehow feeling that she needed reassurance. If they ever got out of this mess alive, he’d marry her. He would share his heart with her. He would share his bed with her. He’d share it every night of his life.
She cuddled even closer to him, perhaps using him as an anchor to hold back her fears. “About a month before the attempted theft of the pearls, my mother began to make plans to return them to the island of Buru. She wrote to the Lord Governor to make arrangements for her visit.”
“Montvey?” He groaned and shook his head, knowing her mother had sealed her death warrant with that letter. Yet, much as he hated Montvey, there was no question the cur had been here and not in England at the time. He would have stolen the pearls once Emma’s mother set foot on Buru. But steal them in England? No, his power did not extend that far. Even if he did have the connections to organize the theft, the letter from Emma’s mother would not have reached him in a mere month. This had to have been someone else’s scheme. Someone Emma’s mother had known.
Emma’s eyes narrowed as she sat up to study the myriad expressions crossing his face. “Do you think the Lord Governor was somehow involved?”
“No,” he said after a moment. “But he would have taken them once your mother arrived here.”
“That still gives us no clue who actually committed the crime.”
“I don’t know about that. By ruling out Montvey, we can now think of those close to your mother. Who sent off the letter she wrote to Montvey? Who would she rely on to make arrangements for her secret trip?”
“It wasn’t Martine, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Emma curled her hands into fists, obviously ready to defend her mother’s maid. In truth, Martine was the first to come to mind, but Hugh quickly dismissed her as a suspect.
Emma rolled to her knees, her hands still fisted. “She’s the one who told me what my mother had done. She didn’t have to tell me anything. She could have taken the pearls and no one would have been the wiser. Even my father believed the pearls were in the safe and the thieves had stolen them. That’s why he chased after them.”
“I don’t suspect Martine,” he assured her for all the same reasons she’d just spouted. “But there’s something wrong with that story.”
“What do you mean?” She uncurled her fists and tipped her head up to stare at him, now more curious than angry.
“From what I understand, no one in or around Langdon Heath noticed any strangers.”
She nodded. “These blackguards were obviously very careful in their planning.”
He grunted. “Thieves are never that clever. Much as I hate Montvey, he was not in England at the time. Nor were his closest henchmen.” He thought briefly of Nikko, hoping his body was lying at the bottom of the sea along with the Sea Snake. It was a shame to lose a good ship like that. Sleek, sturdy, an eight-gun frigate that could blast just about any vessel out of the water. But if that pirate had been anywhere near Langdon Heath, all the locals would have noticed.
“What are you suggesting, Hugh?”
“The thief was someone close to the family. Someone who was no stranger to you. Someone your mother would have turned to in order to make these arrangements because she trusted him implicitly.”
Emma gasped. “Are you suggesting Sir Robert was involved? Our family solicitor?”
“I’m not ruling out the possibility.”
She shook her head furiously. “No. No. He couldn’t be. He’s been my solid rock of support ever since my mother died and my father ran off. He helped me find you. He told me about the ship that had sailed from England bound for these islands. My father followed on the next ship. It was them… the thieves. My father thought they had the pearls and chased after them.”
“Or Sir Robert planted that information in his mind in order to keep your father out of the way while he figured out where the pearls were hidden. After all, if he’d been the one to open the safe, he would have known the pearls were never there.”
“Hugh, this is lunacy. Why would he send me off after my father?” Her eyes grew wide as saucers. “To get me out of the way while he ransacked Langdon Heath and all our other homes. Oh, heavens! I left him in charge of everything!”
“As he hoped you would. He manipulated you into doing it. He meant to have his cousin, Major Brewster, accompany you to keep close watch on you. Perhaps to make sure you never made it back to England alive.”
“Hugh,” she said in an aching whisper, “then your sailing off without the major probably saved my life.”
He gave a bitter laugh. “An ironic turn of events, isn’t it, my sweet? My rabid jealousy saving you. I would never have allowed that man aboard my vessel. I wanted you all to myself. Unhampered access.”
“You have me now.” Closing her eyes, she leaned close and kissed him on the lips.
He drew her into his arms, wanting to hold her and keep her safe forever. He allowed her to take the lead in this kiss. But he had no intention of sitting quietly for long. He’d never be content to just hold her beneath this palm tree, gazing down at the warm, sand beach and aimlessly watch the waves roll in and out.
He wanted to possess Emma as she possessed him. He wanted all of her. All of her affection. All of her body. He wanted to inhale her intimate scent. He wanted to see her in the throes of passion, her body arching and straining as she sought her release. He wanted to see the hot blaze in her eyes as he brought her soaring to the heights of pleasure.
She was the treasure he wanted.
The only treasure he could never live without.
She molded her body to the hard planes of his chest as she deepened the kiss. He reveled in her innocence. She was pressing her tightly closed lips against his mouth as though that would arouse him. Well, anything she did had that effect on him.
She drew back slowly and cast him a hesitant smile that revealed her vulnerability. She’d never seduced a man before and had no understanding of how to go about it.
He loved her for trying. He loved her for saving herself for him.
He loved her for now offering to give herself to him.
That prim kiss meant everything to him.
Heat surged in his loins like an enormous wave swell about to crash against the shore. It took all his restraint to hold himself back. He’d never bedded an innocent, but Emma was just that and he did not want to hurt her.
He also wanted to make her first time special.
She eased away, her eyes once again closed. “Hugh, I meant to–”
He growled low in his throat and gently rolled her under him, propping his weight on his elbows in order not to crush her. She deserved better than to have her virtue taken on a jungle hilltop by a pirate who would be shot or hanged when the authorities caught up to him in a matter of days. She deserved a noble husband. She deserved a big, comfortable bed.
“Hugh, I want this,” she said, putting her arms around his neck and drawing him down to her when he started to pull away. She must have sensed his hesitation and was having none of it.
Still, he knew this wasn’t right for her.
But it was so very right for him.
She tugged lightly on his hair. “I know what you’re thinking, but you have it backwards.”
“You’re frowning at me. Why? I’m trying to do the noble thing.” Indeed, it was not an easy thing to pull away from her while his blood was on fire.
“No, it is the worst thing you can do for me. Don’t deny me the pleasure of your body. Don’t spurn my love for you.” She tugged on his hair again. “You are the only man I’ve ever loved or ever will love. I want your touch. I want your kisses. I want to know how it feels to have your hot skin against mine, to have our bodies joined as one as we soar together in euphoric bliss. It’s always been you, Hugh. Only you. No matter what happens afterward, I want this moment to share with you. It is something that no one can ever take away from me.”
Another groan tore from his lips. “Ah, Emma.” Then he began to laugh softly. “Euphoric bliss?”
“Yes, you wretch. I’ve read scandalous books. Is it as exciting as it is made out to be?”
He nodded. “With the right person.”
“Good, because you are the right person for me.”
“As you are for me.” He kissed her lightly on the forehead, amazed that he could still form words.
Her smile was so beautifully radiant and tender, as welcome as sunshine bursting through the clouds after a driving rain. “Have at me, Captain Le Brecque. You had better make this moment unforgettable.”
“You’re a demanding bit of goods.”
She nodded. “I’ve waited two years for this moment.”
His blood was now molten lava, scorching a fiery trail through his body. He wanted her with a fierce, reckless abandon, hardly recognizing himself, for he was no schoolboy about to have his first encounter with a woman. But this was the first time his heart was engaged. Hellfire. She had his heart. She’d ripped it out of his chest the moment he’d first set eyes on her. “So have I, my sweet. So have I.”
He proceeded to show her just how scandalous love with a pirate can be.




Chapter Eighteen
EMMA HELD HER breath as Hugh untied the lacings of her gown and slowly slid the silk trimmed muslin off her shoulders. She shivered with delight as his warm hands caressed her skin, and shivered again when his hands moved to lower her gown and chemise. He turned her to face him, his smile exquisitely gentle. “You removed those blasted stays.”
“They’d only get in the way.” She tingled at the warm rush of air across her now exposed breasts, smiling in response to Hugh’s quickening breath and the dark heat in his gaze.
His touch was gentle upon her skin, his fingers rough and exciting as they slid down her body and lightly grazed her breasts. He cupped one of her breasts in his hand, seeming to enjoy the way it filled his palm. “Hugh…” She tried to speak but no more words came out. All she felt was the dazzling sensation of his touch.
“I know, my sweet.” He bent his head and took the bud of her breast in his mouth, flicking his tongue across it and suckling it until she moaned and cried out his name. He gave a soft growl to convey his pleasure and moved to her other breast to work the same, hot magic.
“Oh, my heavens.” She wasn’t prepared for the liquid flames that surged through her body. She wasn’t prepared for the aching need in her heart, a need that only Hugh could fill. Every pulse in her body began to beat madly. She clutched his shoulders, loving the taut strength of him. His arms were like iron bands, all hard muscle.
Big, bronze muscle.
These weren’t mere tingles shooting through her body now, but lightning bolts of pleasure. He was going to make love to her. She saw the burn in his eyes, felt the heat emanating off his aroused body as he stretched his big body over her, careful to rest his weight on his elbows, although she liked the light crush of him atop her.
It felt intimate.
It felt right.
He scooped her hair onto one shoulder and began to kiss his way down her body with a slow and sensual determination.
His every kiss conveyed his promise never to hurt her.
She closed her eyes and gave herself over to him, opened herself to each new sensation. The touch of his knuckles against her bare skin, the swirl of his tongue across her breasts, the light crush of his body atop hers.
His breath was warm against her ear as he teased the throbbing pulse at the base of her neck and began to… “Hugh!”
“Hush, my love. Keep your eyes closed and just feel.”
Mother of saints! Her body was ready to shatter, so caught up was she in these new found feelings. “Your skin is hot.” She licked her tongue along his shoulder. “You taste like the ocean, salty and fresh and powerful.”
“You taste of passion fruit and the marmalade scones you had for breakfast,” he said with a light, sensual laugh. “My favorite. You taste like heaven.” He punctuated his words with kisses to that sensitive pulse at the nape of her neck. At the same time, his hands moved lower to slip her gown and chemise the rest of the way down her body. His big hands were warm and comforting as he tugged them off her so that she was now bared to his view. “You’re beautiful, Emma. I knew you would be.”
She’d never been like this with a man before.
She felt the urge to cover herself.
“No, my love. Let me look at you.”
She meant to protest, but the tortured look in his eyes stopped her. He had the look of a man dying of thirst and coming upon a glistening pool of water. She reached out to stroke his cheek. “Hugh, what is it?”
“This. Us. There were times in prison when I felt so hopeless, I just wanted the end to happen quickly. There were times the beatings were so brutal, that I wanted my mind to snap and take me to a place where all sensation was lost forever.” He bent his head and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Perhaps my mind has snapped, for I look at you and believe I must be in heaven.”
He dipped his head and kissed her softly on her mouth before raising his head to look at her again. “I love you, Emma. I promised myself that I would never say those words to you until I’d gained my freedom and cleared my father’s name. I wanted to come to you with my head held high and offer you all that was mine to give. But that time may never come. I might never clear my name. I might never hold you in my arms like this again. But whatever else happens, know that I love you, my sweet Emma. This pirate loves you with all his heart and always will.”
Emma closed her eyes and allowed the bittersweet tears to flow down her cheeks. “I love you, too. It doesn’t seem enough to just say it. Take me the rest of the way, Hugh. If our time is fleeting, then let’s not waste it.”
He nodded and took her hands in one of his, holding them over her head while he explored and teased her body until she was indeed ready to shatter with desire. “Be patient, my love. Open for me.” His hand slipped between her legs and nudged them apart, and then he touched her very core. Mother in heaven. She’d thought her skin was hot and sensitive before, but it was nothing to the fire now raging inside of her. His finger slid along that most intimate part of her, stroking until she was slick and hungry and aching for more of him.
For all of him.
She gasped and arched against him, suddenly overwhelmed by a volcanic heat surging through her body. “Hugh, I’m… something’s happening…”
“I know, my love.” He released her hands and kissed his way lower down her body until… she gasped again. What was he doing? His lips were now on that most intimate spot at the junction of her thighs. And his tongue was… “Mother of saints! Hugh!”
She curled her hands in his hair, at first trying to draw him away. But as she became lost in swirls of desire, she held him close, knowing she would feel incomplete and desolate if he ever did move away.
This intimacy was shocking, but at the same time, wildly pleasing.
She wanted him to know all of her. The feel of her skin. The scent of her arousal. The taste of her body. In that moment when she thought she could bear no more, he replaced his mouth with the hard, male part of him. “I love you, Emma,” he whispered, entering her slowly and with exquisite care until he fully penetrated her and she became used to him inside of her.
He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. Once she grew accustomed to him, he began to thrust, cautiously at first and then more urgently. But every graceful sway and roll of his hips seemed to increase her desire so that she felt carried along on a splendid tide of passion that lifted her higher and higher, closer to ecstasy with each of his powerful thrusts.
She wrapped her legs around him, eager to have him fully embedded inside of her.
“My love, am I hurting you?”
She knew he’d stop if he thought he was causing her any pain. Perhaps there was a little, but it was nothing to the love she felt for him. “No, it’s wonderful.”
Her throat was tight and her heart was pounding hard, so she had trouble forming the rest of the words she wanted to say to him. She opened her eyes and smiled at him, realizing that her smile would be enough.
He released the breath he had been holding, and then his expression turned raw and intense. His eyes glistened with a primal craving. She knew the moment he lost control and allowed his lustful urges to take over.
Soon, they were both clutching and groping and moving with each other and against each other, she clawing his back to draw him deeply into her and mold their bodies into one. Not gentle. Not careful.
Just hot and desperate and wanton.
Emma did not understand these explosive sensations, only knew that she wanted Hugh with all her heart and soul and passion. She opened all of herself to him and he took all, claiming her body as the ocean tide claimed the shore with each fathomless heave and thrust. She was his. He’d made her his own.
Emma’s body suddenly began to soar out of itself and she felt lifted atop a powerful wave of pleasure, carried along on its endless crest and transported to heights she never knew existed. “Hugh!”
She clung to his shoulders and cried out his name over and over, absorbing this big, handsome beast of a man into her. She saw starlight and felt herself floating among the clouds.
Then Hugh gave a low growl of pleasure, the sound a lion might make before devouring its prey. He thrust deep into her core and gave another growl as he joined her among the clouds where she was still soaring. She felt the shuddering pulse of his release and felt his essence spill onto her thighs when he quickly pulled out. She marveled that she had the ability to evoke this powerful response in him.
When they’d both stopped grunting and moaning and their breaths had steadied, Hugh rolled her atop him and held her in his embrace. His tawny chest hairs tickled her nose and she blew on them lightly. “Emma, I was too rough with you. I should have held back.”
She liked the way he’d filled her, as though completing that missing part of her. She now understood the beauty of their coupling and was grateful she’d had the chance to share it with him. “I’m glad you didn’t.”
Emma glanced up and saw that Hugh was still watching her. She reached up and kissed him on the lips. He cast her a smug smile, but it was also mixed with a majestic look of wonder.
She shot back her own smug smile. “I pleased you.”
He laughed. “Aye, lass. This pirate is very well pleased.”
“So am I.” Although she did not have to say it, for he must have known it by the way her body was still entwined around his, wanting and needing him ever closer. Her hands dug into his massively broad shoulders to hold onto him dearly.
“My sweet, sweet Emma,” he said in a husky whisper, his own arms still wrapped around her body as he held her as delicately as one would hold a hatchling just come out of its shell. He was still smiling as he casually brushed the damp, gold curls off her cheek. “Emma, I–”
He said no more as the sound of someone calling his name reached their ears. “Captain Hugh! Captain Hugh!”
She recognized the alarmed cries of Ranji and Lagop.
Hugh’s smile faded and the shadow of darkness clouded his eyes. Emma circled her arms around his neck, felt the ripple and bulge of his tense muscles beneath her hands. “Let me go, my love,” he said, the ache in his voice expressing his own reluctance. “I’ll help you dress. The boys will soon be upon us.”
He rolled to his feet and stretched to his full height to look out across the harbor. The sun’s golden rays fell upon his magnificent, bronzed torso, but Emma took only a moment to admire him before she scrambled to gather her chemise and gown. “Hugh, what’s wrong?”
“A ship has just sailed into the harbor.”
“Can you tell whose it is?”
“No. Bloody hell, it could be Montvey. I have to get you out of here fast.”

HUGH HASTILY DONNED his breeches and boots, and then turned to help Emma put on her chemise and lace her gown. After tying the laces, he kissed her shoulder. He had hoped they’d have more time alone. The little they’d had just wasn’t enough.
She glanced up at him and he lost himself in her aquamarine eyes, their soft, blue-green hues drawing him in with the pull of a riptide.
“Captain Hugh!”
He stepped away from Emma to don his shirt and tuck it in, angry and frustrated that his time with Emma was so fleeting. “Ranji,” he said, giving the boys a moment to catch their breaths, “do you know whose ship it is?”
The big-eyed boy nodded. “Lord Montvey. He come very quick. Bring bad laleo.”
Hugh grunted. “Very bad,” he agreed, for The Persephone was still on the reef and Montvey must have seen her before sailing into the harbor. They had less than an hour before his vessel docked. “Ranji, he will want to know where I am.”
“What do we tell him, Captain Hugh?”
He cast a worried glance at Emma. “That we’re all up in the mountains cutting wood for the ship’s repair and will be back in a few days. Tell everyone in the village, they need to give him the same story. He’ll believe it. The village is empty of all but a few old women and children… and you brave boys left to protect them.”
He caught Emma’s quick smile of approval.
He turned to watch the ship sail toward the Wamsisi dock. Emma moved closer to him. “What do we do next?”
“Go into the mountains for the night. It’s too dangerous for either of us to remain here. There are caves near Kepalat Mada. I’ll hide you there, then go in search of my crew and the villagers. Chief Tono will fetch you when it’s safe for you to return.”
Emma frowned, obviously not liking his plan to leave her behind. “I have a better idea,” she said. “We’ll both go in search of your men and the villagers. And when we find them… I think Chief Tono should marry us.”
Hell, no.
Hugh scowled at her. He had no intention of making her the wife of a condemned pirate, assuming their marriage by a local village chieftain would even be recognized in England. It wouldn’t be. Yet, it would be recognized here. Should he consider it? An unmarried Emma would be easy prey for Montvey.
He groaned inwardly, knowing he had to come up with a better plan. “I’ll think about it.”
Emma met his scowl with one of her own. “No, you’ll do it. Hugh, there is no better way to protect me. In truth, it was one of the first things Chief Tono mentioned to me. He feared Montvey would arrive before The Persephone was ready to sail and wished to reassure me. He felt it would protect us both. I think he’s right.”
Hugh fingered the delicate cameo at her throat and felt her madly beating pulse.
He had nothing to offer her. Indeed, had Montvey not made an early appearance, they would never be having this conversation.
They both knew that marriage to him would be a disastrous mistake.
But not marrying him would be worse, leaving her as vulnerable as a plump rabbit amid a pack of hungry wolves.
Chief Tono was right. She needed to marry him, even though he was one of those wolves. There was no other way to protect her. “Very well. Damn it, Emma.”
Ranji kicked him in the leg.
Pain shot into his temples. “Blast you, Ranji. Must it always be my bad leg? What did you do that for?”
“She da best thing that ever happen to you. Dat’s no way to treat Laddie Emma. Even the dumbest pirates know dat.”




Chapter Nineteen
HUGH STOOD ON the little hill overlooking the Wamsisi dock, staring across the mirror-calm waters of the harbor inlet. Ranji was right. Emma deserved better. He glanced up at the clear sky and its bright sunshine, then peered down at Emma who was still frowning at him. But beyond the frown was a look of deep hurt, one that cut his heart to ribbons.
Never one for flowery speeches, he took her hand and cleared his throat while he considered the proper words to say. Blast the boy for being right. It galled him that Ranji should have more sense than he had. Yes, Emma deserved a better response than a grumbled curse. He raked a hand through his hair, not certain how to start. Then Emma’s expression turned soft as the golden sand upon the beach, her gaze filled with hope and love. All of a sudden, everything became clear to him. “I was prepared to propose to you on bended knee on the night of Lord Jameson’s ball.”
Emma’s eyes widened, but she said nothing.
So he continued. “This is hardly a London ballroom, and I doubt I will remain Viscount Brixham for long. But I’m still the man who fell in love with you two years ago. I never stopped loving you, Emma.”
Her big, wide eyes began to sparkle.
He caressed her cheek. “You should not be the one to do the asking because you are afraid for your safety. I should not be agreeing to marry you because it is necessary to protect you… or myself. So let me do this properly and ask you for all the right reasons. Marry me because I love you and will do so to my dying breath. Marry me because you love me.”
“Thank you, Hugh,” she said, melting into his open arms and reaching up to curl her arms around his neck. “Thank you for that lovely proposal. I will marry you… for all the right reasons.”
The boys cheered.
Hugh lifted her up and twirled her around once before setting her back down and pressing a kiss to her smiling lips. “Let’s go find Chief Tono.”
They needed to get into the mountains before Montvey spotted them and hunted them down. But first, he ran down to the village to hastily gather bread and fruit, and a few belongings Emma might need for their trek into the mountains.
He looked around her quarters, his gaze resting on the parasols near the doorway. She’d given the pink one to Chief Tono. He’d taken it with him into the mountains, he recalled her telling him. But did the chieftain realize what he was carrying?
He hurried back to the spot where he’d left Emma. “Does Chief Tono know the Pearls of Fire are hidden in the parasol you gave him?”
“Yes, he knows. He’ll protect them.”
Hugh nodded and held out his hand. “Let’s go, my sweet.”
They hiked for hours through overgrown paths that led far into the jungle, Hugh leading the way with his knife drawn to cut back the shrubs and branches obscuring it. He worried about Emma, for she wasn’t used to walking these sometimes treacherous paths and hadn’t the sturdy boots to protect her feet. As sundown approached, their climb grew steeper, an indication that they’d reached the foot of the mountains.
Tomorrow, they’d climb in earnest.
Hugh paused a moment and stood silent.
Emma cast him a look of worry. “What is it?”
He thought he’d heard the distant roll of thunder. Then he heard it again. “Blast, rain’s coming.” He’d no sooner muttered it than the first drops landed on his forehead. “Ranji told me of a cave not far from here.”
He took Emma’s hand, hoping he was leading them on the right path. The rain fell softly at the moment so that the thick foliage offered some protection. But not even the dense canopy of leaves and intertwined vines above them would offer protection from the torrent about to unleash. The sky turned a dangerous, inky black, and then the cloudburst hit them.
They were soaked to the skin by the time Hugh found the cave’s entrance. “We’ll sleep in here tonight.”
“Where?” Emma asked, shouting over the roar of the pounding rain. “All I see is mud puddles and a wall of shrubbery.”
Hugh took her hand and led her through the dense undergrowth, shouldering several bushes aside to reveal a small opening.
“It isn’t quite as grand as Brixham Hall or Langdon Heath,” he said, stepping inside and drawing her in with him. “But it will keep us out of the storm’s way. I’ll light the lantern then look for some dry tinder to start a fire. There’s a natural chimney in here to guide the smoke upward. We’ll be comfortable enough tonight.”
At least, he hoped so. He was used to sleeping on hard floors, but Emma wasn’t. She waited for him to light the lantern and then followed him deeper into the cave, obviously glad to be finished with the arduous climb and miserable weather.
Hugh worried that the cave might flood, but the worst of the downpour passed quickly. Hugh’s tension eased as the deluge turned into a gentle, misting rain.
The cave itself was surprisingly dry. A little dank, but nothing that a good fire wouldn’t chase out.
Emma blinked her eyes and gasped. “Look, Hugh.”
The light from his raised lantern reflected off the walls, giving the appearance of diamonds glistening within the hard stone.
“Are they real?”
“No, my sweet. They’re merely worthless bits of glass and quartz.”
“It feels like we’ve entered a fairy kingdom.” Emma suddenly gasped again. “Look, our new home is stocked with supplies.”
Hugh stifled a laugh. He’d thought of this as nothing more than a place to settle for the night. Emma had called it a fairy kingdom. More important, she’d called it our home. He supposed that home for him would be wherever Emma was. The notion surprised him, but he found that he rather liked it. “Ranji mentioned that the villagers keep these caves supplied. The Dutch and the English are constantly at war in these parts. Often it’s the villagers who get caught in the crossfire. They run into the hills to protect themselves. Sometimes, they have to hide out for weeks, even months.”
He shook out his oilcloth and turned to help her out of her wet cape, wanting to wrap her in his arms as he did so, for she had the look of a soaked rabbit. Yet, she bore her obvious discomfort with grace and gave no complaint.
After building a fire, he returned to her side and began to remove the pins from her wet hair. “Let’s see about getting you comfortable.” He frowned lightly. “You’re shivering. Come stand closer to the warming flames. Let me help you out of your gown. I’ll set it on this nearby rock to dry.”
She glanced toward the cave’s entrance. “What if Montvey comes looking for us?”
“In this rain? He’s a lazy slug. Little chance of his coming after us tonight.” Hugh ran a hand through his own wet hair. “Do you need help removing your clothes?” He noted that her lips were blue and her body was shaking. “They have blankets here. I’ll wrap one around you when you’re done.”
“Just help me untie the laces. I’ll manage the rest.”
Hugh quickly attended to it. Much as he would have loved to linger at the chore, he knew this was not the time for distractions, no matter how pleasant said distractions would be. Emma was wet and tired, no doubt hungry. She hadn’t griped once during the arduous hike. In truth, she hadn’t complained during their entire sea voyage.
Oh, she’d had lots to say about him. But never once had she voiced dissatisfaction with the simplicity of his cabin or the quality of the food aboard his ship. Nor had she belittled the food or lodgings in Wamsisi.
He glanced at her and his heart swelled with pride.
She was a true lady.
Damned if he knew what she saw in him.
Hugh lifted a pot from amid a jumble of crude cooking supplies and stuck it by the entrance of the cave to collect rainwater.
Emma, now disrobed and wrapped in one of the woolen blankets, stood beside the fire he’d started, warming her hands. “Can I do anything to help, Hugh?”
He gazed at her in surprise. “No, my sweet. Sit down and rest. You’ve earned it.”
“And what about you?”
“I’m a thickheaded pirate,” he said with a wry grin. “I’m used to misery. You… well, you’re melo-melo. Everyone knows that a goddess never tends to menial tasks. She orders people about and they obey with devotion. A goddess doesn’t do any heavy lifting.”
She pursed her lips, obviously uncomfortable with his teasing. “I’m just Emma. An ordinary Englishwoman.”
He shook his head and looked upon her in wonder. “Nothing ordinary about you, my sweet. Never was.”
He shook the water from his own damp clothes, using the chore to distract him from the hot need to take Emma in his arms and plunder her magnificent body. He would tend to that pleasant task once she was warm and fed. Would she be willing? It had been a long walk up those foothills.
She still stood beside the fire, the blanket loosely draped over her slender shoulders. All of her garments were now set out beside her to dry. Her hair tumbled in silken waves of gold down her back. To Hugh, she was an irresistible mix of sultry and innocent. She watched his every move with avid interest, and he knew the moment her curiosity had turned to desire, for she was as innocent as a young pup and could hide nothing of her feelings. “Will you have to go out in the rain again?” she asked.
“No. Everything we need is here.”
“Then you ought to take off your clothes as well. I’ve already seen you naked, so you needn’t be concerned about my delicate sensibilities.”
“Are you that eager for me, my sweet?” He grinned, liking the fact that she felt comfortable enough with him to overlook the state of their dress… or undress… for he was eager to join her in shedding his wet clothes.
A blush crawled up her neck and into her cheeks. “I don’t wish you sneezing on me, that’s all.” But she shook her head and laughed gently, the melodic lilt echoing through the cave. “Don’t make me admit that I’m wanton and depraved when it comes to you.”
He bent down to kiss her lightly on the lips. “Feeling is mutual, my sweet.”
He felt her gaze on him as he removed his shirt and spread it on a rock. He turned and cast her a smug grin. “That’s as far as I dare go for now. There’s still work to be done and you’re already too distracting.”
He retrieved the pot now filled with rainwater and set it on the fire to boil. The bread he’d brought along from the village was soaking wet and inedible. The fruit would do for later. Emma needed something hot to warm her insides. There were onions in a larder, so he quickly withdrew his knife, peeled one, and tossed it in the boiling water.
He found a linen cloth and used it to rub down his body. He would have had more fun rubbing it down Emma’s incredibly tempting body. “Are you hungry, my sweet?”
“What? Oh, yes. Very.” She came to his side and helped him search through the rest of the stored supplies. Along with the onions, they found eggs, flour, potatoes, coconuts, and assorted herbs.
“Emma, have you ever baked?”
She shook her head. “Gentlewomen are never taught anything practical. I don’t know my way around a kitchen. But I’ve watched the native women in the village square. I can give it a try. It didn’t look all that difficult.”
He winced and moved to stoke the fire. “I’d better handle the baking for now. I know how to make biscuits. I’ll wager they’ll be the best you’ve ever tasted.”
“You are a wonder, Lord Brixham.” She cast him a glittering smile. “I’m most impressed.”
He rose from his position by the fire and studied her with some concern. “We have a few minutes before the soup is ready. How do you feel, Emma? Warm enough?”
She wiggled her bare toes and allowed the blanket to slip off one creamy shoulder. “Not nearly enough,” she said with a soft purr that set his blood on fire. “What do you have in mind, my lord?”

HUGH’S GROWL OF pleasure sent a tingle up Emma’s spine. She closed her eyes and breathed him in, eager to feel the strength of his arms around her and taste his finely formed lips on hers. His quickening breaths tickled her ear, and his deft fingers grazed her skin as he slid the blanket off her.
She tipped her head up to meet his gaze, no longer embarrassed by the intimacy they were about to share.
They would soon be husband and wife, but were already so in her heart.
“Emma,” he said in a gravelly whisper. “Are you sure, my love?”
At her nod, he wrapped his arms around her and lifted her up against his body, holding her closely to him. His skin was warm and golden. His arms formed muscled bands around her waist as he caught her in his delicious embrace.
Her body tingled at the impact of her breasts molding to his chest, and her blood began a slow, simmering boil that started in her toes and quickly worked its way upward. Her legs turned to pudding. Butterflies now flitted madly in her stomach. But it was the slow coil of heat in those most private places that had her blushing furiously. She clung to him with all her might as the simmering heat turned fiery. “Hugh–”
He gave her no chance to speak before his mouth descended on hers, his lips crushing hers to reveal the desperate craving they both shared. “I thought I could hold back,” he said, his voice gruff and urgent as he eased back a moment.
“I knew I couldn’t,” she admitted.
He emitted a pained laugh as he wound his fingers in her hair, not caring that it was wet and messy, tumbling wildly over her shoulders and onto his arms in a liquid splash of gold. He held her steady as her entire body turned liquid, and kissed her hard, kissed her with a devastating yearning.
He parted her lips with his tongue, invading the warm cavity of her mouth with a conquering urgency that left her breathless and eager for the rest to come. At the same time, he stroked his fingers lightly along her body, circling her breast in a slow, maddening tease that made her want to grab his hand and place it flat against that soft, straining mound.
He chuckled. “Be patient, my sweet.”
She couldn’t, for his mere touch set her body on fire and she needed him to do something now to tame her raging flames. He had wondrous hands, so strong and nimble. Big hands that easily spanned the width of her back and could reach those dark places within her that pulsed and throbbed. “I can’t wait, Hugh.”
Was that her voice? That raspy, aching, almost sob of desperation?
“Hellfire,” he whispered, lifting her up as he deepened the wild kiss and wrapped her legs around his waist, positioning her so that she felt the hardness of him against her most sensitive spot.
With hardly a fumble, he unbuttoned the flap of his trousers.
Her eyes popped wide open.
Mother of saints! She felt the divinely wicked heat of his arousal against her skin and heard the steady pounding of his heart against her chest that was now crushed to his. Her heart wasn’t pounding so much as leaping and bounding with frenetic force. Was he not going to set her down? Would he take her as they were, him standing up and she wrapped around him?
She inhaled the musky heat that now poured out of both of them and mingled with the dank moisture of the cave.
They were alone, wrapped entirely in each other, nothing and no one else existing beyond the shelter of this cave.
Stray wisps of smoke tickled her nostrils, but that only served to heighten the sensation of Hugh’s arousal and her own. She pressed herself against the stone wall of his chest, wanting to break through, wanting to be one with him, no matter how ridiculous and impossible it was.
She felt the ripple and bulge of solid muscle beneath her hot palms. He’d moved his hands to her hips and was suddenly lifting her to… oh, blessed relief… she felt him enter her. “Hugh,” she said with a whimper.
She closed her eyes and swallowed hard. When she opened them again, she met the dark heat of his gaze. “Emma, my heart will explode if you stop me now… but I’ll stop if–”
“Don’t you dare!”
Hugh didn’t know what inane reply he’d made for his blood was hot and pulsing through his ears. He’d never felt such a possessive need with any other woman. Not just possessive, but wild and untamed and savage.
He feared to hurt her, but his control had snapped. Desire thrummed through him with the merciless beat of a pagan drum. Emma was moving against him, rubbing her body against his with awkward desperation. She was a gentlewoman. He had to go easy or he’d bruise her delicate bones. He’d crush her with the size of him.
He bent his head and took the bud of her breast in his mouth, knowing she’d taste exquisite. He licked and suckled, desperate to taste all of her. Desperate to be inside her, desperate to surround himself in her lavender scent and gorge himself on her creamy sweetness. His hands tightened on her waist as he slipped himself inside her slick, moist opening and began to guide her pleasure.
Lord, the girl was so responsive.
She rocked against him, her head rolled back and her slender shoulders thrust back so that he had only to dip his head to claim the ripe fruit of her breasts. Her hands clamped around his head, holding him to her as though he might be fool enough to draw away.
Never.
She was everything he’d ever wanted.
Filling her seemed to fill the abyss of despair that had trapped him for years.
He shifted his body so that he fell against one of the cave walls to hold himself upright while he took her. He didn’t care about the jutting points of cold, hard stone that dug into his flesh. All he cared about was keeping Emma with him in this frenzied mating dance, no matter how stupidly uncomfortable their positions.
Emma was too aroused to notice that his hold on her was as fragile as a deck of cards built up on a slender stack, the gentlest breath of wind able to send them toppling onto the hard, cave floor. She was beautifully aroused, the sensual swell of her thoroughly kissed mouth and the rose flush of her skin, giving her away. If this was to be their last dance together, he wanted her to grab on until the very last note filled the air.
Hell, so would he.
He would never let her go.
He thrust deep into her hot, wild body.
He took her where they stood. He took her because he could not get enough of her. He took her because she was the sunlight needed to heal his darkness.
This mating was as feral as a storm ravaged sea, rough waves crashing around them, lifting them in their swells with pounding force. They were rocked up and down, tossed and heaved, until that last, monumental surge that carried them skyward on an endless crest. “Emma, sweet, sweet mercy.”
He felt her shudder around that part of him still inside her, watched her lose herself in her moment of ecstasy. She called out his name and her head lolled back, then after the longest, beautiful moment, she tipped forward and collapsed against his chest. The golden cascade of her hair fell over her bare breasts and delicate shoulders, and then fell over his arms like spun silk.
Only then did he allow his own release, coming with a roar, the force of his shudders almost bringing him to his knees. But he couldn’t fall while he held this love-sated nymph, this magnificent angel with eyes of turquoise pools.
He swallowed her in his embrace.
He kissed her and told her that he loved her.
He kissed her with all the heart and soul still left in him.
And kissed her some more.
Suddenly, his mouth broke contact with hers. “Something’s burning.”
“I am,” she murmured, opening her eyes and staring at him with the limpid gaze of a woman well-loved.
“Bollocks, it’s the soup! The bloody onion soup!” Laughing and groaning, he set her down, then grabbed a stick to lift the pot off the fire.
He and Emma stared down at the black, smoking mess now sizzling on the ground before them, and then turned to stare at each other.
The scent of smoke and burnt onion filled the air.
He shook his head in disgust. How stupid did a man have to be to burn soup?
Emma put a gentle hand on his shoulder and unsuccessfully attempted to smother a giggle. “I’ll set another pot out to collect rain water. We’ll start over. We have all night.”
He rose and took her back in his arms because he needed to hold her, desperate to keep her close to his heart. “I’ll make the biscuits. I’ll try not to burn those, too.”
She smiled and nodded.
But as she eased out of his arms and once again wrapped the blanket around herself for modesty, her face suddenly flushed with embarrassment. He knew at once what she was thinking. They’d been so hungry for each other, they’d almost set the cave afire. Not just hungry. They’d been starved. Famished. Raw and ravaged, ravenous. “Hugh, what we did was so… so wanton and naughty.”
He swallowed her up in his arms again, blanket and all. “What we did almost made my heart explode. You’re going to put me into an early grave, my sweet. I had no idea Lady Emma Langdon was such a wicked temptress.” But his grin soon faded and his gaze turned tender. “I’m glad for this time we have together. I don’t know where this journey will lead us or…”
“I know, Hugh.” She shuddered in understanding, for the threat of their survival was what had made their lovemaking all the more poignant and urgent. “While we were at sea, I prayed each morning and every night before retiring to bed, I gave thanks for every precious moment I shared with you.”
He trailed feather-soft kisses along her neck. “You’ve had me in torment ever since you walked into Portsmouth Prison. I’ve been unable to concentrate on anything since. Twice I almost ran my ship against the rocks, I was so caught up in thoughts of you.” He kissed her on the lips, a kiss as wild and deep as the oceans they’d crossed. “I love you, Emma Langdon. Never doubt it. But now, we had better start the soup and biscuits before I devour you.”




Chapter Twenty
A
MOISTURE LADEN wind blew through the canopy of leaves with surprising force as Emma and Hugh emerged from the cave at daybreak to resume their mountain trek. Hugh glanced up at the sky that was no longer overcast but dotted with white, tufted clouds. “We’ll have sunshine today, hopefully enough to dry the muddy paths.”
He cast her a tender smile. “Ready?”
Emma returned Hugh’s smile. His tawny hair was drawn back and neatly tied in a queue at the nape of his neck. His eyes had a sensual droop to them, the sort of eyes that made a woman want to drag this handsome brute of a man into her bed and never let him out of it.
He hadn’t shaved this morning, but there was something quite attractive about the bristly shadow of a beard beginning to emerge.
“I’m ready,” she said with a nod.
“Let me know if you grow tired and we’ll rest.” He caressed her cheek. “I didn’t allow you much sleep last night.”
She grinned impudently. “I think it was the other way around. I wouldn’t leave you alone.”
“We both misbehaved,” he admitted with a chuckle, but she noted the slight furrow of his brow and knew he was concerned that they’d overdone it last night.
Her legs and body were a little sore, but she would never admit it to him. She did not want him leaving her behind in the cave, thinking she was too wrung out to manage something as simple as walking.
No, she would manage. No matter how arduous the climb.
She wanted to be with him.
More than that, she needed to be with him.
“I promise not to slow you down.” This man overwhelmed her. He always had. It wasn’t merely his size or brawn or his dangerous aspect that set her heart fluttering like a humming bird’s wings each time she looked upon him. She liked to think she had more sense than to fall for a man with merely a handsome face to recommend him.
Hugh was so much more. He was smart and courageous, protective and loving, too.
Emma felt a sudden knot in her stomach. Last night, Hugh had made her forget about Lord Montvey’s ship docked in the harbor. He’d made her forget everything on this earth but the two of them.
With the return of dawn, came the desperation of their circumstances. They’d fled into the mountains because of the danger posed by Montvey and his soldiers. They had to warn Chief Tono and Hugh’s men.
What would happen when they returned to Wamsisi? Would Montvey order Hugh shot on sight? She had no doubt that the Lord Governor had sailed here for the sole purpose of putting an end to his life.
If Hugh was worried about this threat, he did not show it. There was little tension in his stance or his stride as they made their way up the steep, winding paths. But neither was he casual about his situation. He walked quietly alongside her, lost to his own thoughts.
Emma allowed her own thoughts to wander. She could not help but notice that these mountain foothills were teeming with life. Noisy macaques squawked in tree branches above them, dropping leaves and seeds on Emma’s head. They swung from limb to limb to keep up with her, making jolly good sport of tossing seeds at her. In the meanwhile, lizards skittered across her feet. She’d grown used to them, for these lizards also foraged in Wamsisi’s huts where they were sure to find food to their liking. They were small and harmless creatures, their survival depending on their speed.
But she’d seen much bigger creatures in the short time she’d been on this island and was worried about encountering some of those. When she heard a slow rustle amid the shrubs that lined the path, she scurried to Hugh’s side and clutched his arm. “What’s that noise?”
“Nothing to worry about, my sweet. Perhaps a dragon lizard.”
“A what?”
“Most of them reside on the island of Komodo, but a few can be found here. They’re about the size of baby dragons.”
Was he jesting? “Baby dragons?”
He arched an eyebrow and grinned. “Some are bigger.”
Did such creatures truly exist? “Are you saying this to frighten me?”
He kissed her on the nose. “No, love. If I wanted to frighten you, I’d tell you there are tigers roaming this jungle forest.”
Emma’s eyes rounded in horror. “Are there?”
“Not on Buru. At least, I hope not. No, the wildest animals here are wild pigs.”
One chose just that moment to tear through the underbrush and dart past them, a huge, snorting beast that would have knocked her over if Hugh hadn’t grabbed her and shoved her behind him. She fell on her backside with a shriek and landed in a bed of cloves growing wild amid the dense undergrowth.
The shrill laughter of the family of macaques that had been following her filled her ears. She looked up and frowned at them. “I suppose you think my antics are hilarious.”
To mark their agreement, they dropped more leaves and discarded seeds on her head.
Hugh turned to her, at first appalled that he might have pushed her too hard and caused her injury, but as she scrambled to her feet and raised her fist toward the monkeys, he shook his head and laughed. “Come along, my sweet. Stay close to me.”
By midday, Emma knew she had no more strength in her to continue the climb. She’d promised Hugh that she would keep up, but her legs were sore and her feet were starting to blister. Her stomach growled, apparently deciding it needed to complain now as well. Hugh was walking slightly ahead of her with his knife drawn to cut away encroaching branches. Despite having his back to her, he seemed to sense something was wrong and suddenly halted. “This is as good a place as any for us to stop and rest.”
They’d brought the leftover biscuits Hugh had made for them last night, and also tucked some passion fruit and cheese into that same pouch for their journey. Hugh took her hand and led her to the trunk of a fallen magnolia tree. “We’ll look for another cave if we don’t reach Chief Tono’s camp by nightfall.”
Emma sighed. “You would have reached his campsite if I wasn’t here to hold you back. Ranji calls me a chicken. He says I run like one and my arms flap like a chicken when I swim. I think I am one, for I should have waited in the cave while you went in search of the chief and your crew. But I was afraid to be left alone.”
He shrugged onto the magnolia trunk beside her. “No, love. You were right to come with me. I would have been mad with worry, knowing I’d left you unprotected.” He brushed a few seeds out of her hair and grinned. “Those macaques were delivering their offerings to you, little goddess.”
“They didn’t drop any on you,” she muttered, for he looked as magnificent as when they’d set out this morning. She, on the other hand, was coated in leaves and seeds. No doubt she had an entire clove plant pasted to her backside as well.
He suddenly put a finger to her lips and warned her to be quiet.
What now?
The man had the ears of a bat and eyes of a hawk, while she was completely out of her element here. Fortunately, what emerged from the overgrown trail were Hugh’s crewmen, Chief Tono, and the rest of the party that had gone into the mountains with them. Jacob strode toward them and gave Hugh a hearty wallop on his back. “Och, laddie. We’re glad to see ye’re both safe. We were about to send back the men ye wanted when one of the neighboring villagers reported seeing Montvey’s ship sail into the harbor.” He turned to Emma, running his beefy hand through his thick, red hair. “Are ye all right, m’lady?”
Emma nodded and rose to hug Martine who had rushed toward her with a cry of relief. After a quick exchange to assure Martine she was unharmed, Emma turned to Chief Tono. He was still carrying her pink parasol.
Chief Tono and Hugh exchanged a nod, each of them giving a quick glance at the parasol’s handle, a silent assurance that the Pearls of Fire were still safely hidden within. But how had Chief Tono known that Hugh knew about the pearls? Had the chief confided in him? Or had Hugh gone to the chief and told him first?
Did it matter?
These two men knew she’d had the pearls all along and neither one was going to give up her secret. A frisson of fear shot through her. What would happen next? She’d given the parasol to Chief Tono in the hope he’d toss the Pearls of Fire into the deepest part of the ocean where the cursed necklace would never be seen again. But he’d refused, telling her that the pearls had not spoken to him yet.
She knew he would not keep the pearls, for he feared their curse and the harm it would wreak on his village if he was not meant to have them. Was anyone meant to have them? Emma did not think so.
Time was running out to put them back in their rightful place, and to Emma’s mind, that was in the sea, in these warm waters that surrounded the island of Buru. They belonged in this turquoise expanse where the fabled sea snail had once roamed.
Now, the Lord Governor, Edward Montvey, was here. And what of that horrid Nikko? What if he and his crew were still alive and determined to exact revenge on Hugh?
In all of this, she still had no idea where her father was or whether he would ever be found.
“Lady Emma,” Chief Tono said, interrupting her thoughts. “Do you give your consent?”
“What?” She hadn’t been listening as the chief and Hugh had moved aside to speak quietly to each other.
“Captain Le Brecque wishes to marry you. Do you wish to marry him?”
Yes, she wished it with all her heart. But did she truly trust Hugh enough to tie herself to him forever? She was the one who’d suggested marriage to protect him. Having done so, could she now go through with it?
A glance at Hugh revealed he was thinking the same thing, obviously worried that she’d had a change of heart and would refuse. As he studied her, his frown melted away and he cast her a look of such tender understanding, that she instantly knew she had been foolish to doubt him. “Yes, Chief Tono. I do.”
“Then let us have the ceremony here and now,” he intoned, motioning for his people and Hugh’s to gather around them.
Emma hardly had time to put herself together or think of her girlhood dreams. She’d spent so many nights as a girl awake in her bed, thinking of her perfect wedding. Her gown, she’d decided, would be of finest silk and lace. She’d have a strand of opalescent seed pearls threaded through her fashionably upswept hair. She was going to marry a prince or duke, it mattered little which, only that he would be one of the most important men in all of England and besotted with her. Their ceremony would be held in Westminster Abbey, a spectacle fit for a male of the royal blood.
It was going to be the finest wedding ever held in London, and perhaps afterward, after the pomp and tumult had quieted, they’d return to Langdon Heath to live with her parents. After all, she’d been a little girl with big dreams and had never considered that she’d live anywhere other than with her beloved family.
Not once in all her years of dreaming had she ever thought of marrying a pirate under a canopy of magnolia trees, a village chieftain to perform the ceremony, and a ragtag crowd of onlookers who meant more to her than the elegant ton friends she’d left behind.
The macaques swung closer, perching themselves on the overhead branches as Chief Tono began the wedding ceremony. They tossed seeds and magnolia blossoms onto her head, their aim irritatingly accurate, so that she had seeds – not seed pearls – threaded through her hair.
Hugh’s eyes twinkled.
His handsome pirate eyes actually twinkled as he glanced up at the overhanging branches and noticed the furry faces of her most ardent attendants.
He grinned at her and then took her hand in his to give it a light, comforting squeeze.
Chief Tono conducted the ceremony in his native dialect. Emma had to strain to make out all of what he was saying, but the solemn words were much the same as the words a minister would say in an English ceremony. At the chief’s prompt, Hugh turned to her and now took both of her hands in his. “Emma, I have no fancy tokens to give you, no bride gift or elegant wedding breakfast to offer you. All I can give you is my heart, and my promise to love and protect you always.”
She smiled up at Hugh. “I give you my heart in return, and my promise to love and protect you to the end of my days.”
He arched an eyebrow.
She knew that he did not want her to protect him. He wanted to keep her safe. He wanted to shelter her and make certain she never came to harm. Well, she intended to do the same for him whether he liked it or not. This is what marriage was about, wasn’t it? Each one caring for the other more than for themselves, sacrificing for the other, protecting the other.
She wasn’t afraid to fight for Hugh, just as she knew he’d fight for her. She’d sailed halfway around the world, had experienced stormy seas and pirate attacks. She wouldn’t back down from whatever new threats they faced.
The sun burst through an overhead cloud at the same moment Chief Tono pronounced them husband and wife. The chief smiled and declared it to be a blessed sign.
A soft breeze surrounded them.
Hugh lifted her into his arms and kissed her fiercely, passionately and with exquisite tenderness.
His crew cheered.
The village natives cheered.
The elephants they’d brought into the mountains to haul the trees noisily voiced their approval.
The macaques shrieked in delight as they pelted her with more seeds and blossoms.
Emma decided there was never a better wedding held than this one.

HUGH LOOKED AT the joy in Emma’s sparkling eyes and wished he could feel the same. She was his now, his to love and hold. His wife. The realization warmed his heart and soothed his barren soul, but neither could he hold back the dread that washed over him now that she was bound to him.
He did not care that evil men were after him.
But Emma was his weakness, his vulnerable spot, and he worried that they’d harm her to get at him. “Jacob, there’s a hidden cave not far from here. Take the women there,” he said, nodding toward Emma and Martine, “and keep them out of the way until I send word it is safe to bring them back to the village.”
Jacob’s face turned red and his bushy eyebrows knotted together as he furrowed his brow. He looked ready to explode in anger. “Laddie,” he said with barely leashed restraint, curling his hands into fists at his sides, “I canna do it. Who will have yer back if not me? I willna abandon ye to hide out with the women. Liam’s the better choice. He’s an able lad and clever.”
Liam began to object, obviously wanting to be in the thick of the battle if there was to be one. But Hugh turned a deaf ear to Liam’s objections. He turned a deaf ear to Jacob’s protest. He turned a deaf ear to Emma’s protests that she was not be left behind. Hadn’t she just vowed to honor and obey him?
He ought to have known that would never happen. She was too headstrong and she loved him. Lord, how could she possibly love him? Not just love him, but love him with the fierceness of an island goddess, with all of her compassionate heart and gentle soul.
She was determined to risk her own life to save him.
He’d die a thousand deaths and rot in hell before he allowed that.
He’d never allow that.
He was the bloody pirate captain.
He was the one to be obeyed.
“Quiet!” he roared, the one word laced with enough menacing anger and authority to turn them all mute. Even the elephants and macaques quieted. Not a single starling flying overhead chirped. “Liam, stay with the women. I’ll stuff your bollocks down your throat if either of them is harmed.”
Liam nodded grudgingly. “Aye, captain. I won’t fail you.”
He gave a curt nod in response and turned to glower at Jacob.
The old Scot’s scowl faded. “Glad ye came to yer senses, laddie. If there’s a fight to be had, I’ll be protecting yer back, as always. Those heathen scum won’t lay a hand on ye, not while there’s breath left in me.”
“Same here,” Lucifer said, coming to stand by Jacob’s side. “I owe my life to you. I mean to repay that favor.”
Emma stepped forward to stand beside Jacob and Lucifer. “Nor will I abandon you. Don’t think to leave me behind. I may not have your brawn or fighting skills, but I am cousin to the queen. If harm befalls me, it is the Lord Governor who will have to answer for it. I don’t care how many witnesses he brings forward to proclaim his innocence. She will have him dismissed from office in disgrace. She will see him ruined. He will have nothing. No governorship. No acceptance into Society. No earldom that he thinks to steal from you and your father. No Pearls of Fire.”
She tipped her chin up and met his steady gaze. “Don’t think to bind and gag me and toss me in the cave. I will escape. You cannot leave me behind, Hugh. I am your wife. I belong at your side for always.”
“And how long do you think ‘always’ will be if I’m too worried about protecting you to think about protecting myself?” His heart was a roiling ache, for he loved Emma’s courage, but there would be no containing the beast within him if any harm came to her. He’d rip Montvey to pieces. He’d kill every one of Montvey’s soldiers. He’d kill Nikko if that bastard was still alive.
He’d kill everyone who got in his way.
There was a gleam in his eyes that must have frightened her. She paled, but to her credit, she refused to take a step back. Then Chief Tono came to stand by her side. “Lady Emma is right. Accept her help. She is your wife. She is melo-melo, the goddess who will protect you.”
And with that quiet pronouncement, Chief Tono knelt before her.
His villagers quickly followed, falling to their knees and bowing their heads.
Martine did the same.
His men looked as though they were about to follow, but one glower from Hugh stopped them. He saw the fear and indecision in their eyes, for seamen were superstitious. Perhaps more so than these villagers.
Hugh felt as though his heart had been ripped from his chest and was now being hacked and pounded to pieces.
Emma, as though reading his thoughts, put her hand over his heart. “Be at peace, my love. My captain. My soul. As you have asked me to trust you throughout this journey, so must you trust me now.”
Emma’s touch always turned his blood hot and lusting. But the warmth that spread through his body now was different from anything he’d ever felt before. This was a transporting warmth, a healing warmth. Was it possible she held powers beyond those of mortals? Was she a goddess who carried within her the spirit of this fabled sea snail called melo-melo?
She smiled at him, once more reading his thoughts. “No, Hugh,” she said in whisper. “How can you think I am saintly or angelic after what we did last night?”
He lifted her hand from his chest and kissed her open palm. “Emma, don’t do this. Let me keep you safe.”
“You will, my love. But not by keeping us apart. Trust me, Hugh.”
He closed his eyes and stifled a shudder.
He wanted to say no.
He wanted to haul Tono and his villagers to their feet and order them to stop worshiping Emma.
He wanted to bind her and gag her and put her back in the cave with his best men to protect her.
But even his own instincts betrayed him now.
Every beat of his heart, every throbbing pulse, even the rivers of blood coursing through his veins, told him she was right.
Trust her.
Trust her.
He groaned. “Very well. I won’t leave you behind.”
Had he just made the biggest mistake of his life?




Chapter Twenty-One
HUGH ANNOUNCED HIS return to Wamsisi by blowing up Montvey’s ship in the dead of night. Flames shot off the furled sails as they lay wrapped around the sinking ship’s masts, illuminating the inky night like so many glowing candles upon an elegant dining table. Montvey’s soldiers were decamped in the village, leaving only a handful on board to guard the vessel and its massive stock of weapons and artillery stored in the hold.
Those few men on board jumped into the water at the first, fiery blast, abandoning ship and swimming to shore like the water rats they were. Hugh ordered a handful of his own men to hastily round them up as they struggled onto the sand, then turned his thoughts to capturing Montvey, whose soldiers were now spilling haphazardly out of their tents, confused by the roar of exploding gunpowder and the scent of acrid smoke filling the air.
Hugh battled his way to the governmental manor house, arriving just as Montvey ran out. His feet were bare, his shirt open, and his pants half unbuttoned. “What the hell is–”
“Good evening, Edward,” Hugh said, putting a pistol to his head. “It’s time we had a little chat.”
His cousin’s eyes almost rolled back in his wine-sotted head. “What the devil? How are you still alive?”
Hugh said nothing, continuing to hold his pistol to his cousin’s head as the last of his soldiers were subdued. Most had been caught in the haze of sleep or had imbibed too much the night before and were struggling to shake off their drunkenness. Hugh’s men and the villagers disarmed them with hardly a shot fired.
It had all been too easy, Hugh thought in frustration. He’d wanted a fight. He’d wanted to slam his fist into Montvey’s face, wanted to bloody him and beat the truth out of the wretched cur. There was no satisfaction to be had in an easy battle, one that was over before it had truly begun. Even the night watch assigned to protect the government house had posed no problem. Hugh and his men had come upon them quietly, knocking out the sentries before they’d had the chance to sound the alarm.
Within the hour, his cousin’s soldiers were gathered in a cattle holding pen, held under guard by Lucifer and a dozen other of Hugh’s best men. They weren’t to be harmed, merely contained until The Persephone was seaworthy once more. Once Hugh sailed away, with Montvey as his prisoner, the soldiers would be set free.
“I’ll see you hanged, Brixham,” Hugh’s cousin spat out, calling him by his title. It felt odd to Hugh, for out here he was Captain Le Brecque and he far preferred it.
Hugh, still holding the pistol to Montvey’s head, shoved him back inside the manor house. “You’ve tried that already. As you can see, you’ve failed.”
“The British fleet will come after you. They’ll rescue me. I’ll command them to kill Chief Tono and every man, woman, and child in this rebel village.”
“Stop talking. You’re just giving me one more reason to kill you before I leave,” Hugh said, pushing him into the study and ordering him to sit in one of the chairs.
Jacob quickly bound his hands and feet. “Give me the word, Captain. I’ll gladly shoot him right now.”
Montvey paled. “You wouldn’t dare. I’m the Lord Governor.”
Hugh growled low in his throat. “You’ve already given me a thousand reasons to kill you. Shut up. My patience is about to snap and I will do it.” He understood he was walking a fine line. A dangerous line, for he’d just captured soldiers of the Crown and destroyed their ship. Surprisingly, the Lord Governor’s ship wasn’t a British naval vessel. Hugh found that curious, but knew he would still have to answer for attacking it. Likely, it would cost his family dearly, perhaps cost him the earldom he had been fighting to hold.
Hugh also had the villagers of Wamsisi to worry about. Who would protect them when the British fleet arrived to quell the supposed native uprising? As his cousin had blurted, he was still Lord Governor, and although Hugh had no intention of setting him free, the early arrival of even one British naval vessel might take that decision out of his hands.
His biggest problem remained Emma.
She’d made this voyage to find her father, but Hugh would not be able to search for him while hunted by the British navy. He had yet to figure out how to break the news to her, when Emma arrived at the manor house with Ranji and Lagop following closely at her heels.
She entered the study and stopped short with a gasp. “Hugh, why didn’t you tell me?” She walked to his side and stared first at his cousin and then at him. “You and Lord Montvey are two peas out of the same pod. Even a blind man would find the similarity striking.”
Perhaps this was what Hugh detested most about his cousin. Although they resembled each other in outward appearance, they were nothing alike in character. Edward Montvey was a sniveling cur who lacked all sense of honor. And yet, he was Lord Governor while Hugh was a condemned pirate who’d bribed his way out of prison.
Truly ironic.
Montvey’s eyes turned dark and predatory, much like those of a cobra about to strike its prey. “Lady Emma Langdon, I presume.”
She tipped her chin up in the air. “Lord Montvey, I’ll see you hanged for your crimes.”
“My crimes?” He threw back his head and laughed. “No, you’ll have my pirate cousin free me at once.”
“And why would I do that?”
“Because I know where your father is and I am the only one who can take you to him.”
Hugh felt as though he’d been punched in the stomach. “Emma, don’t believe a word this bastard says.”
She stumbled back, her hand trembling over her heart. “Oh, Hugh,” she said in a ragged whisper.
This was his cousin’s talent, to sense the pain in someone’s soul and squeeze that sore spot until it burst. It had taken the cur less than a minute to demolish Emma’s resolve.
“What do you say, Lady Emma?”
Ranji and Lagop eyed her with as much worry as Hugh felt but would never express. “Don’t trust him, Laddie Emma. He no good,” Ranji said, his voice shaking with fear. “He bring bad laleo.”
Lagop nodded. “Very bad laleo.”
Montvey laughed at the boys, a devil’s menacing laugh that scared the wits out of them. They’d been raised in innocence and were noticeably quaking. Hugh thought them all the more brave, for instead of running away, they stepped in front of Emma as though to form a protective barrier between her and Montvey.
“Dirty, little beggars, always underfoot.” Montvey looked over their heads to address Emma. “Get them out of here and I’ll negotiate terms with you. You want your father, don’t you?”
Hugh struck him with the butt of his pistol and knocked him unconscious. He was angry with himself for not doing it sooner. Ranji and Lagop emitted deep sighs of relief. Emma did not appear to be breathing at all. “Emma, if you speak to my bastard cousin again… so help me, I will shoot him dead.”
“No, Hugh. I won’t speak to him. I won’t ever believe a word he says.”
Hugh nodded, but he saw the pain in her eyes and the tension in her body. Not only did she believe his lying cousin, he now had to worry that she might free him. “Emma–”
“I don’t believe him, Hugh.”
If only he could believe her.

EMMA REMAINED IN the study and was standing beside Hugh when Lord Montvey revived. The fiend shot daggers at Hugh for keeping him bound and was now sporting a lump the size of a goose egg on his forehead. “I’ll make a deal with you, cousin. Keep my men confined for now. I don’t need them. But you and I must talk.” He glanced at Emma. “Lady Emma, too. Why not? We’re all here at the government house.”
Hugh snorted. “What do you propose? That we have tea and reminisce about old times?”
“We may want to see each other dead, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be gentlemen about it. Besides, I’m thirsty, although my tastes run to ale or brandy rather than tea.”
To Emma’s surprise, Hugh agreed. She wasn’t certain why he had, because his cousin was ruthless. More important, as Lord Governor under the protection of the Crown, he was almost untouchable.
Almost, and that was very important.
In truth, it was the only reason she and Hugh were married now. Since she was cousin to the queen, Hugh was now cousin to the queen as well, albeit by marriage. That gave him some power, hopefully enough to make a British naval officer or local government official think twice before ordering him hanged.
She considered telling Montvey that she was Lady Brixham now, but since Hugh had not seen fit to mention it, she held back. In any event, their marriage might not be recognized as valid in England since it had been conducted by a village chieftain outside of a church.
More important, her marriage to Hugh might work against her, turning her into Montvey’s enemy while right now he merely considered her a useful pawn.
Emma could feel the hatred, like a fiery sunburst, flow between these two men.
She could see that Hugh wanted to kill his cousin and that worried her, for she knew he would do it without hesitation once he got the answers he needed. Nothing would stop him, not even her pleas to show mercy to this man who had shown him none.
Yet, killing his cousin would not end his torment but add to it.
Was he holding back because of her?
Despite what he’d said, did Hugh believe that Montvey knew where her father was?
Her hands fisted at her sides to hold back her despair. If Montvey truly did know, then how was she to shake the truth out of him?
The cur was desperate, and her father was the best bargaining chip he had.
Hugh crossed to a mahogany cabinet and opened it to reveal a stock of crystal glassware, gleaming crystal decanters, and bottles of every variety. He drew one out and poured his cousin a dark amber liquid that she assumed was the desired brandy. Hugh’s cousin had an obvious fondness for spirits, she could tell by the thin, red veins that mottled his nose and cheeks.
Perhaps it was Hugh’s goal to get him drunk and spill the secret of her father’s whereabouts, assuming he truly knew where her father was and hadn’t been lying to her out of a cruel desire to torment her.
His hands now released, Lord Montvey drained his glass and held it out for more.
Hugh obliged, remaining silent while his cousin drank down its contents. The silence stretched out unbearably, putting Emma even more on edge. Her nerves were frayed raw. She wanted to shake Montvey until his insides rattled. Where is my father, you snake? Where is he?
“Let’s talk,” Hugh finally said and Emma almost sobbed in relief.
His cousin shot him a smile of pure evil. “I’ll tell you where Lady Emma’s father is, but you must do something for me first.”
Hugh arched an eyebrow. “And what is that?”
“Bring me the Pearls of Fire.”
Emma held her breath. She feared to move, to even glance at Hugh. She was terrible at hiding her feelings and even one wrong twitch of her eye would give everything away.
Hugh kept his gaze trained on his cousin. “No one knows where they are or who stole them. How do you expect me to find them?”
Montvey laughed. “Hugh, you are the most resourceful brigand I know. You’re here with Lady Emma which means you must be on the trail of the thieves who stole them.”
“You’re wrong. We’re only here to search for her father.”
Montvey shrugged. “And he is after those thieves. One way or another, all your troubles will disappear once I have the pearls.”
“And how do you propose to make my troubles go away?”
“Simple. I have only to declare that you were innocent of the charges against you. That new evidence has come to light proving that Nikko was the one who killed Sir Richard Harlan.”
“And the charges against my father?”
He shrugged again. “Nikko’s hatred for you twisted his mind and set him out to destroy the Le Brecque family. He planted false evidence, he started false rumors. See, it all goes away so easily with the mere stroke of my pen. That’s the advantage to being Lord Governor.”
“And all I need to do is deliver the Pearls of Fire to you.”
Emma’s heart shot into her throat. Was Hugh going to hand them over to his cousin? It was such an obvious solution to their problems. Hugh would have his pardon. Hugh’s father would be cleared of any supposed crimes against the Crown. She’d have her own father back.
Montvey must have sensed her wavering, for his gaze suddenly fastened on her with unsettling intensity. “See? Simple. Everyone gets what they desire.”
“And we’re to trust the word of a murdering thief and liar?” Hugh set down his glass and casually leaned his hip against the large, teakwood desk, then folded his arms across his chest and stared at his cousin for a long moment. “You saw The Persephone dangerously listing on the reef. My ship is in no condition to sail. And I’ve just destroyed your ship. How do you propose I find the pearls?”
“That’s your problem, not mine. If you want to save yourself and your family, if you want to find Lady Emma’s father, then bring me the pearls. You’re obviously far more resourceful than I gave you credit for. I don’t care how you do it. Just do it. But one more thing…”
Emma gripped the lip of her chair with both hands. “And what is that?”
He didn’t address her, but turned to Hugh instead. “Lady Emma stays with me until you return with the pearls in hand. I’ll hold her as security until such time.”
Hugh leaned forward, towering over his cousin’s chair. “If you wish to live beyond today, you will tell me where Lady Emma’s father is right now. Just to be clear. I will kill you at dawn unless you tell me. I’m already a convicted murderer. What’s one more murder to me?”
Montvey visibly paled. “Brixham, be reasonable. I’m willing to give you all of it. Just–”
“Just give you the Pearls of Fire. Just give you Lady Emma? You will never have her. As for the Pearls of Fire, I will cast them into the deepest part of the ocean before I ever let you get your hands on them.” He took the drink out of Montvey’s hand and set it down hard on the desk. “Here’s what I propose. You write your full confession. You tell me where Emma’s father is. In return, I’ll let you live beyond tomorrow’s sunrise.”
“Lady Emma, will you let him do this? I know where your father is! I want the pearls. You want your father. Don’t–” Hugh struck him hard enough to knock him over in his chair.
Emma heard the crack of wood as Montvey’s chair splintered.
She heard the thud of his body hitting the floor.
She heard his groan as his head cracked against the floor tiles.
Then Hugh turned to her with rage-filled eyes.
She recoiled in fear.
She, who had never once feared Hugh. She, who had never believed him capable of harming her.
Suddenly, she was not so certain.




Chapter Twenty-Two
“HUGH, WHERE ARE you taking me?” Emma asked as he grabbed her by the hand and strode out of the room, tugging her along. He strode out of the government house, barking orders to two of his burliest crewmen to guard Montvey. Hugh knew he was forcing Emma to scurry to keep up, but he needed to get away from his cousin before he gave in to the overwhelming urge to kill him.
He needed to get Emma away before she believed that devil’s lies.
“Hugh, please! I can’t keep up.”
Hugh slowed his steps, but only the littlest bit.
“Where are we going?” she asked, her voice raspy and breathless.
He was headed to the makeshift prison where he held Montvey’s men. One of them had to know where Emma’s father was. Perhaps all of them knew. They would talk. He’d make them talk. Having seen the look in the eyes of these soldiers, he knew they detested Montvey. They had made little more than a show of fighting before surrendering their weapons and allowing themselves to be herded into the cattle pen.
They would tell him what Montvey never would… the truth.
Lies spewed so easily from his cousin’s twisted mouth, but his soldiers held no grudge against him. They’d talk in exchange for assurances of their safety. And if they refused, he’d kill them all.
“Hugh, where–”
“Don’t say a word, Emma. Don’t.”
She was frightened enough of him to obey.
A sick feeling twisted in his gut.
His cousin had brought out the wounded beast in him and he had been a fool to think he could confront him without all of his anger, all of his rage, spilling out of him like bile spilling out of a wounded animal with its guts sliced open.
He’d lost control.
What troubled Hugh most was the fear still etched on Emma’s face.
Not fear of Edward, but of him.
How could she think that he’d ever hurt her? Even when enraged as he was now, even if wounded and blinded and fighting on raw, feral impulse, he would still know her and protect her.
He kept walking, Emma struggling to keep up with his long strides, but surprisingly not trying to remove her hand from his. Was she so afraid of him that she dared not struggle even to free her hand?
Even he was disgusted with his unbridled fury.
He no longer trusted himself to question Montvey’s men and knew he needed to calm down first, needed to temper his rage.
He slowed his pace and led Emma down to the beach where the silver moon’s glow illuminated the dark waters and a million stars sparkled overhead. In the distance, he saw the outline of Edward’s ship, only the red embers of its burnt mast now visible above the water. Pieces of wood and other debris were slowly drifting toward the shore. But for now, the beach was unsullied. He stopped just out of reach of the waves lapping the shore and settled on his haunches, motioning for Emma to sit beside him.
He would not have been surprised if she’d tried to run away, but was glad when she sank onto the sand beside him. “May I speak now, Hugh?”
His heart eased as he caught the note of impudence and admonishment in her tone. She was no longer afraid of him. “Yes,” he said, although he wasn’t quite calm enough to listen. But she was going to speak her mind anyway, and he never wanted her to be afraid to do so.
She said nothing at first, so all he heard was the soft whoosh of waves washing up on the sand and then swiftly retreating. Three times. Four times. Whoosh. Whoosh. Then Emma sighed. “I’m sorry, Hugh.”
He shook his head and gave a mirthless laugh. “What have you to be sorry for?”
“For not trusting you in that moment.” She took a deep breath and continued. “You had such a predatory look in your eye after you struck your cousin. Then you turned to me and I thought you were going to hit me, too. Your eyes had a wild look to them, a bloodthirsty gleam. You were enraged. I’d never seen your anger so out of control.”
Hell, no wonder he’d frightened the wits out of her. It wasn’t a matter of trusting him. She’d recoiled out of primal instinct to save herself.
“And then I saw your gaze soften as you looked at me. I knew then that you’d never hurt me. I know it now, Hugh. I won’t doubt you again.” She sighed. “But I still hated that look. It scared me. Not for myself, but for you. I think anyone is capable of murder given the right circumstances, but to actually see you that close to committing it… well, it was shocking.”
His shoulders sagged as the tension rushed out of him. “I wasn’t anywhere near killing him. He knows where your father is.”
Emma gasped. “He wasn’t lying?”
“I don’t think so. I don’t know. That’s why I brought you out here. I needed to talk to you outside of everyone’s hearing.”
“Mother in heaven.” She rolled to her knees and stared at him. “What if he spoke the truth? What do you propose to do?”
He contemplated his answer, for what he wanted to do was strangle Montvey with his own bare hands. But what he needed to do was keep him alive as he sought the proof necessary to clear his name and that of his father. “I’m going to question Montvey’s men and hope one of them confesses your father’s whereabouts. The Persephone is in no condition to sail, but Chief Tono will send a boat to pick him up and bring him here, assuming he’s on one of the nearby islands.”
“He must be close.” She gave a little shudder. “I feel it in my heart. But what if none of them confess?”
Hugh ran a hand roughly through his hair. “I can’t search for him. The British fleet will be after me. The only reason they’re not here now is that they’re too busy fighting the Dutch for control of the northern islands. But British ships routinely patrol these southern waters. I’ll be hanged the moment I’m caught, and I will be caught if I dare stay here too long.”
“You won’t look for my father?”
He heard the heartbreak in her every word. “Not right now. I need to sail home first and clear my name. Now that I have Montvey and his men–”
“You promised me, Hugh.”
“And I’ll keep to it. But I want you to understand what I must do if neither Montvey nor his men will tell us where to find your father. In truth, they may not know. Montvey could have been lying to us.” He turned to face her, wishing with all his heart that he could make things better for her. But all he’d done was complicate her life and probably put her in danger now that he’d captured Montvey. “My cousin’s men detest him. They barely lifted a finger to fight against us. That tells me they will turn witness against him.”
“Even if these men testify against your cousin, there’s no assurance your sentence will be overturned. Am I to wait here for your return? Assuming you ever make it back?”
“Assuming I make it back? We are going back to England together. You are my wife now, Emma. I won’t leave you behind.”
Her eyes rounded in surprise. “What if I wish to be left behind?”
“Do you wish it?” Had he been a fool to believe she loved him enough to put his dire needs first? He had pledged his heart and life to her. He wanted theirs to be a forever marriage. What did she want? An annulment once they found her father?
He knew she loved him.
But not enough, it seemed.
“You are mine, Emma. Mine.”
She curled her hands into fists at her sides. “As in, you are a pirate and I am merely one of your possessions?”
“You said it, not me.”
She stormed to her feet. “I am no man’s possession. I love you with all my heart, Hugh. But I am not yours to do with as you please. If that is how you think our arrangement will work, then I can play this game, too. We have a contract and I intend to hold you to it.”
He rose along with her, determined to remain calm, although he was the farthest thing from it. “What we have is a marriage. That voids any contract you and I entered into. However, I fully intend to fulfill that commitment. My way. My time.” How had they gotten into this argument? All he needed was one of Montvey’s men to give up the location of Emma’s father. It would then be a simple matter to retrieve him. “If Montvey’s men do not know where your father is, then I must use them to save me. Is that so hard for you to understand?”
“So you’ll sail back to England with me as your wife and all of the benefits our marriage provides you. You’ll sail with those men as your witnesses, and the Pearls of Fire as your gift for the Crown. You’ll use everything and everyone to gain your freedom and secure your father’s earldom.” She shook her head and sighed. “I want to hate you for this, but I can’t. I know how hard these years have been on you. But if we leave here without finding my father, I don’t know that I can ever forgive you, Hugh.”
“Emma, we’re getting ahead of ourselves, saying things that neither of us truly mean. Perhaps it will never come to that.”
“But what if it does?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Hugh was saved the need for a reply when Chief Tono and several villagers called out to him. He watched them hurriedly march toward him, dreading what new problem was afoot. While he dealt with it, perhaps the chief could make Emma see reason. Not that her desire to find her father was unreasonable. It wasn’t. But now that Hugh had destroyed Montvey’s ship and taken him and his soldiers captive, saving his own life had become more urgent.
In the next moment he realized why Chief Tono had been searching for him. He cast his gaze toward the open sea, beyond the burning embers of Montvey’s ship. “Hellfire,” he muttered under his breath.
Emma gripped his arm. “What is it you see out there?”
Against the black expanse was the shadow of another ship silently gliding toward the Wamsisi dock. It would not attempt to dock until the sun rose, but that merely delayed the inevitable for another few hours.
Then Emma saw it, too. “Oh, no. What are we to do now?”
Whose ship was it? Had Nikko somehow survived their encounter and captured a new vessel? Perhaps the British navy had learned of his presence and was coming after him.
It mattered little.
All possibilities boded ill. “My sweet, seems I’ve run out of time.”

“HAVE YOU FORMED a plan yet, Hugh?” Emma asked as the first glimmers of sunshine burst over the cliffs that rose from the sand beach and curved outward toward the open sea. The ocean breezes blew onto the beach where he and Emma stood once again to await this latest trouble.
He gathered Emma in his arms, knowing she would not be pleased with his decision. “Yes. I’m going to make a deal to keep you safe. The vessel is one of the British warships on patrol in these waters.” He had decided not to run. Where could he and his crew go? They were trapped on this island. Besides, they were holding Montvey and his men.
The best he could hope for was the chance to spare his men. He’d given them the choice to go into hiding, but they were determined to remain by his side and face whatever fate befell them. It would be a grim fate, for his decision not to engage this naval vessel and its crew in battle meant he would not enter negotiations from a position of strength.
“But Hugh–”
“No, my sweet. If this were Nikko’s ship my answer would have been different. But this is a British ship of the line. I will not fire against it or harm its crew. The best I can do is meet the captain and negotiate terms to spare my men and secure your safe passage home.”
“Back to England?” Emma meant to protest, but he cut her off with a low growl.
“I’ll ask the captain about your father, of course.”
“What happens if he doesn’t know where my father is?”
“He can question Montvey’s men. If Montvey’s claim is true, then his men will know where to find him and will tell the captain.”
“And what of you? Am I to abandon my own husband?” Her frown was fierce and he loved her for it, but he’d put her in too much danger already. He was determined to get her out of this mess alive. “There is nothing you can do to save me, so I need you to save yourself. You’ll be under the protection of the British royal fleet.” Hugh’s breath caught in his throat as the sails on the magnificent vessel unfurled and he heard the groan of wood against the swirling ocean waters as it headed into Wamsisi’s port. “Leave the Pearls of Fire with Chief Tono. He’ll see they are returned where they are meant to be.”
“Oh, Hugh. It isn’t too late. It can’t be.”
He turned to her with a mirthless smile and reverently traced the curve of her jaw with his finger. “I’m not afraid to die, Emma. The important point is that you’ll live, that you’ll be kept out of Montvey’s grasp and safely returned home.”
“No, no. There must be another way. If you turn yourself in, they’ll hang you. I can’t lose you. I won’t allow it.”
“I’ll do my best to stay alive, but if I can’t… then I want you to carry me in your heart, keep me alive in your thoughts. I love you, my sweet. With all my heart and soul. Kiss me, Emma. A forever kiss that will hold me together no matter what arises.”
“A forever kiss?” She blinked hot tears from her eyes and pounded on his chest in obvious frustration. “If you want another kiss from me, then fight for your life. Fight for our happiness. Do whatever you must to keep us together. That’s what I will do. I’ll use my royal connections to save you. I’ll use the Pearls of Fire. I’ll bribe, lie, cheat, do whatever I must to keep you alive.”
“Then you won’t kiss me?”
She tipped her chin up. “Will you fight for yourself?”
“Not if it means putting your life in danger. Don’t ask it of me, Emma.” He ran his finger gently against her jaw once more. “Will you kiss me?”
“No.” She turned to walk toward the dock to meet the arriving ship, then stopped and turned back to face him with those hot tears now streaming down her cheeks. “Of course, I’m going to kiss you. I’m going to hold on to you and kiss you into eternity, you horrible, stubborn pirate.”
She marched back to him and cupped his face in her hands. “I’m going to give you a kiss that will make you want to fight for us. Not just for me. And if you hold back or try to be gentle, I vow I shall bite your tongue.”
Hugh swept her into his embrace and crushed his lips to hers in one urgent motion. No holding back. No gentleness. He wanted to devour her, to hold her against his body so that her soft curves were etched into his skin. He wanted to taste the creamy warmth of her skin and remember that taste in his mouth.
He wanted to draw her down in the sand and make love to her until his heart burst.
But the ship was nearing the dock and villagers were beginning to gather on the beach to watch it sail in.
His men were at the ready, armed and alert, but they weren’t to use their weapons unless Emma’s life was threatened.
He ended the kiss with great reluctance, easing away and placing Emma’s hand in the crook of his arm. “It’s time, my sweet.”
She wiped away her tears with her sleeve and nodded.
They waited on the dock while the gangplank was lowered to allow the captain of The Avalon to step down.
Emma must have felt his body tense beyond the mere tension of an inevitable meeting, for she turned to him. “What’s wrong? Do you know this man?”
Hugh nodded. “Captain James Harlan.”
“Harlan? But that’s the same name as…”
“He’s Richard Harlan’s brother.”
And Richard was the man he’d been convicted of killing.




Chapter Twenty-Three
“STEP AWAY FROM me, Emma. I don’t want you accidentally harmed when James shoots me,” Hugh said, sparing a glance at James Harlan’s frowning countenance as he strode down the gangplank toward them.
“I will not,” she muttered, stepping in front him.
Lord help him, this is why he loved her. He wanted to kiss her again for her bravery and at the same time, he wanted to toss her off the dock into the water where he knew she’d be safe. Ranji and Lagop would help her to shore if she had any trouble swimming, which she wouldn’t since she swam as well as the fabled sea snail who had once inhabited these waters.
She was the goddess who carried its spirit within her heart.
But she was also his wife and he knew her body well. She was made of soft skin and small bone. Her blood would flow as red as his if she were ever hurt.
Her action must have surprised James, for his scowl twisted into a wry grin as he reached them. “I never knew you to use a woman as a shield, Hugh.”
“I don’t.” He returned the wry smile with one of his own. “This is my wife, Lady Brixham now, but she was formerly Lady Emma Langdon. As you can see, I have no control over her. She does as she pleases.”
“Only to save your stubborn hide.” She held out her hand to James, obviously expecting him to bow over it as might be expected out of courtesy in a fashionable London salon. But they were far from London now and James was about to take him into custody.
“A pleasure to meet you, Lady Brixham.” James bowed over her hand, appearing quite sincere in his sentiment.
Hugh frowned. Why hadn’t James drawn his pistol and shot him on the spot?
“Thank you, Captain Harlan. We are so very sorry for the loss of your brother. My husband did not kill him, but he knows who did. I promise to do all in my power to bring the right man to justice.”
Hugh groaned and plucked her up by the waist to set her down behind him. Hell, he ought to have tossed her into the water when he’d had the chance.
“James, I give you my word of honor that my men will not harm you or your crew. But I cannot say the same about Lord Montvey or his men. We have them here. I urge you not to be so quick to free them.”
“You have him locked up?” His eyebrow shot up in obvious surprise. “And why shouldn’t I let him out?”
“Because you suspect he was behind your brother’s murder and not me. Is that not so?”
James crossed his arms over his chest. “Go on.”
“If you truly believed I had done the foul deed, I would already be dead, shot by the two marksmen you have positioned at the starboard portholes, or the one in the crow’s nest. Not to mention the two you think are hidden behind–”
James groaned. “Blast it, Hugh. Do you miss nothing?”
“Obviously, I’ve missed plenty when it comes to Montvey. He’s managed to destroy my family and me. He killed your brother because of me. No amount of apology on my part can ever be enough to make up for your loss. I’m willing to take the blame for that. I should have understood what my cousin was capable of and prevented it from happening.”
“I was here as well,” James said with a frown, “stationed closer to Sumatra with most of the British fleet. It is common knowledge that Montvey is of questionable character. No one in the fleet respects him. Richard detested him, but not even Richard suspected how desperately he wanted your father’s title or the drastic means to which he’d go to get you out of the way.”
“Montvey planned the attack on your brother’s ship and Nikko carried it out, but I haven’t the proof yet to bring forward to save my own neck.” Hugh turned toward the village. “I intended to question Montvey’s crew, hoping to gain confessions from them. But you showed up before I had the chance. Indeed, you showed up rather quickly. Were you following Montvey? Or me?”
“I’ve been trailing Montvey this past week. Come aboard The Avalon and let’s talk.” James turned to his crewmen and gave the signal for them to lower their rifles. “Tell your men to lower theirs, Hugh.”
With a nod, Hugh motioned to Lucifer and his crew, then turned to Emma. He took her hands in his and gave them a light squeeze. “I won’t be gone long. I only–”
She tipped her chin into the air and cast him an impertinent look. “I’m coming with you. Lead the way, Captain Harlan. My husband thinks to treat me as though I am a porcelain doll, but I’m made of sterner material. If he thinks to do something foolishly honorable, I intend to be there to stop him.”
She nudged between the two big men and strode up the plank ahead of them.
James cast him another wry grin. “And you married her on purpose?”
Hugh nodded. “Fell in love with her at first sight.”
“I can’t believe it. Hugh Le Brecque brought down by Cupid’s arrow.” James shook his head and laughed softly. “Well, come on then. Let’s figure out how to keep you alive.”
They resumed conversation in the captain’s dining quarters on The Avalon which were much grander than Hugh’s on The Persephone. Emma’s eyes widened in surprise as they entered, for she obviously hadn’t expected to find such elegance.
She sat in the offered chair beside Hugh.
Hugh thought she’d remain silent as he and James spoke, but he was wrong. Emma leaned forward as soon as they were all seated. “Why do you believe my husband is innocent of the crime? Bless you for it, but why?”
“Beside the fact that he and my brother were good friends? Beside the fact that he has always acted with honor toward my family?” James shrugged. “Every pirate has a tell.”
“What do you mean?” Emma was now listening intently. She placed her trembling hand on Hugh’s arm. She was scared, but determined not to show it. The girl was the oddest mix of softness and iron.
Soft as a lamb, but she also had the brass balls of a Sumatran tiger when it came to protecting him.
They were safe enough in the hands of James and he had no doubt Emma sensed it.
“Pirates think of themselves as artists,” James said, offering Emma a cup of tea which she accepted with a small, grateful smile. “Their canvas is the high seas. Occasionally they’ll destroy a village, but mostly they attack defenseless merchant vessels on the open waters. Each pirate leaves his own distinct trail of blood. Nikko leaves the brightest trail, for he’s the cruelest.”
He paused a moment before resuming his explanation, his voice suddenly raw. “He doesn’t just shoot his victims or stab them, but will cut them wide open and toss their bodies into the water, laughing as the ocean turns bright red and draws the sharks to the floating bodies.”
Emma inhaled sharply. “Is this what he did to your brother? Oh, Captain Harlan. I am so very sorry.”
James nodded. “I knew Nikko had done this foul deed the moment I heard the report. But we were in the midst of a major battle against the Dutch fleet and I couldn’t abandon my post.”
“The damage had already been done,” Hugh said. “You would have earned yourself a charge of treason for abandoning your post in wartime.”
“But I might have been able to prevent your arrest and return to England.”
Hugh shook his head. “No, it would have been Montvey’s word against yours. He’s the Lord Governor. His would have prevailed.”
“I suppose. But I’ve been following his movements ever since in the hope of gathering enough evidence against him. Now that you have his men in your custody, let me question them. Let me get the truth out of them.”
“I think it’s an excellent idea,” Emma said, quickly swallowing the sip of tea she’d taken and setting down her cup. “Confessing to you will carry far more weight than any confession they might have given Hugh. Everyone would believe he’d beaten it out of them.”
“I agree, Lady Brixham.” James turned to Hugh. “The sooner I start, the better. The admiral’s flagship will arrive here within the next day or two along with its escort ships. We must have our proof at the ready before he reaches Wamsisi. Any objections?”
“None,” Hugh said, his heart sinking as Emma gripped his arm. They both understood his situation was grim. The Persephone was unfit to sail and he wasn’t about to commandeer The Avalon. No, he’d do whatever was needed to keep out of James’ way while he obtained confessions. And if James failed, then Hugh knew he had to do everything necessary to protect Emma… whether she wished to be kept safe or not. “Question them to your heart’s content. But we are also searching for my wife’s father. Montvey claims to know where he is. I’d like you to ask his men about that, too.” Hugh quickly brought James up to date on the matter.
“Of course.” He turned to Emma. “Lady Brixham, rest assured that I will do all in my power to bring you good news.”
“Thank you. My father isn’t in the best of health. Montvey and his underlings are so ruthless, I fear… that is, I hope they haven’t harmed him. We encountered Nikko a little over a week ago.”
James sat up in his chair. “I’ve been looking for that scurvy bastard. Forgive my language, my lady. But where is he now?”
“Drifting somewhere north of here,” Hugh said. “Assuming his vessel isn’t at the bottom of the ocean by now. I’ll finish him off as soon as The Persephone is repaired.” He turned to Emma. “You will not be coming with me on that excursion. Are we clear on this?”
She nodded. “Do you think he’s still alive?”
James turned to stare at Hugh. The look in James’ eyes revealed he wanted Hugh to slice Nikko open and toss him into the ocean as fodder for the sharks just as Nikko had done to his brother.
Hugh responded to Emma’s question. “No, he must be dead by now.”
And if he wasn’t, then he would be by the time Hugh was through with him. He would avenge Richard Harlan’s death. He owed James that much. Just how he would manage it with the admiral’s flagship about to arrive, he wasn’t certain. He’d do his best to find a way. “If Montvey’s men won’t give you the information you need when you question them, then back away. Your father mustn’t lose two sons to Montvey’s madness. As it is, your failing to capture me will be a serious violation of your duties.”
James shrugged. “I don’t see it that way. You’re a slippery fellow and got away.”
“Pathetic. The admiral will have you clapped in irons if you tell him that hogswallop.” He turned to Emma. “Don’t waste your royal favors on me. Help James.”
“I’ll help you both.” She rose to her feet. “Are we done talking? Gentlemen, shall we put our words to action?”

AT THE END of the day, Emma walked up the path along the cliffs surrounding the Wamsisi harbor to watch the sunset. She needed a moment alone to sob with relief, to let down her guard and allow herself to feel hopeful, for it had been so long since she’d felt anything but dread. But this had been a good day. Captain Harlan had spent the day questioning Montvey’s men, and some of them were talking. Would it be enough to save Hugh? She simply did not know.
Hugh had spent the day repairing The Persephone, and Lord Montvey had spent the day in custody, his threats and curses resounding through the village. He’d shouted until he was hoarse.
He’d shouted until his curses and epithets were ringing in Emma’s ears. But his venomous words could not be heard up here on the cliff.
All was peaceful on this idyllic perch that overlooked the expansive blue waters that flowed into the harbor.
A warm wind swirled around her like a soft caress against her skin. It caused her gown to billow out around her legs and her light shawl to flutter. She watched the sun’s rays glisten on the water that was shimmering like a school of silver minnows swimming along with the current. Waves gently rolled against the shore in a soft shush, shush as they broke upon the ominous rocks below and then were drawn back out into the endless sea. The colors of the sky were the fiery pinks and golds of the Pearls of Fire.
Was it significant?
She was so tired of the burden the Pearls of Fire had placed on her and her family. She slowly twirled the pink parasol in her hands. Chief Tono had given it back to her earlier in the day. She’d asked him why, but he’d refused to give her an answer. Did it mean that she was meant to possess this cursed necklace?
She wanted to toss the pearls into the water, for they’d caused her family so much grief.
Yet, they’d also brought Hugh to her.
She would never have sought him out if not for her father running off to retrieve them after he believed they had been stolen. Could she save Hugh with these pearls?
She glanced at the parasol. “What am I supposed to do now? Please tell me?”
She waited for a sign. Anything. A tingle. A sighting of the fabled sea snail gliding in the distant waters.
Nothing.
Although frustrated, she silently promised herself to return here every day at sunset until she had her answer.
But as she was about to turn away from the cliff’s edge to walk down the path back to the village, someone suddenly grabbed her from behind. She felt the cold steel of a knife’s blade at her throat. “Lady Brixham, we haven’t been properly introduced,” said a big man with a raspy voice and a frightening air of menace. He turned her to face him, his knife still at her throat. “Let me amend the oversight now.”
His hair was long and black and plaited at the sides. His eyes were dark as onyx, eyes befitting a devil. He wore several gold earrings on one ear and ornate rings on several fingers. “I am the pirate they call Nikko.”
If evil had a scent, it was the foul odor of this man. She swallowed hard, determined to stifle her shudders and never allow him to see her fear. “Captain Le Brecque will kill you if you dare harm me.”
“Perhaps, but I shall take great joy in knowing he watched you die.” He tightened the grip on her arm, laughing when she refused to cry out despite the pain he was purposely causing her. “What do you say to that, my lady? And indeed, you are a fine lady.” He dragged the knife point slowly across her throat.
“I say that you are a great fool, for you are nothing more than Montvey’s witless servant and he’s about to betray you to save his own hide.” She felt the deepening press of his sharp blade against her skin and tried again not to shudder as his low, angry growl resounded against her ear.
He squeezed her arm so tightly, she feared the bone would snap. He cursed when she still refused to beg for mercy. “I ought to slit your throat right now.”
Perhaps she should not have goaded him with that insult. “And deprive Captain Le Brecque of witnessing my death? You know that is more important to you than my impudence. Besides, you don’t want to kill me just yet. I know where the Pearls of Fire are and who has them. Kill me now and I’ll take that secret to my grave.”
“I don’t believe you.” But his eyes gleamed and he eased the knife back. “Who has them?”
She had no intention of telling him. Instead, she used his momentary uncertainty to poke him in the eye with the tip of her parasol. On instinct, he released her to shield his face. “Bitch! I’ll carve you into pieces for this!”
“You’ll have to catch me first.” She turned and ran for her life.




Chapter Twenty-Four
HUGH AND HIS crew had just returned from the reef where The Persephone still lay atilt, when Ranji and Lagop came running up to him. “Laddie Emma is gone,” they both cried at the same time, wringing their hands.
“Gone?” Hugh’s heart careened within his chest. “Where’s Lord Montvey? Has he escaped?” He glanced at the lengthening shadows on the dock and knew they had little more than an hour before nightfall to find them.
“No, Captain James still has him in da government house,” Ranji said. “Laddie Emma went off alone.”
“Alone?” Didn’t she have better sense than to wander off on her own? Perhaps he ought to have brought her with him to The Persephone. But they were hauling supplies and timber and the ship was unsteady on the reef. He’d believed her safer on shore.
Lagop nodded. “Chief Tono gave Laddie Emma back her parasol because dat’s what da Pearls of Fire tell him to do. She is melo-melo. She is the one who carries its spirit. No one can replace her.”
Ranji cast Hugh an earnest look of woe. “She went off to think about what to do.”
So Montvey was still in custody and Emma had merely gone off on her own. Hugh’s heart stopped its wild ricochet within his chest, but he wouldn’t calm until he found her.
Emma was careful. She wouldn’t have gone far.
“And our cousin come from da next village and say dey saw Nikko. Dey holding his men in his village… only two survive. But Nikko got away. He telling Chief Tono now.”
Nikko. The taste in his throat turned to bile. He had such a bad feeling about this. “I think I know where she is.”
The cliffs.
If Chief Tono had given her back the parasol and told her to do what she thought best with the pearls, then Emma was going to march to the top of the highest cliff and toss them into the swirling waters below. It was something she’d threatened to do often enough.
Was she about to make good on her threat?
Hugh had wanted those pearls, but he no longer cared.
He had Montvey in custody.
He had James Harlan now working with him to restore his family’s good name and expose the true killer of his brother.
He had Emma.
Beautiful, sweet Emma who was worth a thousand Pearls of Fire.
All that mattered was keeping her out of the hands of Nikko, that soulless beast.
He ran a hand roughly across the nape of his neck to stem the prickles of unease that now engulfed him. “Lucifer, see that the boats are properly stowed, and the tools and supplies prepared for tomorrow’s work,” he said, taking off at a run across the beach toward the cliff path.
The soft pounding of his booted feet along the sand followed by the sandaled footfalls of the boys as they struggled to keep up with him resounded in his ears. He fairly flew up the path, an odd foreboding deepening with his every stride.
And then he saw the great hulking brute that was Nikko struggling with Emma and dragging her by her unbound hair toward the cliff’s edge. Something glinted on the ground just in front of him and he realized it was Nikko’s knife.
What was it doing on the ground?
He picked it up as he withdrew his own blade, for he knew the weight of its hilt and how to use it. “Nikko,” he shouted and tossed his dagger with lethal precision just as the cur turned in surprise to face him. No challenge issued. No warning given. Nikko was a predator who needed to be taken down before he made his next kill.
Hugh’s blade pierced Nikko’s heart and he staggered back, his fist still wound in Emma’s long hair. The look of shock on his face twisted into an evil sneer, and in that moment, Hugh realized the cur meant to take Emma over the cliff with him.
Hugh lunged and grabbed Nikko’s body, intent on stopping him from killing Emma even as the life drained out of him, even as his devil eyes rolled back in his head and his body began to fall limp. Nikko was like an ancient leviathan whose only thought was to hunt, hurt and destroy.
Hugh used the blackguard’s own knife, the one he’d just picked up off the ground, and frantically hacked through Emma’s long strands. The burn running up his arm and through his body from the effort of holding onto the dead weight that was Nikko’s body merely ignited his fiery determination.
Emma was very much alive and Hugh meant to keep her that way.
“Hugh, no!” she suddenly shrieked.
“Blast it, Emma. Your hair will grow back.”
“No, it’s the parasol! It’s rolling off the cliff.”
He gave a mighty thwack to cut the last of her golden strands from Nikko’s death grip and then he wrenched his own knife out of Nikko’s chest and kicked his worthless body off the cliff so that it toppled onto the rocks below.
But that last mighty blow he gave to free Emma’s hair from the blackguard’s grasp also loosened the rocks at the cliff’s edge.
Suddenly, both Emma and her parasol were about to plummet to the rocks below. He grabbed her by the waist and lifted her into his arms, crushing her up against him as he moved them to safer ground. In that moment, Emma’s question hit him like a giant wave swell that struck against his chest with mighty roar. If I were dangling off a cliff and you could only save me or the Pearls of Fire, which would you save?
Was there any doubt?
“You, Emma. I’d save you.”
He kissed her fiercely, once. Twice. And once more for good measure. Then he turned her in his arms so that they stood together watching her parasol dance in the air just out of their reach. It sailed upon the wind for several moments before hurtling onto the rocks and swirling waters below.
Hugh looked down and saw Nikko’s lifeless and broken body caught between the jagged rocks. The waves rippling around him were streaked a vivid red from the blood oozing out of his chest. It was a fitting end for this brute who’d sent so many innocent victims to their watery graves. The parasol lay shattered in pieces beside him, its handle broken and the Pearls of Fire half spilled out of it. The pearls sparkled brilliantly as they caught the glint of fading sunlight.
In the next moment, a powerful wave swell crashed against the cliff wall and swept the pearls out to sea with its ebbing flow.
Nikko’s body remained lodged between the rocks.
Hugh eased Emma away from the ledge, probably shouldn’t have allowed her to look down in the first place, but she’d fought off Nikko bravely. He wasn’t going to treat her like a porcelain doll now. “I’ll gather a party of my men to carry him to the village. I want Montvey’s men to see that he’s dead. They’ll talk freely now that he’s no longer a threat.”
He said no more as Ranji and Lagop, both boys panting and gasping, finally reached them. Lucifer was just behind the boys. “You’re both safe, thank goodness!” Lucifer stepped forward to gaze down. Hugh had no need to give his first mate orders. Lucifer understood what needed to be done. “I’ll have his head carried through the village on a pike,” he said with a growl. “Glad you’re safe, Lady Emma.” With a nod, he turned and strode back down the path to gather help from Hugh’s men and the villagers.
Emma swallowed hard. “Is he really going to put his head…”
“No, love. But Nikko’s body will be shown to Montvey’s men. That devil is now dead and everyone can breathe easier.”
The boys stared at Emma in dismay. “What happened to the Pearls of Fire?”
She shook her head and sighed. “They are back where they are meant to be. In the sea.”
Ranji gave a solemn nod, yet he was obviously heartbroken. “But you will still be our melo-melo, won’t you?”
“No, Ranji. I am merely Emma. I never had any special powers.” She glanced at Hugh and her smile turned tender and sweet. “My place is with Captain Le Brecque, assuming he still wants me now that I no longer have the pearls.”
Hugh groaned as he wrapped her in his arms. “Want you? How about forever? Is that long enough?”
Her smile broadened. “It’ll do for now.”
“Suba will fix your hair when we go back to da village,” Lagop said. “Captain Le Brecque had to chop it off to save you. You not gonna be mad at him for dat?”
Emma’s eyes widened and her hands shot to her head. “Oh, my goodness! It’s so short!” The rest of it would have to be cut to match the shorter length, but Hugh knew she would look beautiful no matter what mess he’d made of her hair. She was alive and that’s what counted. “Hugh, this is awful! Your hair will be longer than mine!”
He watched her expression crumble from relief to mounting panic and could not understand it at first. “Seriously? One of the most dangerous pirates ever to sail the open seas just had a knife to your throat, preparing to toss you off a cliff to your death. And you’re overset about your hair?”
She sniffled as she nodded.
He furrowed his brow and looked at her more closely. His thumb grazed along the wildly beating pulse at her throat. “You have a little blood just under your ear, my love. Let’s get that tended at once.”
Her eyes began to water.
He realized she was responding to the aftershock of her ordeal. “It’s getting dark. We had better return to the village.” He lifted her into his arms. “Put your arms around my neck.”
She began to protest. “I can walk, Hugh.”
“I know. But indulge me,” he said, his throat raw and raspy, for the thought of how close he’d come to losing her was hitting him like a cannonball through his heart. “I need to hold you close.”

EMMA STRODE THROUGH the village on the following afternoon, her feet taking her to the government house where she thought Hugh and James were meeting to review the accomplishments of the day and plan what they had to do tomorrow, for that’s when the admiral’s vessel was expected to arrive. Her own thoughts were on the Pearls of Fire. As much as she was glad to be rid of the cursed Langdon family heirloom, its loss left her feeling surprisingly empty.
Despite her determination to return them to the waters of their origin, she wasn’t certain the time had been right. Oh, why had she gone to the cliffs with them? She could have used the pearls to help gain Hugh’s freedom or find her father.
Hugh was still under threat of death.
Her father was still nowhere to be found.
Emma could not help but wring her hands as she entered the government house where Captain Harlan had established his headquarters. She took a deep breath and knocked lightly at his open door. “Lady Emma, I was just about to seek you out.”
“You were? Captain Harlan, have you learned anything from Montvey’s men about my father’s whereabouts?”
“Yes,” he said with a nod. “I was just discussing the matter with your husband.”
Emma’s heart shot into her throat and she felt a thousand butterflies begin to flutter in her stomach. “Oh, so you’ve seen him? I was looking for him. I thought he’d be here.” She shook her head and sighed. “But what have you learned about my father?”
James rose and escorted her into a seat beside his desk. “By what Montvey’s men have told me, your father is at a missionary outpost on the island of Sumatra. That’s the good news. The bad news is that Sumatra is presently under Dutch control. I cannot sail there to fetch him.”
“But my husband can, if you allow him.” Hugh was a pirate, after all. He would know how to slip in and out under cover of night and pluck her father off the island.
“With the fleet admiral due to arrive tomorrow?” James cleared his throat. “No, he can’t. Even though I’ve permitted him to roam freely on this island, he is still under arrest and must be taken back to England.”
“Back to England,” she repeated numbly, realizing her mind was still scattered. She had yet to recover from yesterday’s frightful incident, for how else could she have overlooked Hugh’s plight? “Oh, dear. What if the admiral decides to hang my husband on the spot?”
James folded his arms across his chest and frowned. “We have confessions from Montvey’s men. He won’t be hanged. He may not even be taken back to England right away. Indeed, I think I’ve amassed enough evidence to satisfy the admiral. I hope he’ll give me a few more days to finish taking the testimony of the rest of Montvey’s men.”
“And what of my father?”
“Chief Tono will make arrangements to bring your father here. He’s under no sailing restrictions. Neither the Dutch nor the English are at war with his people and they won’t interfere with his voyage to a neighboring island. In the meantime, Hugh will do as much as he can to restore The Persephone. But Jacob will take over as captain and Lucifer will serve as his first mate. Even though I’m confident Hugh’s sentence will be overturned, it hasn’t been yet and I am duty bound to take him back to England with me.”
“What if the fleet admiral insists that Hugh be put under his charge?”
“He might. Hopefully, we have enough evidence to convince him to leave him in my care while we bring the true culprits to justice.”
Emma shook her head in confusion and looked up at James. “And what of me? If the admiral takes Hugh into his custody, will I be allowed to accompany him on the flagship?”
“I don’t know. Do you wish to go with him? I was led to believe that you would wait for your father and sail back to England on The Persephone once she’s restored.”
“Did Hugh tell you that?” She rose, knowing that she had to talk to Hugh right away. Being parted from him did not feel right. But neither did leaving Wamsisi without her father.
James sighed heavily. “I do not think the admiral would refuse you if you insisted upon returning with your husband. But in all honesty, Hugh will not be pleased about it.”
Why not?
Did Hugh want her to stay and wait for her father instead of returning to England to lend him support? Did he not want her now that she’d lost the Pearls of Fire? Perhaps James wasn’t telling her all there was to tell.
She ached inside.
Why couldn’t she have both men in her life safe and sound?
Why couldn’t they all sail back to England together?
She clasped her hands, for they’d suddenly turned cold despite the damp warmth of the day. “James, thank you. Do you mind if I take my leave of you now? I must find my husband.”
James cast her a wry smile. “No, of course not. I’m sure the two of you have much to discuss.”
She found Hugh standing alone on an isolated part of the beach, his gaze fixed on the open waters beyond the harbor. Unaware of her presence, he bent on one knee and lowered his head. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was praying.
But he’d lost faith these past few years and she doubted he had suddenly regained it.
Still, she felt like an intruder upon his private moment. She was about to turn away when Hugh called out to her. “Give me a moment, my love. Let’s walk along the beach.” He hastily ran the sleeve of his shirt across his eyes before he stood.
Had he been spilling tears?
Her first thought was that James had not told her all there was to tell and Hugh’s name would not be cleared. But Hugh cast her a tender smile when he noticed the concern in her eyes, not the smile of a man condemned. “There’s hope, Emma, and that’s what counts.”
“Hope? Then why are you out here on your own and…”
“Sobbing like an infant?”
She shook her head and laughed softly. “Never that. Any tears spilled are of relief and gratitude, I expect. You’ve been given back your life.”
He nodded. “I had so much rage and frustration built up inside of me during my time in prison. My thoughts were filled with hatred and revenge. There was nothing right with the world, so I was going to destroy everything and anyone who got in my way.”
“You haven’t hurt me.”
“But I came so close, Emma. That day you visited me in my prison cell, I was exactly the animal you feared I had become. I wanted to scare you away before my dark rage hurt you. But you wouldn’t leave. You were an irritatingly persistent ray of sunlight that I could not extinguish.” He caressed her cheek. “You offered me freedom, a chance to escape and clear my name. Still, I meant to steal the Pearls of Fire from you. I meant to claim you for my own whether or not you wished it.”
“But you didn’t. You never did anything to me against my will. Even when you knew I had the Pearls of Fire, you never took them from me. Why didn’t you, Hugh?”
“Because I was in love with you.” His big hand rested a moment longer upon her cheek before he drew it away. “I have always been in love with you. I was an enraged beast thirsting for revenge, and yet I still had room in my heart to love you. That angered me all the more. You were my weakness and I could not afford to be weak while my thoughts were on avenging Richard Harlan’s death.”
He sighed and shook his head. “But you aren’t my weakness, Emma. I was wrong about that.”
“You were?”
“Utterly and completely.” He grinned. “You are my strength. You are the best part of me. So I came out here to figure out how I can be a better husband to you. I came out here to cleanse the darkness from my heart and stop being guided by it. I came out here to feel the wind in my hair and the warmth of the sun on my face.”
Emma swallowed hard. “Because you fear to be put away in prison once again?”
“No, love.” He sounded quite serious. “I came out here because for the first time in years, I no longer feel the noose tightening around my neck. I can taste my freedom, it’s so close. And yet, I dare not hope for too much. Montvey’s men are spilling their guts to James now that Nikko is dead and no longer a threat to them. I dared not dream that I would ever see justice done. But now, I know it will happen. It may take time, but my conviction will be overturned.”
She studied his face intently. “You aren’t just saying that to ease my own worry?”
“No, moppet.” He smiled to ease the tension between them and playfully mussed her hair that Suba had properly cut so that the style fell evenly about her ears. The weight of her formerly long hair no longer bound the strands so that her short-cropped hair was now surprisingly light and curly. “We’re hoping to gather more information from his men, perhaps uncover a financial link to the judge who convicted me and the men who accused my father of plotting a rebellion against the Crown.”
“Did your cousin’s reach extend that far?”
Hugh sighed. “I don’t know, it might have.”
Emma nodded. “You know how much I love you.”
He arched an eyebrow. “But?”
She shook her head. “I don’t want you to lie to me. Are things truly going that well for you now?”
“I think so, Emma. I truly believe it.” He cupped her face in his big, rough hands that always felt so gentle when touching her, and kissed her softly on the lips. After a moment, he released her to take her hand into his own and lead her down the beach to the water’s edge. “Nothing is ever certain in life, but this is fairly close. I think there is enough evidence gathered to make me a free man again. In truth, we have enough evidence to destroy Montvey. I need to sail back to England with James as soon as possible and get that done.”
“And you’ll leave me behind? Is that why you’re out here on your own? Trying to find a way to gently break the news to me?”
“No, love. The choice is yours to make. You can come with me or wait here for your father.”
Emma kicked off her slippers and dipped her feet into the warm water that lapped the shore as she contemplated what Hugh had just told her. He remained a short distance back on the sand, his boots still on as he watched her from nearby. She wasn’t certain why she felt the need to be in the water – even if only up to her ankles – but she was drawn to its liquid depths, as though the truth would come to her if she stood here.
After a moment, she returned to his side and bent to pick up sea shells that had washed up on the golden sand. “So you’d be all right if I stayed behind to wait for my father’s arrival?”
He ran a hand roughly through his tawny hair that was unbound and fell below his muscled shoulders. He hadn’t shaved and had the stubble of a beard forming along his rugged jaw. It looked good on him, but he was a handsome man. Anything and everything looked good on him. “Yes, I would be all right if you stayed behind.”
“Liar.” She wasn’t angry. She understood that he meant to make the choice easier for her.
“Emma, if you come with me, you’ll spend the entire voyage fretting about your father.”
“If I stay behind, then I’ll spend my time fretting over you.” Sighing, she turned and resumed walking along the water’s edge, stooping on occasion to pick up an interesting shell that had washed up on the sand. “I want you both, Hugh.”
“I know, my love. But your father is old and frail. And you started this journey for him.”
She gazed up at him and cast him a wistful smile. “But I fell in love with you along the way and now I’m torn between the two men I care for most in this world.” She released a shattered breath and turned toward the sea. “I’ve always loved you, Hugh. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that I fell in love with you all over again while on our journey. What shall I do? Choose for me.”
“No, love. This one’s on you.”
She went back to dipping her feet in the water and kicked over a few more seashells as she struggled with her decision. She was angry with the Fates that had brought her to this point. She was angry with her father for running off, for thinking only of himself and his own sorrow instead of remaining by her side to comfort her. She was angry with herself for being angry with her father when his mind had obviously snapped and he could not be blamed for his actions.
A large wave crashed against the shore, almost knocking her over as the water surrounded her to her knees. It seemed as though the ocean was reflecting her anger, suddenly more turbulent despite the gentle warmth of the day. As that last crashing wave ebbed from shore, she kicked over more sea shells left behind. “Hugh!” She gasped and bent to pick up a brightly gleaming object that had been hidden beneath one of the larger shells. “I don’t believe this.”
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
She opened her palm and held out the Pearls of Fire, the necklace undamaged despite her parasol hurtling of the cliff and smashing against the rocks. Untouched despite being swept out to sea by the crushing tide. “How is it possible? What does it signify?”
Hugh ran a hand along the nape of his neck and frowned. “I don’t know. Something good, I hope. These pearls should be drifting along with the current at the bottom of the Banda Sea by now.”
“So what are they doing back here?”
His gaze turned soft as pudding and he had a wry smile on his lips. “Perhaps there’s some truth to this fable. You carry the spirit of the mythical sea snail in your heart and that will not change during your lifetime. For this reason, the Pearls of Fire sought you out. They came back to you, melo-melo.”
She looked down upon them as they glistened with the fiery beauty of the sun, their pinks and golds seemingly alive in her hand. She felt their power seep through her tingling fingers. “Take them, Hugh. Use them to protect yourself and restore your family’s good name. This is why they returned to me. They’re meant to save you.”
He kissed her lightly on the nose. “No, the Pearls of Fire are not mine to possess. They would only bring ruin down upon me. I understand that now. Your ancestor, Stefan Langdon, understood it as well. He received them because of his act of kindness toward the Dutchman. He thrived because he never lost that spirit of generosity.”
“What?” She frowned at him. “Am I hearing you right? What about all you said to me when we first left England? You wanted the pearls. You said you’d take them from me. Well, I’m giving them to you now so you can save your family’s good name. Isn’t that a kind and generous thing to do?”
“Yes, but that is in your nature, not mine. I don’t merely wish to restore my family to what we once were. I wish to destroy everyone who had a hand in damaging us. There is no forgiveness in me, only vengeance.” He tucked the pearls back in the palm of her hand. “Keep them. Use them to help your father. You started this journey for him so you must see it through to the end. It’s all right, Emma. I know you love me. I know we’ll be together again soon. I can take care of myself, but your father is helpless. He needs you.”
“And you don’t?” She felt bereft by his words, and overwhelmed by her own remorse. Had she truly decided to stay behind? Or was this Hugh’s way of pushing her toward that decision.
He cast her another tender smile. “I want you with all my heart. But it isn’t the same as needing you. I can still go about my day without you. I can dress and feed myself.”
She rolled her eyes. “I should hope so.”
“I can still command a ship and escape prison if I must. I doubt it will be necessary this time.” His smile turned wistful. “I don’t need you. But I’ll go about my day with a big hole in my heart that will only be filled once we’re together again.”
Emma’s heart caught in her throat. “Then it’s settled. I’m to leave you.”
“For now.” He opened his arms to her.
She fell into them and hugged him fiercely. “Why do I feel I’ve just made the worst decision of my life?”




Chapter Twenty-Five
HUGH GLANCED AT Emma at daybreak the following morning, noting her swollen, red eyes and the glistening pain reflected in their sorrowful depths. He helped her to finish dressing and then took her into his arms so that they stood quietly in each other’s embrace in the hut they now shared. The admiral’s ship had come into view last night, and like James, he’d chosen to wait until dawn before daring to enter the Wamsisi harbor.
With the dawn would come the loss of Hugh’s freedom.
He’d expected it.
So had Emma.
Even knowing it would only be temporary, she still could not stop her flow of tears.
She’d cried through the night. For that reason, he hadn’t made love to her but just held her in his arms, even though it was to be their last night together for a very long time. Perhaps they would never see each other again, although he dared not admit it to her. She was already torn apart with fear over his situation.
He knew that she would not have denied him had he initiated the lovemaking. But he did not wish to remember their last coupling as an act filled with tears and sorrow. No, he preferred to keep the memories they’d made in the cave, the joyful, ravenous hunger they’d felt for each other as their pent up desire had exploded into an unforgettable night of raw heat and unbridled passion.
“James will be waiting for us. Time to go, my love.”
She nodded numbly.
This was not the Emma he knew, the stubborn woman who asked a thousand questions and cared fiercely for all those around her. She quietly crossed the room and withdrew her shawl from the bureau drawer, not even glancing at him. He sighed and shook his head. Was it a mistake to leave her behind to be reunited with her father? What if the old man was no longer at the mission in Sumatra? What if he had died?
Yet, he could not allow Emma to accompany him on the journey back to England. If all did not go as well as he hoped and he remained condemned to hang, then he did not want her last glimpse of him to be with a noose around his neck.
He was about to nudge Emma to hurry up when there was a sharp rap at their door. “Stay behind me, my sweet.” Neither James nor Chief Tono nor Jacob would ever knock with such urgency and not identify themselves. He glanced out of the window and saw a small contingent of naval officers standing on alert outside their hut.
Five or six at most.
He considered grabbing one of his weapons, but dismissed the idea. If shots were fired, Emma would be hurt. He marched to the door and slowly opened it, careful to keep his hands in plain view. “Gentlemen, to what do I owe the honor?”
The ranking officer cleared his throat. “Admiral Belgrave desires your presence at the government house.” He glanced meaningfully at Emma. “Alone, Lord Brixham. Lady Brixham is not to accompany you.”
“I’m to be left behind?” As though awakened from a stupor, her eyes turned fiery and her hands curled into fists at her sides.
Hugh groaned.
These men did not realize Emma’s determination. She’d go straight to Chief Tono and the villagers and stir them into an uproar. If their melo-melo wanted to be with her husband, they would not allow anyone to deny her, and certainly not a fleet admiral who ranked far below a goddess, as far as they were concerned.
If they’d ever doubted that she carried the spirit of their fabled sea snail within her heart, having the Pearls of Fire wash up on the shore at her feet had now made every last man, woman, and child in Wamsisi a true believer.
They would do anything for her.
They would kill for her.
He turned to Emma. “Go wait with Jacob. I’m sure Martine will be with him. All will be well.”
She frowned and marched straight to the young officer in command. “What is your name, sir.”
He gaped at her.
“Very well, let me introduce myself to you. I am Lady Brixham, favorite cousin of Queen Charlotte. If you dare get in my way, I shall make it my life’s mission to see you demoted to rat catcher. You may relay the same message to Admiral Belgrave, for I shall see him reduced to bedpan collector if he dares harm a hair on my husband’s head. Is that clear?”
All five men nodded.
“Good. Lead the way,” she said, ignoring the request for Hugh to come alone.
Hugh took her arm to keep her close and within easy reach should he need to restrain her. While his soul was dark, hers was fierce. He did not want her shooting Admiral Belgrave if he insisted upon taking Hugh away. “The admiral only means to talk to me,” Hugh said, knowing it was probably a lie.
Emma turned to their escorts. “That had better be true,” she said with a good dose of steel in her words.
The men jumped back.
Hugh noted that Chief Tono and several of the village elders were gathered near the dock, admiring the magnificent flagship now moored there, its sails furled and polished wood gleaming. The vessel reminded him of a sleek and powerful tiger shark.
Emma waved to the chief.
Tono tipped his head toward her in a nod of acknowledgment, but the elders fell to one knee and bowed to her.
Hugh groaned inwardly, realizing that Tono’s purpose in being near the dock was to prevent the Admiral from taking him back to England without Emma’s permission. Great, his wife had the power to start wars and she thought that she was merely waving to friends. A worse thought struck him. What if she knew exactly what she was doing? “Emma, you won’t–”
“No, my love. But the admiral will not take you from me without hearing us out first. You aren’t the only one who made plans with Chief Tono. Trust him to use discretion and not start a war with the British navy.”
“Do I have a choice?”
She tipped her chin up and cast him a stubborn look. “Not really.”
Jacob and Lucifer had also been brought to the government office but were left standing outside. They cast him concerned glances as he strode in with Emma at his side.
Hugh merely nodded as he passed them. He’d gone over his plans several times with his two companions, as well as with James and Chief Tono. The chief was to bring Emma’s father back here. Jacob and Lucifer were to finish repairs on The Persephone, assuming they would be allowed to remain and not be imprisoned with him.
Well, James or Chief Tono would carry their plans through. He’d also warned them about Major Brewster, on the off chance the man had followed them here. In truth, Hugh was sure the major and Emma’s solicitor were in England, busily plundering her estate. They would be long gone with the spoils by the time he and Emma were able to do anything about it.
“Lord Montvey and his soldiers are still confined,” James whispered as he met them at the government house and escorted them into the office now taken over by Admiral Belgrave. “I’ll do my best to convince the admiral to keep them locked up.”
“Bless you, Captain Harlan,” Emma whispered back. “I understand the risk you are taking. As corrupt as Montvey is, he is still Lord Governor. My offer stands. I will help you in any way I can.”
He smiled and nodded to her.
Hugh knew he would soon be taken into the admiral’s custody. “It won’t be long until we’re together again, Emma. Don’t do anything rash. Promise me.”
“But Hugh–”
“The admiral is a good man. He must follow protocol. Don’t interfere.”
Her shoulders sagged. “He’ll take you away.”
“He must. It won’t be permanent.” But a heaviness descended upon his heart. Within moments, he would lose his freedom. He’d be tossed into a brig and would no longer feel the wind in his hair or the warmth of the sun upon his skin. He’d no longer be free to take Emma in his arms. “Promise me.”
He stole a glance at Emma.
She looked beautiful, her short, golden curls ruffled by the soft breeze.
She nodded. “I promise.”
“I love you, my sweet.” He needed to say it, needed her to hear it one last time before they parted.
He wanted to believe that only a few months would pass before she was in his arms again.
But there was also a chance he might be hanged and dead by then.

EMMA FELT HER legs about to give way as she watched Admiral Belgrave, a big man with a thick head of white hair, bushy white eyebrows, and leathery skin that was bronzed by the sun and salt air, come around the desk toward them. He looked so severe.
She could be severe as well, and being severe was not at all the same as acting rashly. She wasn’t really breaking any promise to Hugh.
After all, what good was being a goddess if she couldn’t help those she loved?
She stepped between the two men. “Admiral Belgrave, I wish I could say it is a pleasure to meet you. I am Lady Brixham.”
The man eyed her as though she’d been drifting out to sea for too long and had grown daft.
She tipped her chin up and continued. “Lord Brixham’s wife, and cousin to Queen Charlotte. Dearest cousin.”
He glanced over her head toward Hugh and James, as though silently asking why Hugh’s crazed wife was here when he’d given orders she was not to accompany him. Hugh sighed and stepped forward. She felt his looming presence immediately behind her, then felt his hand upon her arm as he gently drew her back. “My wife is a little overset about my fate.”
“Overset? That’s putting it mildly. I am furious.” Why had it taken her so long to understand that her place was beside Hugh? As much as she loved her father, she knew that Martine, along with Lucifer and Jacob, would take good care of him. “Admiral Belgrave, my husband is innocent of all the charges against him. If you do not hear him out, then I will go straight to Queen Charlotte and– ack!”
Hugh drew her behind him, keeping her in place with the pressure of his big paw at her waist. “Admiral Belgrave, you’ve known me for years. All I ask is that you allow us to show you the evidence Captain Harlan has gathered against Lord Montvey and his henchmen.”
“This is highly irregular, Lord Brixham.”
Emma gasped. “So you would subvert justice because the request is irregular? How could you do such a thing? You have it in your power to free an innocent man and put the true killer of Captain Harlan… that is, Captain Richard Harlan, behind bars. Lord Montvey is the culprit. He ordered his pirate lackey, Nikko, to carry out this foul deed. If you truly seek justice for the fiends who brutally took the life of Richard Harlan, a good and valiant officer under your command, then you must release my husband at once.”
Hugh groaned. “Emma, he will.”
“How can you be certain?” She frowned at Admiral Belgrave. “All we ask is that you review the evidence James Harlan has gathered. Hear me out as well, for it was Nikko who did this to me.” She tipped her head up and showed the cut along her neck, just below her ear. “He also tried to toss me off that cliff.” She pointed out the window into the distance. “He would have succeeded had my husband not saved me in time.”
She noted the flicker of uncertainty in the admiral’s eyes and pressed on. “Forget your nonsensical navy rules and protocol. You must take a stand for justice, Lord Belgrave. If you don’t, then who will?”
The admiral glanced toward the cliffs. “Sit down, Lady Brixham,” he said, his manner surprisingly gentle considering her behavior.
“Does that mean you’ll hear me out?”
“You must be related to my wife,” he muttered, rolling his eyes. “Never listens to me. Always answers a question with a question. Does as she pleases. Loves me deeply, although I don’t know why.” He turned to James. “Bring me this evidence I’ve been hearing so much about. But ring for tea before you do. I think we shall all be here a rather long while.”
He motioned for Emma and Hugh to sit down. “Lord Brixham, I noticed your vessel stranded on an outlying reef. Whose burnt ruin of a ship is that sitting in the harbor?”
“Lord Montvey’s,” Hugh said.
The admiral pulled out the chair behind the large desk that commanded the room and sank down into it. “For pity’s sake, Hugh. Montvey’s ship? You sank the Lord Governor’s ship?” He sighed. “At least you’ve spared him. Dear heaven! You have spared him, haven’t you?”
“It wasn’t my intention, but I needed him alive to clear my name. I’ve kept him locked away.”
“Unharmed, I hope.”
Hugh nodded. “Unharmed.”
“Well, there’s that at least.” He rested his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers under his chin. “Let’s get to it then. Never believed you guilty of that heinous deed.” He reached into a leather pouch under his desk and withdrew a rolled parchment. “Apparently, your sister has been hard at work on your defense as well.”
Hugh sat up with a jolt. “Lara?”
“She found the link between the judge who sentenced you and Lord Montvey.” He handed the furled document to Hugh. “You’re a free man, my lad. Your conviction has been overturned. Lord Montvey has been relieved of his duties as Lord Governor. It will give me great pleasure to advise him of his dismissal. I’ve also been ordered to return him to England to face charges.”
Emma blinked.
Was she hearing right? Was Hugh’s nightmare over? “Does this mean my husband is free to return to England and resume his normal life?”
The admiral nodded. “Whenever he wishes to go. All is made clear in the document. Go on, read it. It’s official.”
She and Hugh perused it together. As they did, Emma grabbed Hugh’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “It’s over, my love. Justice has prevailed.”
Sobs suddenly broke out behind her.
James.
“Captain Harlan,” the admiral said with a fatherly gentleness. “Take a moment, lad. You are dismissed.”
Hugh was already on his feet to exchange a quick hug and pats on the back with James. Punishing Montvey would not bring his brother back, but it would allow James to start his own healing.
The admiral cleared his throat. “Lord Brixham, you must be eager to share the good news with your crew. We shall review the evidence at a later time. It won’t be needed to clear your name since your sister has managed that, but it will be most useful to put Lord Montvey away for the rest of his life.”
Hugh nodded as he drew Emma up with him. “Come along, my sweet. This is a day for celebration.”
Emma had tears in her eyes as well. “Bless you, Admiral Belgrave. I hope you’ll forgive my earlier rudeness.”
“Nothing to forgive, Lady Brixham. I wish you both well.”
Hugh gave James a reassuring clap on the shoulder as they walked out.
The sun chose that moment to break out from behind a soft cloud, as though the heavens were smiling down on them. Emma’s heart felt as light as the wings of the starlings that were circling overhead. She imagined Hugh must be feeling the same. How long had it been since he’d felt such joy?
“A free man. I never thought I’d live to see the day,” he said in an awed whisper and turned to stare at her in wonder. “Marry me, Emma. Properly this time, so that our marriage will be recognized in England.”
Her heart melted. He was looking at her as he had on the first night they’d met, that I’m-going-to-marry-this-girl look and she rather liked it. “Do you mean to say that the Crown will not accept the word of our witnesses?”
He arched a devilish eyebrow and laughed. “Those noisy macaques and lumbering elephants? I’m afraid not.” He bent on one knee and made an embarrassing show for anyone to witness. But she knew he was happy. He now had something to offer her besides a life on the run, for he was Viscount Brixham, heir to the Earl of Stratton. “Will you, my sweet?”
Her own smile stretched from ear to ear. “Well, let’s see. You are a handsome and wealthy viscount, heir to an earl whose good name has been restored. I, on the other hand, am a soiled dove… having lost my virtue to a wickedly handsome pirate on the run from the authorities.” Her smile slipped a little as she continued. “I also have a father who is ill and likely gone mad, and an estate that has likely been ravaged by our once trusted family solicitor. I’m certainly getting the better part of the bargain, aren’t I?”
He rose to take her into his arms. “Not even close. I’m getting a goddess.”
The remark surprised her, but it shouldn’t have. She was the only one who refused to consider herself as someone special. She was Emma. Just Emma. And although she liked who she was, she did not expect to walk through life with everyone throwing rose petals at her feet. “A goddess? I suppose so. Yes, my love. I will marry you. But will you remember to worship and adore me even when I irritate you?”
“Always.” He picked her up and twirled her in his arms. “Best of all, I have Emma, the girl who loved me during the worst moments of my life.” But he was ever aware that she could not be completely happy. “Now it’s my turn to restore your happiness.”
Hugh had promised to find her father and was now free to sail to Sumatra with Chief Tono to bring him back to her.
Back to the island of Buru.
Back to the village of Wamsisi.
Back to where Stefan Langdon’s journal and the Pearls of Fire had led them.




Chapter Twenty-Six
Brixham Hall
December, 1815
EMMA ASSISTED HER frail and ailing father down the grand staircase of Hugh’s manor house, Brixham Hall, to greet the guests who would soon gather for their yuletide celebration. She wore a gown of emerald green silk. A necklace of diamonds that was a Le Brecque family heirloom rested at her throat.
While Hugh’s family had been fortunate enough to have their wealth restored, the Langdon family affairs were just as she’d feared, left in shambles by Sir Robert Holcroft and his cousin, Major Brewster. It would take years to restore Langdon Heath to its former splendor. Those villains had torn the majestic house apart in their search for the Pearls of Fire. She had no idea where Sir Robert and his cousin had fled to, only that they were no longer in England. Hugh would eventually find them and make certain they were brought to justice for her mother’s death.
“I wish you were wearing the Pearls of Fire,” her father said, his voice thin and raspy. “We should have kept looking for them.”
“No, Papa. They aren’t important. We must put the Langdon holdings back in order first.” The pearls were now safely stowed away, never to be mentioned to her father again. She’d seen the haunted look in her father’s eyes and knew that returning the pearls to him would only bring more tragedy.
Only four people in England knew she had them – Martine, Jacob, Lucifer and, of course, Hugh. They could all be trusted to keep her secret. “Let’s speak no more of them, Papa. Tonight is a night to shed the sorrows of the past and celebrate the future.”
“What future can there be for me without the Pearls of Fire?”
She held back her tears, for he’d never once mentioned her mother. “Look, the fires are lit in all the fireplaces. The scents of hickory wood, roasted chestnuts, and yuletide holly fill the air. Isn’t it cheerful? We’re going to have a lovely supper this evening, a memorable one to share with friends and family.”
The crystal was gleaming, the silver trays and adornments were polished to a bright shine, and wassail bowls were now on festive display upon tables positioned along the far wall of the dining hall.
Emma quietly breathed in this scent of England. It was a lifetime away from the tropic heat, the scent of mango and passion fruit and ocean spray. Those were fond memories that she hoped would not fade with time.
Her father left her side to converse with Hugh’s father, the Earl of Stratton. After exchanging warm greetings, the two older men retreated to chairs in a corner of the salon, each with a brandy in hand.
Hugh’s sister, Lara, rushed up to give Emma a hug as she stood in the hallway needing another moment to compose herself. Lara looked lovely in a gown of amber silk that picked up the sparkle in her green and gold flecked eyes and her lush, tawny hair. “Where is Hugh? Isn’t he coming down soon?”
Emma frowned. “Yes, but I thought he was down here already. He wasn’t in our bedchamber or in his dressing room. I just assumed he’d finished early and was with you.”
“No, we haven’t seen him yet.” She cleared her throat and suddenly blushed. “I mean, I haven’t seen him. There is no we. Only me.”
Emma laughed lightly. “Lara, what are you going on about?”
Lara’s blush deepened. “Nothing.”
“I can’t wait to meet this ‘nothing’ that has you glowing. Indeed, you are incandescent.”
“Oh, dear.” She sighed. “I’ve taken the liberty of inviting Marcus Brayden and his family to our party. Hugh said I could invite anyone I wanted, so I asked Marcus’s cousins, James and Tynan, and their wives too. Tynan and Abigail are newlyweds. You’ll adore them. They’re all here now. Would you like to meet them?”
“Of course. I look forward to meeting all the Braydens.” She and Lara peeked into the room. “Heavens, is that them?” She pointed to a spot near the fireplace where two men the size of Roman gladiators were standing. “They’re as big as your brother.”
Lara laughed. “Bigger, I think.”
They were both distracted by laughter and greetings at the front door. Lara squealed in delight. “Oh, and here comes Lucifer and Jacob. Doesn’t Martine look lovely? I didn’t know Jacob, that crusty Scot, knew how to crack a smile. But look at him fawning over her. I think it’s adorable.”
“Adorable? Don’t tell that to Jacob or you’ll put him in sour humor. No one has ever referred to him as that before.”
Lara linked her arm in Emma’s. “I think this will be our happiest Christmas ever. Good friends. Loving family. Napoleon defeated. The world on the mend. Ah, and my brother finally putting in an appearance. Blessed Mother! What has he done?”
Emma followed Lara’s gaze toward Hugh’s study. There, standing in the doorway with his arms smugly folded over his massive chest and a wickedly appealing smirk on his face was a short-haired, clean shaven Hugh.
Emma peeled away from Lara and rushed to his side, her eyes wide as saucers and her mouth gaped open in surprise. She reached up and touched his hair. “You’ve cut it all off.”
He ran his hand through his thick, cropped hair. “Hardly all. But I thought it was time to shed the trappings of pirate Hugh Le Brecque. I’m Viscount Brixham, after all. Besotted husband of the beautiful Lady Brixham.” He kissed her tenderly on the cheek. “You look lovely, my sweet.”
Her eyes began to mist.
“What’s this? Why the tears, Emma?”
“You did this for me. I know you did. Now your hair is shorter than mine and no one can ever tease me about it again.”
“Who would dare say such a thing to you? I’ll toss the bounder out on his ear.” He ran his fingers through her soft curls. “Your hair will grow out. I think it bothers you more than it does anyone else. You know it doesn’t matter to me. I think you are beautiful in every way. Your short hair is a sign of valor. It is a sign of your strength and your will to live. So let’s have a smile on those kissable lips of yours and no more tears.”
She nodded. “I don’t know why I cry so often lately, and over nothing. I even cried over that pink parasol the other day. It was an old thing and my mother never liked it.” She glanced heavenward. “She probably cheered the loudest when it flew off the cliff.”
Hugh drew her into his arms, enveloping her in his protective warmth. “Emma, do you think it’s possible… do you think…”
“What, Hugh?”
His smile reached into his eyes and then he bent to kiss her rakishly on the neck, his touch sending naughty tingles through her body. But in the next moment, he turned serious. “You may be with child, my sweet. My child.”
“No.” She laughed and shook her head. “No. I’m sure I’ve…” She began to count on her fingers. “It’s only been… oh, good heavens. Hugh, I’m going to cry again.”
“Happy tears, I hope.”
She rested her head against his broad chest and nodded. “The happiest. I didn’t think my life could ever be this magical. I didn’t think anything could be better than the night we first met. You were outrageous and arrogant, and yet you looked at me as though you would give your life to protect me. I knew you were the one who’d steal my heart.”
Hugh tipped her chin up so that she met his gaze. There was a smoldering look of desire in his eyes. “Our friends and family won’t miss us. What do you say we go upstairs and–”
“Hugh!” Lara came tearing out of the salon where the early arrivals had gathered and were enjoying refreshments before the party officially began. “Tynan Brayden’s wife took one look at Lucifer and fainted.”
He groaned. “Who?”
“Abigail, the Earl of Westcliff’s wife. She called Lucifer by the name of William and then her eyes rolled back in her head and she would have crumpled to the floor had her husband not caught her.”
Emma pulled out of his arms. “Oh, dear. We ought to go help them.”
Hugh held her back. “My father is there. He’ll handle it.”
Lara nodded. “Marcus will, too. But you’re the host. You should at least feign interest in the welfare of your guests. Spread the joy. Christmas spirit and all that.”
Hugh arched an eyebrow. “Marcus? Since when are you on first name terms with Marcus Brayden?”
Lara rolled her eyes and cast him an impertinent look. “Since forever, as you well know. He’s been a friend of the family for ages. He rescued me when I almost drowned.”
“You were eight years old.”
“And he was fifteen. So what? And most recently, he was the one who helped me save your undeserving hide and keep you from the gallows. In truth, I could not have done it without him. He was brilliant throughout. You owe him your sincere gratitude. So don’t run off with your wife just yet. And stop looking at her as though she’s your favorite strawberry dessert. This is your party, Hugh. You must behave yourself.”
His sister turned on her heels and rushed back to the fuss and excitement in the salon.
Emma smiled at him. “That was wonderful.”
“What? That Lady Westcliff fainted?”
She gently swatted his arm. “No, that Lara is so comfortable with you and obviously euphoric now that you’re back. She loves you so much. You’re her big brother and… and… I’m going to cry again. Oh, Hugh. You’ll have to put up with me like this for months.”
He wiped her tears with the pad of his thumb. “Put up with you? My weepy goddess? Emma, my sweet. I wake up every day giving thanks for you. I give thanks that you found me in that wretched hole of a cell. I give thanks that you waited for me when you must have had a dozen offers of marriage in your debut season. I give thanks that you loved me and believed in me when no one else did.”
He placed his big hand on her belly. “And now I have another reason to be thankful. I think I need a stiff drink. Only one, though. I have a countess with the vapors in my salon and a sister who I suspect has given up her virtue to one of my best friends.”
“Don’t think of drawing your pistols. I’m sure he’ll do the honorable thing.”
“But he ruined my sister.”
Emma gave a choked laugh. “I doubt it was anything worse than what you did to me in the cave on Buru. That was quite… spectacular. I think I’m going to keep a journal just as Stefan did.”
“Bollocks, don’t you dare.”
“I won’t go into detail about that night, of course. Or any of the other nights when we… you know. But I think our children ought to have a remembrance of our time on Buru. They ought to be told someday about the Pearls of Fire and our adventures.”
“And that their mother is a goddess?”
Hugh was about to kiss her when Lara tore out of the salon again. “Honestly, Hugh. Can you not keep your hands off your wife? You need to stop that ridiculously tender display and come into the salon. Lucifer is on his knees beside Abigail… I mean, Lady Westcliff… and he’s crying. You certainly know how to throw an exciting party.”
She ran off to fetch smelling salts.
“Bollocks,” Hugh muttered, taking Emma’s hand in his. “Come along, my sweet. I think we’re going to be in for a long night.”
THE END
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