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A spy on the run …
Treva MacDougall is running for her life. Not just hers, but those of her clansmen. Fleeing the hangman’s noose, she must reach her rebel cousin in Scotland in time to warn him of an ambush by the Crown. Finagling her way aboard a pirate ship running contraband wasn’t difficult, but ignoring the intense temptation she feels toward the ship’s captain is verra difficult. She can’t allow herself to have feelings for any man, but maybe just one night of sinful pleasure…
A pirate caught in the middle
Coire Fletcher doesn’t trust women. None of them, but especially the dark haired, moss-eyed lass whose pretty lies got her onto his ship and her sharp wit and undying spirit is getting under his skin. He knows she’s lying—after all, she is a female—but by damned his growing attraction to her is as troubling as a Caribbean hurricane. He won’t be fooled again by a woman, not even one he can’t stop thinking about. He’ll deliver his smuggled goods and Treva at the next port, then sail away. Or so he thinks…
Chased by the British Navy and vengeful enemy pirates alike, Coire and Treva must leave past injustices behind and learn to trust each other…or neither may see another sunrise.




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




Chapter One
1730, Late October
Isle of Man, Irish Sea
“THE DEVIL IS afoot.”
Coire might have laughed at the irony in Mr. Shaw’s remark had he not felt the same slick unease slithering up his spine.
Minutes ago, they had weighed anchor and slipped into the night on a hushed breeze, his ship’s belly full of contraband. That they were smuggling gunpowder and firearms hadn’t mattered. Coire and his crew had done countless nefarious deeds, commissioned by landowners, powerful men, and scheming governments. ’Twas what they were good at, a prosperous pirate’s life. But tonight, something was…different. Before the sun tucked under the blueing horizon as the men loaded the last of the hogsheads and smaller barrels, he had noticed the change in the wind. He couldn’t put a finger on it, but the foreboding was there, clinging like thick soot. Even now, the dark waves glittering from the light of the full moon were subdued despite the swift currents. Hardly a sound could be heard save the creak of Kelpie’s hull, a twist in her braces, or the whisper of her shrouds. Or so it seemed.
“Best we not get in his way, then, eh, Mr. Shaw? He might find us worthy adversaries to engage.”
The haggard old sea dog’s bushy, graying brows rose as he slowly nodded in amused agreement. “That he may, capt’n. And a grand affair we’d give ’im.” Mr. Shaw cast one last weathered eye out to the darkness before leaving Coire at the railing. He recognized the look in his first mate’s gaze. ’Twas one of longing for warmer climates and friendlier ports. Or maybe Coire directed his own wish upon his interpretation. He wanted to return to the West Indies, resume his privateering ways. And he vowed he would do so…soon.
An unseasonal, low, wispy fog clung to the coastline. Up ahead, Coire could just make out the obscure outline of Peel Castle, the garrisoned administrative center, church, and prison of the west side of the island. Torchlight dotting the castle provided a guide to the open sea and the North Channel beyond.
It had been brazen coming to Man under the nose of the British for more gunpowder to add to their haul. Brazen, but necessary. He and his men would be paid a hefty sum to get the arms and ammunition to Scarba and into the hands of Jacobite rebels. And they had to do so ahead of planned attacks on key locations. Pockets heavy and lined with gold while aiding in the war against the British succession suited Coire just fine. Though he no longer claimed family there, or allegiance for that matter, Scotland was the home of his blood. She and her people deserved better than to be subjected to the whims of an English parliament and her abusive militias. But ’twasn’t his fight.
Kelpie passed the tidal island which Peel Castle perched upon. More torchlight winked along the battlements. Odd so many lights would be burning at this late hour. A dark silhouette bobbed in the water between the ship and the shore. Was that…a skiff? As soon as he questioned his eyes, his topman straddling a cross tree in the mast above him confirmed it.
“Boat, two points starboard bow,” the topman called down.
As the skiff neared, Coire grasped the rail and squinted hard, willing the thin gossamer veil of fog away. What kind of fool would be out in a tiny boat in the middle of the night?
Aw, hell. His imagination must have been running rampant. Was that a…? Could it be?
Mr. Shaw was once again by his side, along with Jonesy, Redd, and a few other crewmen, all wearing confused expressions.
“Do me deadlights deceive me? Is that a…woman?”
“’Twould appear so, Mr. Shaw.” Indeed, by the figure’s slight frame and long tendrils of hair lifting on the tender breeze, ’twas a female manning the oars.
That sinister unease lingering on the fringes of his conscious all evening suddenly pressed down upon him. Whatever this woman was about, whatever reason for her to be out in a rowboat in the middle of the night, it couldn’t be good.
The lass waved valiantly between pulls of the oars while trying to intercept the ship. Coire ordered the sails reefed before they rammed into her and a line thrown. ’Twasn’t long before the girl had a grip on the rope.
“Hello, there.” The woman’s words rushed out in her shortness of breath, yet she smiled. “A fine evening to ya. Permission to come aboard?”
“What are ye doing out here?” In no way was Coire going to blindly invite someone on board whilst he carried sensitive goods, especially a crazy lass paddling out to sea at midnight.
“Ah, well, ’tis a bit embarrassing, see. I was to rendezvous with a, um, friend on the bank.” She swiped her shirtsleeve across her brow. Though the night air was cool, she would be sweaty from the exertion. “I fell asleep waiting and the tide must have come in.”
A tryst, eh? She’d willingly admit to it? Coire wasna so quick to believe her story.
“Why is it then, lass, ye are rowing away from the shore instead of to it?”
“Please, sir. ’Tis a long way back and my arms are tired.” She glanced back toward the craggy shoreline and castle losing its shape in the thickening fog.
“Nay, ’tisn’t too far” he assured her. “I’m certain ye can make it.”
“Capt’n.” Jonesy frowned, worry pinching his brow. “Aren’t we gonna rescue the lady?”
“Rescue? The lady is hardly in distress.” Not when he had caught a glimpse of two pistols shoved beneath her waistband. In fact, he was beginning to believe she intentionally set out to board his ship.
“I winna make it,” she called up.
“This is not a vessel ye wish to board, lass. That be a veritable truth. I advise ye to return from which ye came before yer journey back becomes overly taxing.”
Mr. Shaw’s jaws flapped, wrestling with the moral obligation of plucking the lass from the water and the problem she would pose if they did. “This ain’t right.”
“On many levels, I’m afraid,” Coire agreed. “We canna fish her out and go back to the wharf. ’Tis too dangerous and we must stay on schedule. We canna put the mission at risk.”
“Please, captain—” She paused. “Ye are the captain, aye?”
He nodded once. “I am.”
The woman’s grin was gone, replaced by a bothered moue. She flung another glance to the island. “There are sharks in these waters.”
“And ye are in a boat,” Coire pointed out.
“What if I sink?”
“Ye’ve a sturdy craft.” Persistent little fluff. “Let go of the rope or I shall cut it.” Coire drew his dirk and gripped the cord.
“But my boat is sinking.”
“I dinna—”
She tugged out a pistol, pointed it at the hull, and fired a shot. Bits of timber exploded. A puff of smoke and the echo of the blast snagged upon the breeze. Water flooded through the resulting hole.
“Shite! Are ya daft?” She was mad! Hell bent and mad!
“My boat is sinking.” Her calmness was unsettling as she tossed the spent pistol to the floorboards.
The lass had an unflinching composure given the speed her vessel took on water. And that she, herself, went to such lengths to board his ship was enough to set warning bells clanging loud between his ears.
“Drop a ladder!” Coire ordered.
He damned near growled at the sight of the girl standing ankle deep in the faltering skiff patiently waiting for the rope ladder. Her dangerous stunt reinforced why Coire did not trust women. They twisted and crooked circumstances to fit their fancy. Manipulating anyone to get what they wanted, even young impressionable men. Most especially young impressionable men.
Sour bile stirred in his gut as an image of his sister, Cait, flashed in his mind. Her betrayal was a wound that would not heal. Though he hated her, wholly and truly, he had to give Cait credit where credit was due. Had it not been for her, he wouldna have been ejected from his home in Malig and stolen away to a merry life at sea.
Coire grasped the lass under the arm and helped her climb over the gunwale. Such a short, delicate thing. As soon as she found her footing, he relieved her of her remaining weapon. “All right, lass. Ye’ve managed to get on my ship. What is this about? Who are ye?”
She smoothed out her skirts, deftly scanned the faces that had gathered at the spectacle, and smiled. Holy hell, what a smile. Now that he could see her more clearly, he was struck by her beauty. Her long, dark tresses were a mess, though his fingers twitched to check if the curls were as soft to touch as they appeared. Her button-like nose curved up at the tip and her cheeks were high-boned. He couldn’t quite tell what color her eyes were in the dim light, but they were animated and bright. And her body, those curves…
Fire and brimstone! What was wrong with him? He shouldn’t be admiring her looks. The woman damn near invaded his ship.
“Thank ye for not letting me drown.” Her expression of innocence grated upon him.
“Somehow, I doubt the sea would have ya,” Coire groused, stuffing her pistol into his waistband at his back.
Laughter bubbled from her in a lively melody. “Ye might be right.” She dipped at the knee in something of a ridiculously quick curtsey. “Treva Shawna MacDougall.” She paused, expecting his reciprocal introduction.
“Coire Fletcher, Captain of the Kelpie.” If she wanted more, she’d be disappointed. As it was, he hardly managed to keep his anger at what she’d done corked. “I’d welcome ye aboard but I’m afraid I’m in no mood to be hospitable. And we will not be returning to Man to deliver ye to yer companion.”
“I have inconvenienced ye enough.” She tilted her head down as if she were a chastised child. The lass used the gesture to again scan her surroundings, as if gauging her next move should someone even flinch her way. “Drop me off at yer next port of call. I shall find my way from there.”
“Without knowing where that may be?” Or without an escort? What was this lass about?
“As ye’ve said, I’ve not much choice in the matter.”
She stepped aside, deferring to the manner and stance of a lady that she’d been lacking all along, as he ordered his men to open the sheets and get back to their stations. They’d been gawking. He didna blame them. ’Twasn’t often a bonny lass foxed her way onto their ship in the middle of the night. Not that it hadn’t happened before. But this was different. No one had ever done something so asinine as to blow a hole into their boat just to get on board a ship full of unsavory men.
Still, he was sure to hear from a few of the more superstitious lads about how unlucky ’twas to have a woman on board. Mr. Shaw was one of them. He was slow to return back to work as he circled around her. The lass, with her hands clasped in front of her, simply smiled at the old tar, unfazed by his best evil eye.
“Captain Fletcher.” She leaned in, almost conspiratorially, when he returned to her side. “May I ask ye for a private audience? I should like to explain my,” she spun her hand upon her wrist as if to curtail her actions, “reckless behavior.”
“Yer reckless behavior extends to yer request, Miss MacDougall. To be alone in the company of a stranger, with no reference to his character, and trust me, my character is to be questioned, is beyond foolhardy.”
Her head bobbed in agreement. “Perhaps. But considering ye did just rescue me, I’m thinking ye might be honorable enough.”
From the way she kept eying the dwindling shoreline, not as if reconsidering what she had done, but rather as if she were relieved to be putting distance behind her, he suspected he had saved her from more than sharks and a watery grave. And that made him curious. “As honorable as a privateer might be.”
Her gaze flipped back. He may have startled the lass, but her eyes lacked any fear. And that might have been a trace of a smirk cross her lips. Maybe she really was daft.
“Will I be gaining yer ear, captain?”
“Come.” He led her across the deck to the ladder leading down to his cabin where he snagged a lantern at the hatch and lit it. “Stick close. Ye dinna want one of the men to nab ya.” None would, of course. The punishment for violating the Articles was severe. They may all be the scourge of the sea, but the men on his crew valued their brotherhood over impulsive carnal urges.
“Oh, thank ye for the warning.” Instead of keeping on his heel, she fell back a step. The lass was a contrast to everything a woman in her position should be. She didna tremble from fear nor show any sign of regret for her rash behavior. Instead, she seemed to purposely spurn his directive. Coire loathed defiance. Had no room for it. Had killed because of it. It rankled him even more when the fairer sex displayed any amount of it. He’d not allow another woman the opportunity to disrespect him. But with this lass, he wondered how much of it was intentional.
Coire opened the door to his quarters and allowed her to precede him. Once inside, he hung the lantern on a hook overhead. “Have a seat, Miss MacDougall.” He motioned to a chair at the table that doubled as his desk nailed to the floorboards in the middle of the room. She tucked the skirt of her drab brown dress, the hem wet and tattered, beneath her and promptly sat. He’d consider that a win.
He had a feeling in his gut this night was about to get worse. He amended that. It most certainly would get worse, now that he had gotten a good look at her. In the dancing firelight, he could make out the smattering of freckles sprinkled over her nose. Her eyes, which followed his every movement, were the lightest of green—the color of feathery fern fronds on a moist forest floor. Mesmerizing…
Coire gave her his back, determined not to forfeit good judgment for a pretty pullet. A stout swig of whiskey would do. He retrieved two cups from their secured spot on a shelf. “I’ve a pitcher of fresh water, if ye’d care—”
“Whiskey, if ye please.” His surprise must have shown. She added, “I’m a bit chilled from getting wet.”
He filled her cup halfway, handed it to her, and filled his own tankard to the brim. The lass raised her mug to him, smiling her thanks, and threw back the entire contents in one swallow with nary a winch from the hard liquor. “Ah, I needed that. My thanks, sir. Ye’ve been my salvation twice this night.”
The women Coire knew who could drink whiskey like that were cut from the same hard-bitten cloth of the wretched dregs of society, often thieves and whores. He didna get that undercurrent from her, but the girl called for closer scrutiny. “Salvation. Quite a choice in language. One that belies ye didna just happen upon misfortune, finding yerself carried out by the tide. Ye are running. Why? And dinna lie. I’ll excuse no more of them.”
She sighed, for his benefit, surely. Any other typical captain might have believed her original story. But Coire thrived amongst liars, rooks, and politicians. Taking strangers at their words was an occupational hazard.
“Aye, ye are right. I’ve not been forthright. I am running.” The lass took a deep breath, her gaze landing upon her cup. “From an abusive man.” She lifted up her sleeves to reveal her arms. Bruises the size of fingerprints mottled her creamy skin.
“Yer husband did this to you?” He’d love to leave a few bruises of his own on whoever had harmed her. Rough-handling of someone so small was inexcusable.
“I’m not married.” Her lips flattened, as if the very thought was unappealing. “Tonight, I feared for my life and took a chance.”
“A hell of a chance.”
She glanced up from her cup but returned her attention to it, gliding her finger along its rim. “He came to my…room. Had been drinking heavily. An opportunity presented itself and I fled.”
Coire reached around to the small of his back for her pistol and placed it between them on the table. “This his?”
“Nay. ’Tis mine now.”
He nearly chuckled at that shameless answer. “Did ye kill him?”
Slowly, she met his gaze. “Do I look like a murderer?”
“Looks can be deceiving, lass. Answer the question.” ’Twould be important to know this wee detail. He wasna in the business of transporting fugitives. Not without a commission and a promise of considerable bounty.
She lifted a shoulder. “I didna stick around to see.”
The lass was wily. Alluring and wily. It had been his experience to never trust an alluring and wily woman. Something still smelled wrong. “Forgive me, lass, but yer logic is flawed. Ye’ve gone from the frying-pan to the fire. Casting yer lot with a ship full of sailormen is unwise. Fatal.” He wasna going to soften his words to save her sensibilities. Not when she clearly had none. “What is to stop me from forcing myself upon ye, discarding you to the men once I’ve had my fill, then throwing yer broken body overboard?”
She leaned over her arms resting upon the table, lifted her chin, and pinned him to his seat with an undaunted stare. “I’d kill myself, or you, before I’d let that happen.”
The girl snatched at the pistol between them so quickly he almost didna catch her by the wrist in time. But not enough time that the barrel wasna pointed directly at his chest. They stared at one another for two heartbeats until she haughtily pursed her lips and let the gun slip from her grasp.
Coire fought back a smirk. He couldn’t help but be reminded of the only woman he ever trusted. Miss Treva Shawna MacDougall had some of the same bold fire as Captain Joelle Quint. That hellcat was admired by pirates the world over for her courage, tenacity, and skill. Coire had the honor to serve under her flag. She would have given her life for any member her crew, and he’d have done the same for her. But the woman sitting across from him was no red-headed pirate captain. She was a tiny girl with big ballocks.
Mixed emotions warred within him. He fumed at her trickery, had no use for the conniving woman, and yet was overwhelmingly curious about her, admiring her diligence. Didna help that she was oh-so easy on the eyes. But he’d tolerate no vague threat. “That’s a dangerous line you tread, lass.”
She straightened back into her chair and he let her wrist glide from his grip. “I beg to differ. Had I stayed, I would be dead by morn. He swore to it. I had no other choice but to embrace whatever opportunity was presented. I’d like to think I traded up. Being a pirate—”
“Privateer.”
“One in the same, captain. I’m sure ye understand the worth in seizing opportunity.”
He conceded with the dip of his head. There really wasna much difference in the two. Legal document or no, the practice of pillaging was the same. But her actions still didna make sense. Why take a rowboat to sea? Why not go into hiding and find a safer passage off the island? It didna add up. She wasna telling him the whole truth, if any.
She lifted her cup. “May I have another?”
“Opportunity is a part of our lifeblood,” he said, filling her cup with more whiskey than he had given her before. “And if ye understand my profession so well, why are you not afraid?”
“Afraid of pirates? I’d be foolish to not be.”
He cocked an eyebrow at that. “And yet…?”
“Remember, I’m taking chances where I had none. Ye look nothing like the pirates I’ve run into—vile, unkempt, foul-smelling, savage, arrogant…”
“Ye’ve met many pirates?”
“I’ve had the occasion.” There it was again. A ghosted smirk, just as her lips touched the rim of her cup. He was sure of it this time. But his interest in her fleeting reaction floated to the back of his mind as he focused on those rosy lips—plump, ripe, distracting…
“I’m desperate to get home, Captain Fletcher.”
Ah, something more of her to piece together. “Where is home?”
“Oban.”
Oban? She was a part of the MacDougall clan in Oban? Suddenly, like it or not—and he did not—he had a vested interest in making sure this lass got home. His livelihood might depend on it. He’d turn her over to Graer MacDougall, the man who had commissioned Coire and the Kelpie to run arms up and down the Scottish and British coasts, paying them handsomely.
“We’re not headed to Oban but ye’ll be close. Our business takes us to Scarba.”
“Scarba?” The color from her face drained. ’Twas the first real response of fear out of her. Interesting. “Will ye not dock elsewhere?”
“Afraid not, lass. I’ve a delivery to make.” And under a time constraint to get his haul to Graer as soon as possible. “Besides, I should think it good fortune for ye to be going to a port on MacDougall lands.” So why did she look terrified at the notion?
“Aye.” The word was as drawn out as her distant gaze. She suddenly snapped back to and bobbed her head. “I should be able to find passage easily enough to Oban.” Her confidence lacked in her voice. She fiddled with her cup before taking another long quaff. How much of the whiskey could she handle? He made note to keep a watchful eye on her and keep the chamber pot handy lest she become sick.
“Which brings me to another matter. Nothing is free, Miss MacDougall. What will be my payment for saving yer pretty little arse and taking ye with me?” Coire should be ashamed of himself for his inappropriate language and demanding recompense from a lady in need. But he still seethed at the manner in which she forced her way onto his ship and, though she didna know it, put him in the loathsome position of acting as her guardian.
“’Twould be terribly impudent of me not to pay ye for yer inconvenience and hospitality.” She reached into her skirts and withdrew a small pouch. The coins jangled together as she tossed them onto the table in front of him. “I think ye will find it more than enough.”
Coire peered inside the cloth purse. Aye, ’twas enough to sail to the Northern Isles. She’d been prepared. “Seems ye are self-assured that I would accept this alone.”
She folded her hands in her lap. “Would it be too much to ask to show me yer honor and respect mine?”
He was no man ruled by his cock or primal need to assert authority over the fairer kind, though he would be quick to put a woman in her place should she ever try to machinate him.
“I dinna take up much room,” she added from under coy lashes.
That she didna, and yet she crowded his space with her presence.
Dammit, wasna that what she was doing now? Machinating, beguiling, and shaping him to her benefit? Nay, not benefit. Survival. She may be mad, but she wasna so foolish to not be mapping out her survival.
“The journey will last a day’s sail. During that time ye will stay below deck, out of the way.”
“Oh, thank ye, Captain Fletcher.” Her smile, the brightness was blinding. He caught himself staring at her mouth again and something below his belt twitched. Look away.
He stood, swiping the pistol off the table as he passed by, stuffing at his back once again. “Dinnae thank me yet. Ye’ll not be comfortable.”
“I’m quite used to poor living conditions, captain.”
Coire paused at her odd statement before opening a trunk against the wall. “I’ve no available cabin to accommodate ye. All are being used for storage.” He rummaged through the storage box until he found what he was looking for. “’Twould do no one good to have ye roaming around the crew’s sleeping quarters.”
“A place on the floor amid barrels will do. I dinna want to be an inconvenience.”
Graer would have Coire’s ballocks for wedging one of his clan’s women among the contraband. But the man wouldna be able to fault him for what he was about to do. “Too late for that, lass.” The metal of the shackles clanged as he pulled them from the trunk and turned on his heel. “I’m quite beyond inconvenienced.”
She scrambled from her chair and backed away. Alarm slackened her jaw as she put the table between them, her gaze bouncing from the manacles to his face and back.
“I’ll need to protect my investments if I’m to share my cabin with ye.”
“I just want to get home, Captain Fletcher. There’s no need for such extremes.” Her hackles were up, ready to evade any sudden movement from him. She circled around the table as he advanced. Didna she know ’twas a base instinct for a predator to give chase?
“This coming from a woman who’d sink her boat to board my ship.”
Around she went, around he followed. She switched directions, and he chuckled inwardly. A table wouldna keep him from her. Damn how he loved a good hunt.
“I’m a threat to ye, am I, captain?” No smile upon her lips but he did spot a wicked gleam in her eye. And that was a provocation he could not refuse.
In a flash, he was across the table, snaring her arm, and snapping the manacle upon her wrist. “This is where ye lose yer mettle, lass.”
She screeched and spat a string of curses, wrestling uselessly to loosen his grasp.
“Stop fightin’ me.” The girl caught him in the jaw with her free fist. He winced from the smarting and grunted against the new pain radiating from where she kicked him in the shin.
“Let me go!”
He obliged by tossing her upon his bunk. No sooner had she bounced on the meager mattress he had the other end of her chains secured to a bolt in the bulkhead.
A tangle of her messy hair stuck to her lips whipped in and out of her mouth as she huffed angrily for breath, breasts heaving. Her stare could melt steel. Naturally, she yanked on the shackles testing its strength. The sight she made sprawled and writhing across his bed, her skirts climbing up her thighs, and wearing an indignant glower, was…arousing.
Shite. He turned away and set about locking his trunks. “This is for yer own good, woman.”
“Or is it for yers?” she spat.
Coire retrieved the chamber pot, set it beside the bed, and squatted just inches from her exposed legs. He locked gazes with her. “Make no mistake, Miss Treva MacDougall. ’Twas yer choice to play a game of chance with a dangerous man.” He plucked the fabric of her skirt off her thigh, fingering the wool. Close to her core, he was lured by her heat. Wanted to press his fingertips into her creamy skin. Her pupils crowded out the green of her eyes. Again, not with fear. Something else entirely. Rebellion. That made her all the more fetching. Ah, but now was not the time to challenge that rebellion. And she was not the woman. “My generosity ends here.” He pulled her skirt down over her knees.
The severe lines of her face relaxed with bewilderment. Aye, a lesser man would have taken advantage of her position. Though with the lewd images of what he’d find under her dress buzzing in his mind, he was only better by a degree.
“I only ask for safe passage,” she said.
“Which I will give ye…on my terms.”
She yanked at her restraints. “This isna necessary.”
“I say it is.”
“Dinna underestimate me, Captain Fletcher.” There was that wild look in her eye again. “Ye put me in a beastly situation. Desperate women are capable of the unthinkable.”
This he knew to be true.
“Then I suggest ye dinna do anything that will aggravate yer position further.”
Coire shot up from the floor and left the cabin for much needed fresh air, locking the door behind him.
Mr. Shaw was right. The devil was afoot. Dressed in skirts and disguised as a beauty.




Chapter Two
TREVA TRIED THE restraints one more time, if nothing more than out of stubbornness. She had small hands, but the metal cuff was too tight to squeeze through. She harrumphed and fell back against the mattress.
This wasna how it was supposed to happen. William had said this ship was going to Oban. He had also said he didna know the captain personally but knew he was friendly to the cause and had suspected the ship was laden with arms meant for the rebels. She didna have time to question him as he handed her weapons and the gold coins for passage and helped her into the dinghy. After he shoved her off from the rocky shore beneath Peel Castle, he disappeared back to his post inside the prison and she had been certain luck was finally on her side. Now, she had her doubts. Trading one set of shackles for another.
She reminded herself it could be worse. She could still be sitting in her cell praying in her last hours as she awaited the noose. ’Twas fortunate William was able to help her escape.
Treva squeezed her eyes shut. She was exhausted, drained of mind and body. Weary of being alone with her dark thoughts and fatigued from running through corridors, climbing down the rocky coastline, and rowing out to a moving ship. The whiskey gave her a much needed zip of energy, but now it encouraged the lull of sleep. Not yet. She had to determine her next move…now and when they arrived at Scarba.
She groaned and threw her free arm over her eyes. Treva never wanted to step foot on that island ever again. Monsters lurked there. Vicious monsters. A shiver involuntarily skittered over her body. She winna be able to get off Scarba fast enough. To that, how would she? She gave Captain Fletcher all her coins, expecting that he sailed for Oban. Maybe she could convince the captain to take her the rest of the way. ’Twas just a handful of hours away. And she had paid him handsomely.
Handsome. That accurately described the captain. Something else she hadn’t expected. He stood a good foot and a half, maybe more, above her. All muscle and sinew strained against his clothing. Dark blonde, tousled hair skirted his broad shoulders. Days-old stubble covered his strong jaw and bracketed his permanent scowl, only adding to his appeal. More than once Treva nearly buckled under the intensity of his blue-eyed stare.
But none of that mattered, or it shouldn’t. What did matter was getting to Oban as soon as possible to warn Duncan with the information she gathered before she was imprisoned. The rebels’ well-crafted plots had been exposed. Her cousin couldna march on Dunstaffnage Castle nor Ranald MacEwen on Dumbarton castle near Glasgow. ’Twould be a slaughter. Not just on the battlefield. The royalists would hunt the clan, picking off everyone associated with the conspirators. Men, women, and children, alike, would suffer the consequence. They had to abort the mission. She just had to get to Duncan in time.
Treva sat up into a more comfortable position to get the blood flowing through her shackled arm that had been crooked in an awkward position. Captain Fletcher may be refreshing to the eye, but he was still a pirate. She never met a pirate that wasna dangerous, even to kith and kin. Fortunately, she still had her sgian dubh strapped to her thigh. Lord above, the captain had been close to discovering the hidden dagger beneath her skirts. She had held her breath praying he didna find it. And yet, the heated look that had flared in his eyes as his fingers skimmed her skin above her knee had stalled her heart straightaway. Thankfully, the captain hadn’t lifted her skirt higher and the dagger remained a secret.
She memorized the layout of his cabin, noting any potential threat or aid to her. The quarters were surprisingly neat and modest. All the navigational equipment was secured on the shelves. No personal items—clothing, shaving blades, books—were left lying around and were probably stored in the several trunks lining the bulkheads. There was one exception. A wash basin and a chip of soap sat atop a barrel adjacent to the bunk.
She eyed the soap, deciding it could be used to lubricate her wrist. She could be free from her manacle in a matter of minutes. Without little thought of what the captain would think or do, she reached out for the soap. She’d not be kept a prisoner any longer, not when she legitimately paid for passage. As for his “investments”, he needn’t worry. If his cargo was indeed contraband, it was in both of their best interests to protect it. And that muck about her safety? Well, she’d lasted this long on her own, ’twould be up to her how she stayed out of harm’s way.
She reached for the chip perched on the barrel, stretching as far as she could go until the metal of the shackle bit deep into her wrist. ’Twas no use. ’Twas too far for the tips of her fingers. Switching positions, she tried again but with her foot to knock it off the barrel and, counting on more luck, within reach. Every muscle lengthened, strained, her shoe skimming the edge of barrel. Twisting slightly on her hip for height, she tried again, ignoring the shackle slicing into her flesh. Her toe brushed the soap, scooting it to a favorable angle. Almost…got…it…
The lock clanked and the cabin’s door flung open.
Captain Fletcher stalled mid-stride, his hand extended toward the whiskey bottle on the table. His gaze traveled the length of her. From fingertip to toe, she was frozen in place.
Caught.
The soap plopped to the floor.
“What the devil?” He eyed the soap. His scowl shifted, thawed, veered into something bawdy. “Since ye wouldna be foolish enough to try an escape, you must want to bathe. But lass, ye wouldna be able to carry out the task without help.” He picked up the chip of soap and dipped it into the water basin. “I hope ye are not too bashful.”
Treva could have dissolved into a puddle from the wicked grin quirking his lips. She would bet the whole of Scotland many sins were carried out for just a glimpse of that grin. And why not? The captivating man likely left swooning maidens in his wake everywhere he went. But she could ill afford to commit anymore sins. “Oh, no. That winna be necessary.”
The captain lathered up a rag. “’Twould be no trouble.”
“Just the same, I’ve no need for a bath.” At least she hoped she didna. He took one step toward her with the soapy rag and she panicked. “I was indeed foolishly trying to escape!” There. She said it.
He chuckled and dropped the rag in the bowl. “To what end, lass? Ye’ve nowhere to go but trouble.”
What could she say? ’Twas true. “I dinna like being helpless, captain.”
“No one does.”
“Sounds as if ye’ve been in a similar predicament.”
The uptick of his tawny eyebrow gave him away. “A time or two.”
“Then ye understand my wish to free myself.”
“Aye.” His countenance darkened. “But I dinna brook defiance.”
Treva knew better than to challenge him on that account. ’Twas her nature to oppose authority. But this was not the time. She switched directions to counter his sudden flinty mood. “The shackle is hurting me.”
Granted, her wrist might not be so red and raw had she not been twisting and pulling against the unyielding metal. He was smart, would know that, too. But for a brief moment, his hard edges relented and she thought she won the battle and he might release her.
He, instead, pulled up a chair beside the bed, resting his forearms upon his thighs. His stare was as potent as the whiskey on the table, and just as desirable. She rather liked the way he looked at her as if she were an odd trinket. Maybe because the attention wasna entirely unwelcome. Though she was no naïve lass easily swayed by a charming smile or gentlemanly gesture, she did gravitate toward mysterious and daring men. Captain Fletcher was attractive, aye, but any man who commanded a ship laden with weapons of war was dangerous, and she would do well to remember that.
Treva rattled her chain in hopes he’d have a change of heart. He didn’t.
“Ye take too many risks, Miss MacDougall. One of which is lying to me.”
Hold his eye. Dinna look away. He’ll know he’s right if ye do. “Ye’ve made an assumption on my character?”
“Defiance, lass. I’ve made no assumptions that dinna align with defiance.”
“Having my best interest is not defiance.”
He laced his fingers together, his knuckles turning white from gripping his hands tight. Clearly he felt her answer was the epitome of defiance.
“How had ye found yerself on Man with a man ye’re not married to? Were ye kidnapped?” His tone indicated he wouldna believe any answer she gave, especially not that one.
For longer than she cared to own, Treva’d had to learn to think on her feet. To gather what she wanted and needed as she traversed France, England, and Scotland, she had to take on convincing roles, be fluid. She’d become adept weaving together truths and lies convincingly. But she was off her mark this night, struggling with half-truths. Desperation was to blame. If she didna get to Duncan, hundreds of lives would be lost.
“I was visiting a cousin who was marrying a British officer.” That was as good excuse as any to be on the island. And she had attended a wedding, though she didna know the bride or the groom. She’d been on a mission. A successful one, too, having gleaned much information at the event on troops moving into Glasgow.
“Hmm. So there was no man ye were running from.”
“I…I didna say that.”
“But if ye had a cousin marrying an officer, dare I say you could have sought asylum from your abuser with them?”
She must be more tired than she realized to slip up. “I’d not burden the newly married couple with my troubles.”
He snorted his disgust. “Ye didna take the trip alone, lass. Why not seek shelter with those ye traveled with? Unless, of course, this is all a fabrication.”
She retorted with a haughty huff. “Ye know nothing.” What else could she say when he shot holes into her story. She was sinking all over again.
The captain rose from his seat, planted both fists upon the mattress on either side of her, and leaned in close. She fought to not shirk away from his menacing dominance, to show no fear.
His annoyance rumbled from his chest. “Why are ye so desperate to get home?”
“For my safety.”
He shook his head, not accepting her answer. “Try again.”
“I speak true.”
“Perhaps, but there is more.”
“Ye needn’t know the reasons. The gold coins are enough to buy my passage and silence your curiosity.”
His lips curled into an unamused smirk. “Why are ye so wily?”
“I know no other way to be.” She lifted her chin, matched his keen gaze. “It runs deep in my blood.”
“That so. Or are ye aiming to be fierce in the face of real danger?”
“Real danger?” After the evening she had? She would have laughed had he not been close enough she could feel his heat, bask in it, to be truthful. “I’m well aware of my position here, captain, and I’ve also been intimately familiar with real danger.”
“And this,” he raked his gaze down to her breasts, the blue of his eyes darkened, “doesn’t feel dangerous enough?”
“No.” The captain’s musky scent tinged with brine, leather, and stout whiskey must be dulling her senses.
He drew in closer, his mouth near her temple. He tucked her hair behind her other ear, caressing the long lock all the way to it end. She tingled with the close proximity of his hand to her breast. Her skin puckered with goose flesh as his breath hit her ear. In the space of a preoccupied heartbeat, he yanked her pistol from the back of his waistband and shoved it beneath her chin. Her blood froze, rendering her paralyzed.
“How about now?” His low, gravelly tone scored down her spine.
“Ye would threaten an innocent woman to prove a point?” How high did the flames need to be before she stopped playing with fire?
The captain pulled back enough for her to see the disgust upon his face.
“No woman is innocent.”
There was real anger in his voice. Someone had done this man wrong. She’d suffer for it if she weren’t more careful.
“Whatever has ye feckless, lass, will get you killed.”
“Pirate’s blood.” He narrowed his cynical gaze and she explained further. “I am a direct descendant of Savage MacDougall, prince of the pirates of Britannia.”
“A member of the Devils of the Deep?” He chuckled his disbelief. A thankful breath slipped as he removed the pistol wedged under her chin. “Are ye making three hundred year-old Highlander pirate tales fashionable again?”
“The Devils of the Deep still prowl these waters, Captain Fletcher.”
“Aye, I’ve met a few.” He sat back down in his chair, throwing his arm over the back and letting the pistol hang from his grip. “Was not impressed.”
Neither was she. At least not with the one that still haunted her dreams. The one with a stronghold on the Isle of Canna but frequented Scarba. “I didna say I was a part of the Devils. I’m merely kin to a long-ago prominent member.”
“The prince, no doubt.”
Treva ignored his ridicule. “For years, my father lamented that my ill behavior had to come from the wild winds of our family lineage. My misdeeds started at a young age, plundering the kitchen of cooling oatcakes. As I got older, my offenses grew more serious—stealing ponies just because I wanted to ride them. ’Twasn’t until my mother—in a fit after I bribed my cousin with the liquor I raided from the stores to teach me to wield a sword—revealed what my da had meant.” She exasperated her parents, but she believed though they worried for her and wished she were more well-behaved like other young lasses, deep down they held a bit of pride for her resourcefulness. “I am heir to a pirate’s nature.”
“Fascinating.”
“Whether or not ye choose to believe it, captain, ’tis true. I didna press to tell you my story. Ye asked.”
He smirked, this time with triumph. “Your reasoning only supports that ye should not be trusted and should remain shackled until we dock in Scarba.”
Gah! He had her muddling through her own sticky web of logic. She fisted her hands in frustration and perhaps out of hopelessness. “Ye’re a fiend.”
That invoked a crooked one-sided smile. “I’ve been told. Understand, Miss MacDougall, I trust no one save my crew and those from my Caribbean brotherhood.”
“Verra well. But ye damn well canna deny me respect for risking my life for a higher purpose.”
He crossed his arms over his wide chest. “These reasons ye canna divulge to me?”
She clamped her mouth shut. She’d insinuated too much.
“The shackle stays.”
“Have mercy.”
“I’ve shown ye plenty of mercy, chit, wouldna ya say? And continue to do so. Ye are, after all, in the most comfortable place on this ship. My cabin, my bed. Unmolested.”
“For that I am grateful.” Though, was she? His seductive eyes, taunting lips, they beckoned to her like a moth to a flame. When he wrestled with her and effortlessly tossed her onto the mattress, she couldn’t help but have a moment of carnal weakness. He subdued her with composed strength but gentle enough not to hurt her. How would he handle her in a more intimate setting? Thistle thorns! She had such a nasty habit of being attracted to the wrong type of men. Her appetite for adventure had all but ruined her opinion of most gentlemen.
The captain stood. “Get some rest, lass.” She thought she caught a glimpse of humor upon his face as he moved the basin and soap chip to the table out of reach. Without another word, he left.
Treva propped herself against the bulkhead and stared out the ship’s aft window. The night sky was void of anything more than low hanging charcoal clouds that obscured the black horizon. No distinction between the sea and heaven above.
So tired. She closed her eyes, wishing sleep would take her quickly. Instead, Captain Fletcher bedeviled her mind. He made a mess out of her.
He was attractive, but still a stranger. A pirate, shrewd, powerful, and dangerous, exactly the kind of man she descended from. Tempting. He intrigued her, and she wanted to know more about him.
Treva sighed. She couldn’t get distracted by his pretty face. She’d be compliant to his demands; she really had no other choice. At least until she found another way. And she always found another way.
The air shifted, a thud and a rattle, and Treva opened her eyes. The cabin was aglow with sunlight. By the angle and brightness of the rays streaming in through the window panes, she’d slept through the morning. She stretched her stiff muscles, reproaching herself for falling asleep still pitched against the wall.
“Mornin’, Miss MacDougall.” A tall, lean, dark-haired man set down a tray of mutton, goat cheese, bread, butter, and a pitcher. He poured water into a wooden cup and glanced up with a warm smile.
“Good mornin’…?”
“Oh, pardon. Name’s Jonesy. Quartermaster of the Kelpie. I brought food to break yer fast.”
Treva was a little disappointed that the captain hadn’t brought her the food. She’d like verra much to see him again. Soon enough, she supposed.
Smells of the rich, hearty meat reached her, inciting her stomach to growl. She hadn’t had a decent meal in a fortnight.
“Thank ye. You’re verra kind.”
His smile broadened.
“But I canna reach it.” She shrugged as if it were her sad fate to starve.
The frown carving his brow as he studied her shackled, sore wrist gave her an idea.
“I’ll bring ya the tray.” Jonesy rushed to do just that.
“’Twill be terribly difficult to eat with one hand.” She rattled her chain to bring his attention back to her red, contused wrist. “I fear I would get more on Captain Fletcher’s bed than in my mouth.”
“I’ll feed ya, ma’am.” With the tray in hand, he looked so boyish. She wasna fooled by his innocent concern. He, too, was a battle-hardened pirate. The scars upon his hands, crisscrossing the flesh of his forearms under the rolled-up sleeves of his tunic and slashing through his left eyebrow proved that. But the man’s genuine concern meant he upheld moral regard for ladies. She was a bit off the mark as a lady, many in her clan would agree, if they even bothered to acknowledge her. No real lady would ever dream of dallying in treason. Not at the degree which she operated. Still, she had always tried to emulate grace and integrity, especially in social circumstances. ’Twas nice to be treated in kind.
“A noble offer, Mr. Jonesy, but quite inappropriate, wouldna ye agree?”
His cheeks flushed with his embarrassment and he diverted his gaze as he set the tray back on the table.
“Would ye consider unshackling me long enough for my repast? Ye can keep a pistol upon me the whole time.”
Jonesy rubbed at the back of his neck. “Capt’n wouldn’t like that.”
“Do ye think I’ll overpower ye? Heavens!”
He eyed her suspiciously, probably determining if she were crazy enough to sink her own boat, she’d be crazy enough to try to disarm him. He’d be right had she not been on a ship in the middle of the Irish Sea. “Ye can snap the manacle back on straightaway. Captain Fletcher would be none the wiser.”
“Capt’n Fletcher would keel haul me.”
“Och, surely not.”
“The capt’n does not tolerate disobedience.”
“Did he specifically order ye not to unshackle me so that I might eat?”
He was back at rubbing his neck. “Well, no.”
“I promise to be a good guest.” Her stomach rumbled loudly again. She mustered up a sheepish grin. “It smells delicious.”
Jonesy uttered a curse under his breath while turning on his heel. He plucked a cup off the shelf and tipped it over. Keys tumbled out into the palm of his hand. He found the one he needed and returned the cup to the shelf. Soon, Treva was free.
She kneaded her wrist, working the feeling back, careful not to pull upon any flesh where the skin had chafed away. “Thank ye, Jonesy.”
He offered his hand to help her from the bed to the chair. “Please hurry, Miss MacDougall.”
“Treva. I’d appreciate it if ye called me by my given name.”
Another blush stained his cheeks. “Yes, ma’am.” He sat across from her and reluctantly placed his pistol upon the table.
She ravenously ate, especially delighting in the cheese, idly chatting with the quartermaster. It wasna too difficult to gather information from Jonesy. He was a pleasing conversationalist, attentive in answering her innocent queries. The Kelpie normally called the West Indies home but sailed to Scotland on a mission for the previous captain, a Captain Bane. They had been taking commissions until the cooler months when the warmer seas would be calm from hurricanes and they could sail home.
Just before she finished her food, she had pried about the captain. Jonesy only gave up that Fletcher was Scotland-born but bad blood kept him away. He wasna happy about returning to the country. But he owed it to his best mate, Captain Bane. Bane had married a bonny lass, leaving Fletcher to be voted in as the new captain.
Jonesy lauded Fletcher as a damn good captain and an even better pirate, handy with pistol and sword, with no fear of death, trusted no one and had no tolerance for defiance. These last two traits she had learned on her own.
Jonesy glanced at the door. “Come, Miss Mac—, Miss Treva. I need to shackle ya again.”
“Of course.” Treva took her place back on the captain’s bed and held out her red, scraped wrist.
Jonesy frowned, guilt shone in his eyes.
She winched as the metal came into contact with her skin. Aye, it hurt, but not so much to have her cringe and whimper.
“I’m sorry.”
“’Tis all right. Ye must do this. The captain canna know.”
He locked the metal rings into place. Treva bit her bottom lip and whimpered again. “If only I had some salve to ease the pain.”
Jonesy looked around the room. “No salve. We might be able to get some in Scarba. Maybe some of this butter for now? Make the metal not be so rough against your skin?”
Treva smiled inwardly. “Aye, that might do. Just set it here and I’ll apply as necessary. Thank ye, my friend.” Poor blushing Jonesy. He played right into her hands. She would have been lying if she didna admit enjoying the thrill it gave her. Another advantage tucked away for when needed.
As soon as Jonesy left, she got to work slathering the butter on her wrist. She had to verify her idea worked. She pulled on the cuff, gritting her teeth against the pain as the metal dug into the fleshy part of her thumb. And then the manacle popped off. A giggle escaped on a relieved breath. She’d now knew for sure she could escape at will should she need to.
A commotion on deck drew her attention to the door. Shouts and running footfalls had her rushing to the window. There on the horizon was a ship. A British ship. The Union Jack rolled and smacked in the wind. Treva’s knees threatened to buckle. She braced herself against the window casing.
Oh, God. What if they were looking for her? She couldn’t go back to that dark, dank prison. Couldn’t endure the smells of human excrement and decay, the rats biting at her toes, the mind-numbing sound of water dripping off slick walls in unseen corners, the beatings from the guards, and dying moans of the rotting corpses shackled to the walls nearby again. She’d rather die. And she might. The soldiers might execute her on sight. She feared for her life, but she also feared for her cousin and the rebels if she didna get to them in time. This was no good. No good.
Her heart raced as fast as her mind. She had to do something. She could hide, but where?
Treva grappled with her skirts, lifting them to reach the garter securing her sgian dubh. She gripped the dagger, held it out in front her as if it could ward off the threat quickly closing the distance. They’d find her, surely they would. She could not let that happen.




Chapter Three
“STAY YOUR WEAPONS, men. Keep them out of sight. We dinna want to engage unless we’ve no choice.”
Coire hadn’t needed to remind the crew. ’Twasn’t common practice to keep arms at the ready but hidden amid the miles of ropes, in secret crevices along the bulwarks. Weapons were usually stored in boxes under the careful watch of the quartermaster, only to be brought topside for battle. But since cruising up and down the European coastline infested with the Royal Navy, it had become necessary to be prepared for trouble.
“Why canna the bastards just leave us alone?” Mr. Shaw’s whiskered jowls flapped as he groused.
Redd handed Coire a spyglass. “Pompous asses think they own the sea.” He spat onto the deck.
Here off the coast of England, they did. This would be the fourth time the Kelpie would be boarded by an Andrew in the last month.
Coire sighted in on the vessel and immediately recognized the warship, silently reciting a variety of curses. “She’s the Invictus.”
“Blazes.” If hypocrisy had a smell, by the way Mr. Shaw’s lip curled, he’d smelled it.
The ship and her captain had become well known by runners and merchants alike, relentlessly harassing crews and commandeering whatever they saw fit. All in the name of the king. They were little better than uncivilized and undisciplined…pirates.
“Capt’n,” Jonesy sidled up beside him. “The lady? What should we do about her?”
Ah, yes. The tempting minx. His whole damn ship had been atwitter with her daring deeds and swaying hips. Hell, even without the chatter, Coire couldn’t get her off his mind. She was a puzzle that intrigued him with her resolve, quick tongue, and refusal to show fear. He’d made it a personal mission to frighten her last night. But he also nearly lost his own resolve when he moved close to her, touched her silky hair, caught a glimpse of the valley between her mounds straining for release from her bodice, heard the hitch in her breath as his fingers hovered near her chest. Shite, he’d had to force himself to remember he meant to scare her before his reaction to her in his trousers had become evident.
When he had entered his cabin and saw her stretched out toeing his wash basin… What a sight. Caught, her mossy eyes were as wide as saucers. He bit down on his lower lip to keep from laughing.
Never mind how she caught his fancy. Her stories didna add up and with each word she dug herself into a deeper hole. For that, he had no patience. Whatever had her on the run, whatever she had to hide, ’twas important to her. Nay, he couldna deny his respect for her risking life and limb for her cause. But he sure as hell didna have to trust her.
“No harm will come to Miss MacDougall, Jonesy. We’ll see to it.”
The quartermaster nodded but cast a glance toward the hatch all the same.
She’d become such a potent distraction, Coire was unable to trust himself. He badly wanted to touch her, to taste those lips. It bothered him that she had the ability to cause him to act like a wet whelp. ’Twasn’t as if he needed to release himself with a willing partner. He’d been with a strumpet just days ago, empty and unsatisfying as it was. Nay, this woman stirred unidentifiable sensations within him. There was no room in his wretched life for frivolities brought on by a passing, lying, rebellious poppet. With that and his not wanting to test his self-control, he opted to send Jonesy to his quarters with her food.
Coire had questioned that decision afterward. He was just about to go look for the man when Jonesy had returned with the tray to the galley where Coire was catching up on last night’s meal. He had not liked the moon-eyed expression on Jonesy’s mug. It took him dropping the bone he’d been gnawing meat off of onto the metal plate to garner the quartermaster’s attention. He inquired about the lady to which Jonesy responded she was pleasing and in good spirits “despite being tied up like a mule”. That had prompted a stern warning—be careful questioning his captain’s actions. Coire had wanted to add never trust a woman, too, but muzzled his tongue.
That he had issue with Jonesy getting on with the lass made him uncomfortable. More so after he’d made a mental note not to send Jonesy to her again. ’Twas absurb. He hardly knew the girl, would be rid of her soon enough, and yet he had this inexplicable desire to claim her. This annoyed him greatly.
As did the boarding of his ship by the Royal scum.
Each encounter with Invictus had become more tense than the last. Pullings was well aware of Coire and his men’s questionable pirate reputation. The captain had tried very hard to find fault with Kelpie to no avail, finding an empty cargo with each boarding. But this time, not only was their hold full, it was full of cargo they could ill afford to have taken. Worse, if they realize the whisky and spice barrels were just decoys for the real freight.
Coire gripped the railing tighter as the naval captain, dressed in his best uniform, ordered grapples. The hooks flew through the air, catching Kelpie’s bulwarks, and the soldiers pulled to bring the ships side by side.
The boots of the unwelcome visitors thudded upon the deck like the whumping of incoming arrows. Coire strode mid-ship to meet the naval captain.
“Captain Pullings. To what do I owe the honor?”
Pullings greeted him in the usual manner—with a rod up his arse and staring down his nose. The intimidation may work on others, but Coire, having met the infamous pirate Charles Vane and nearly shite his trousers, was unaffected. Vane, the protégé of Blackbeard, was ruthless, cunning, and fearsome even among his own men. But he was also well-respected by many, including Coire.
“Captain Fletcher.” His name was as close to a respectful address as he’d get. “A convict has escaped Peel prison on the Isle of Man. I have orders to search every ship in the Irish Sea until she is found.”
She? What were the odds? Good to undoubtable, he’d wager.
“What has this woman done that makes her so important the Royal Navy is wasting resources?”
Pullings scanned Coire’s men, not bothering to look at him as he answered. “She’s a traitorous spy.”
A spy? For whom? Being traitorous implied she could work for either side of the border. Or any country, for that matter. He’d inquire more, but that would cast suspicion.
“We’ll be searching your vessel.” Pullings flicked his wrist to give the order for his men to spread out. Coire growled. ’Twas a violation to have those overdressed, lily-hearted pigeons combing over his ship.
“Of course.” Coire couldn’t keep the acid from his tone even if he tried. So, he didna.
A soldier jostled past Jonesy who had inched closer to the hatch. The hard crease in his brow was mirrored by many of his men. None would give the mahogany-haired beauty up unless Coire gave the order.
He wouldna. He understood just what she risked to escape. The intrepid dinna accept such condemning fates. They fought for survival, never gave up. To the very end. A man was nothing without his freedom. He commended the lass for her perseverance. Unfortunately, they’d find her in his cabin momentarily and arrest her. He’d lie about her, of course. Make up something plausible to try to save her as if she were one of his own crewmen. Just not at the expense of his men and ship.
He was in a precarious situation. Pullings may decide to look into his cargo or fire upon his ship after disembarking. With all the gunpowder they carried, ’twould be a spectacular, explosive massacre. One he’d rather avoid.
“Your ship is sailing low, Captain Fletcher. You have a full hold this time. What is your cargo and your destination?”
“Rum, bound for Greenock.”
“Hm.” Pullings showed only mild interest. Finding this lass must have career enhancing possibilities. Nature of beasts, the more souls delivered into the hands of God, the higher the rank. Coire didna care for titles. If he sent a man to his death, he had a damn good reason—him before me.
A soldier stuck his head out the hatch. “Captain! You might want to see this.”
Bloody hell. He didna want them to drag the lass kicking and screaming from his ship. He had to remind himself they weren’t in the Caribbean where they were kings of the sea. They were well-paid pawns entangled in a prelude to a war they weren’t going to fight. But their commission was one of great importance and worth more than a poor criminal’s life. Under different circumstances, Coire would fight for the beauty—for his honor and hers.
Coire ground his teeth and tailed after the naval captain as they made their way to his cabin. Jonesy started to follow but Coire ordered him to stay topside. The second-in-command needed to be able to react appropriately should something go awry below deck. Jonesy’s nostrils flared but he nodded in compliance.
“What is it, Lansing?” Pullings pushed through the cabin door and stopped short.
The soldier Lansing stepped aside as Coire entered.
He fully expected to see the lass coiled up in the corner of his bed like a venomous snake ready to strike. Nay, ’twasn’t what he saw at all. It took considerable will to keep his jaw from popping open as she slowly rose to her feet.
Pullings frowned. “What’s this?”
Coire would like to know as well. What in the hell happened to the lass’s gorgeous hair? ’Twas gone, cut short, hacked, really, flipping in all directions just above her shoulders. Where was her dress? Were those his trousers, his tunic, his waistcoat? Despite being oversized and the trousers held in place by pieces of rope, the clothing hid her curves. An odd sense of pride surged through him that she was in his garments. Her green eyes held the appropriate amount of fear, but ’twas all an act. Coire could see the fire beneath. She was…strangely beautiful.
“What’s your name, lad?”
Lad? To him, she looked like a pixie. And I’m was pixie-led. Sonofabitch. Where had that come from?
“Charlie, sir.” Her voice was low, rough, not forced. By the devil’s toes, she sounded like a young boy. A young British boy.
Pullings swiveled his gaze to Coire. “Why is this boy shackled in your cabin, Captain Fletcher?”
“He’s a—”
“A slave, sir.”
“An insolent one at that to talk out of turn,” growled Coire.
Her challenging gaze slid to him. “Bought to pleasure t’e captain.”
Coire sputtered. Pullings’s lips retracted in disgust. Lansing coughed uneasily.
Heat burned Coire’s ears. Whether from embarrassment or anger for the allegation, he wasna sure.
Pullings’s judgmental gaze cast condemnation from head to boot. “Wretched man.”
“’E’s better t’en me last keeper, sir. Feeds me, ’e does. ’Adn’t ’urt me.”
Blazes! The lass pushed constantly against the grain.
“Not until I cut yer tongue out,” he hissed.
“Yes, well, whatever degradation you dally in, Captain Fletcher, is none of my concern.”
“Captain, sir.” Another soldier stepped in the room and saluted. “No sign of the fugitive, sir. The ship carries spices in her hold.”
“Thank you, Barton. Order the men back to Invictus.”
Pullings marched from the room, Lansing on his heels like a pup afraid of getting his tail nipped off.
With a well-earned, relieved grin, the lass sunk to the thin mattress. She’d saved herself, and, by extension, saved him, the crew, and their cargo. He admired her for her artistry, her ability to think on her feet, impersonating another. In retrospect, it was the perfect cover to make an uptight arsehole disgusted enough to want to leave.
By damn, his admiration for the lass grew by the moment. In some way, Coire was ashamed he was willing to turn her over to defend himself and their commission. Yet, he had no way of knowing who she really was, what she’d done to bring her to this point. With her skills, he wouldna make the mistake of underestimating her again. She was, after all, a felon.
“Ye have a lot of explaining to do.”
She held is gaze. “I suppose I do.”
“I’ll expect answers.”
“I suppose ye will.”
Coire stopped at the threshold before trailing after Pullings. Addressing the insinuation he had a fondness for boys, he said, “Ye’ll pay for that.”
She presented him with a sweet smile and shrug of one shoulder. “I count on it.”
Flummoxed, and not liking it one bit, he stalked topside. He didna have the time to figure her out. He needed to make sure the naval bastard got off his ship.
As he stepped outside, he immediately noticed the stares, some repulsed, some confused. How quickly a rumor spread.
Pullings crossed ships. “Should you come across the fugitive,” he said as the grappling hooks were pried out of Kelpie’s bulwarks, “I highly suggest you turn her over. Otherwise, you will be accused of abetting and be arrested.”
He had been accused of much, much worse. Rightly so. Coire tipped his hat. “Always a pleasure, Captain Pullings. Until we meet again, which will be far too soon.”
Pullings derisively snorted and the Invictus pulled away.
“Heave to, mates,” Coire called from the helm. “Back to work! I want to be drinking whiskey in a Scarba rat hole in two hours.”
Good wind filled the unfurling sails and whipped across his face. Kelpie lurched forward, her timber and sheets creaked in rejoice. Dropping anchor and unloading his burden couldn’t come fast enough. While the pay lined his pockets, he’d grown weary of the clammy chill of Great Britain. He longed to return to tropical climes and less clothing. With thoughts of burdens and less clothing, a trouble-making pixie came to mind. Kelpie’s course was set. Invictus was disappearing on the horizon in the opposite direction. Time to get answers.
Coire turned on his heel and bumped into Jonesy. Mr. Shaw flanked the quartermaster.
“What happened?” Jonesy said.
“Why dinna ye tell me?”
Jonesy frowned. “Sir?”
“How is it the lass was dressed in my clothes?”
Jonesy’s frown deepened, his spine stiffened. “You accusin’ me of somethin’, Capt’n?”
Would do the lad no good to challenge him. Coire wouldna spare him his full fury. “She couldna reach my trunk and dress herself while chained to the bulkhead, now could she? And how did she cut her hair? Dinna lie to me, son. Ye wouldna like the outcome of such folly.”
“Jonesy,” Mr. Shaw chided. “What have ye done?”
“Not a damn thing.” The defensiveness in his tone suggested otherwise. But then the taut, mutinous slant around his eyes loosened as an idea struck. “Oh, that sneaky pullet.” He apologetically shook his head. “She asked for butter to soothe her raw wrists.”
Coire snorted. “She is an inventive one.”
Shaw agreed with a muttered curse.
“’Pologies, Capt’n. If I’d have known…” Jonesy appropriately deflated.
“The lesson is she canna be trusted. Dinna fall for any woman’s designs disguised as sensibilities. They are more resilient then ye might imagine.”
Jonesy pondered that for a mere moment. It would likely take the lad several burns before he learned the truth of it. “Thank the saints Miss MacDougall wasn’t who Pullings was looking for.”
“Aye, capt’n,” Shaw added. “An’ what’s this about ye bein’ a windward passage?”
Coire planted a hand upon Jonesy’s shoulder. “I’m quite certain the crazy lass is a fugitive.” Jonesy heaved a deep sigh concern.
“And, no, Mr. Shaw, I’ve not taken a preference to boys or men.”
Mr. Shaw chuckled. “A relief to hear, Capt’n.”
Dropping the subject like a grenado, Coire instructed Jonesy to seek out Graer for an exchange at the Muddy Bollix as soon as they docked at Scarba. Normally, Coire would wait at a corner table in the tavern, drinking stout whiskey, while waiting for the man to show. But today, he’d be escorting a MacDougall. He didna want any surprises and showing up after Graer seemed to be the best way to avoid them.
About surprises… Coire excused himself to confront the MacDougall in question.
Just who the hell was she? He intended to find out, and find out he would.
Coire didna bother knocking before barging in. ’Twas his own damn cabin, after all. He found the lass sitting upon his bed, hands folded in her lap, as if she had been patiently and dutifully waiting for his return. And she had the ballocks to discard the pretense that she had been his captive. The manacle hung uselessly and empty on the bulkhead.
“Let us begin again.” He planted a chair in front of her and sat. Though the proximity to her was close enough to make a lady uncomfortable, he doubted she’d even so much as flinch as he leaned forward with his arms on his knees. “Who are you?”
“My name’s Treva MacDougall. What I’ve told ye, I told true.”
“Except why ye were paddling out to sea.”
The lass’s victorious smile could surely bring the greatest of warriors to their knees. “I should thank ye again for assistance. Indeed, I escaped prison.”
“The bruises?”
Her expression faltered but she recovered well enough. “At the hands of guards. But that was the least of my concerns. I was to hang today.”
“Today? How long had ye been imprisoned?” She was slight of frame, but didna look emaciated as prisoners who’d been withering away in a dungeon often were.
“Only a couple of weeks.”
She was that much of a threat to hasten her death? He knew cruel, unrepentant pirates with hearts black with rot who sat in prison for months before their execution. “And so ye escaped. Conveniently. I can imagine how ye wiled yer way out.”
“I had help, aye, an English guard. But I didna trick it from him. His reasons for freeing me were his own.”
“Hard to believe.” He had to look away to keep a level head. Her pleading eyes called to his soul, like a thirsty man floating in the doldrums.
She tilted her head. “Ye dinna think much of me, do ya, capt’n?”
“On the contrary. Ye…fascinate me.” The corner of her lip twitched with a grin. Had he not dropped his gaze to her lips, as he unwittingly kept doing, he’d have missed it. “But ’tis good practice to avoid ambitious women. A spy, no less.”
“And ye a pirate. With rebel arms in your hold. Surely ye are not casting judgment as I have not you.”
How the devil did she know that? Aye, his suspicion of her had grown twofold. “My cargo is no concern of yours.”
“Ye are right. My only concern is to get home. Will ye take me? ’Tis but a mere stone’s throw from Scarba.” She placed her hand upon his forearm to beseech him. The soft warmth caught him off guard. He stared at her delicate hand marred with cuts, traveled up her slender arm to the tops of her chest, over her sweet mouth, to settle upon her doe-eyed gaze. His tongue swelled in his mouth not letting his refusal to be uttered. She had a gift, to be sure. How many had succumbed to her siren call? Fortunately for him, he wore his distrust of women like a coat of armor. Her plea fell on deaf ears.
“Nay. I have other obligations. I will, however, find ye passage to Oban.” Where the blazes had that promise come from? He had no obligation to this woman. Maybe so, but after all she’d done to make it this far, he felt compelled to help her follow through to her final destination.
She withdrew her hand. Looking away, she reached for her hair, patting the ends of her bobbed tresses. Odd how he didna like how he was no longer the object of her attention. Just as odd that he wanted to tickle his fingers in her shortened hair.
“Thank ye, Captain Fletcher, for not turning me over to the navy. Ye have saved my life…again.” She spared him a quick glance. “I am sincerely indebted to you.”
If he were a weaker man, he’d demand recompense with a kiss or dally. “Ye’re welcome, lass. Though I ought to make ye pay for insinuating I’m a bugger.”
A smirk tugged upon her mouth and she slid a sidelong look at him. “I’ve no proof either way.”
He couldna help it. “Is it proof ye want?”
She lifted a shoulder, her gaze dipped to his crotch. Hellfire, if his cock didna twitch. “Being surrounded by a ship full of men, I can only assume.”
Oh, she wanted play, did she? “Ye assume incorrectly.”
“Says ye. I’m not inclined to believe a pira—”
Coire jumped from his chair so quickly, it fell back, smacking the floorboards. He sprang upon her, pushing her back upon his bed and securing her wrists on either side of her head. A small yelp of surprise escaped her as his lower body blanketed her. She was so…pliable, soft, feminine. Hovering an inch from her face, he searched for a modicum of fear but found, instead, an equal match. He could lose his way in the mossy depths of her eyes.
“I ask again, is it proof ye want?” He was giving her a chance. By God, he didna want to, but he did. He may have a damned soul, but he’d never force himself upon an unwilling woman.
“Undeniable proof.” Her whispered answer rasped across his very being, struck him deep in his core.
He was a weak man after all.
Coire took her mouth, raw and salacious. He’d give her no effeminate peck. Nay, she’d get a full frontal assault. But he soon realized smashing his mouth to hers wasna enough. He had to have access, sample her. His tongue swiped across her lips and magically they parted. The wee lass was as hungry for a taste as he.
Their tongues rolled and rollicked in an urgent waltz. He savored her warm, nutty whiskey flavor. She’d hit his liquor bottle again, but he didna mind. Coire was getting drunk off her kiss. She equaled him stroke for stroke, nip for nip. His heartbeat loud in his ears, his breath all but ceased, and his cock grew thick and heavy. God help him, she was making him delirious. He wanted more of her. So much more.
He had to stop before he lost control. Never again. He would never again lose control to a woman.
Coire pulled back, but damn if the lass craned her neck to follow, refusing to break their wet, frenzied contact. Two, three more heartbeats and he managed, barely, to reign in his discipline and withdraw.
Her heavy breathing matched his own. Coire marveled at her swollen, parted lips, willing himself not to ravage them again. Hell, not to ravage her. She stared up at him with a strange look. ’Twas just like the one Fenella used to give him—feverish, impulsive, and with a hint of forbidden adoration.
“Proof enough for ye?”
“Mmm, yes.” Her tone was thick with desire. He could come undone just listening to her husky voice. “But just to be sure…?”
A chuckle rumbled in his chest. What a paradoxical woman.
There was nothing he’d like to do more than to get to know this captivating temptress. There was time enough for it, too. But Kelpie would be dropping anchor soon and for a reason he could not understand, Coire feared another empty, unsatisfied dalliance. He didna want to remember the lass in that way. She was too…special for that. Even if he didna trust her.
He gave in to his whimsy and feathered his fingers through her unruly lopped hair. “Clever. Looks…nice.”
Another vainglorious smirk graced her mouth. ’Twas well-earned, to be sure.
He pushed off her, stood, and busied himself with righting the chair, hoping the task caused his cock to temper. “Get back into your dress. My oversized clothing will only attract the wrong attention for you in Scarba.”
“But—”
“No more negotiating your way, Treva. That ends now.”
Coire escaped his cabin before he lost all good sense.




Chapter Four
SHE WAS SMITTEN. Without a shred of doubt, Treva was infatuated by the captain. She well and true liked everything about him—handsome, strong, playful, dangerous, domineering. Yet, he gave her a chance to back away from his punishing kiss. He was completely foreign to her. He had more honor and self-control than most men on either side the law.
Her virtue had long ago been compromised by a man driven by his cock. For some time, she thought that was just the way men were, as if their satiric behavior were no fault of their own. And then she learned, or, rather, was taught, that ’twas her fault men lost their bawdy heads. Just like her mother had been blamed.
’Twasn’t long after her parent’s untimely deaths and she’d become homeless that she discovered—out of necessity to her survival—just how governable a man was when distracted by his spicket. Men like that were pathetic and they disgusted her. Thankfully she never had to resort to actually bedding one of those wretches to bend them to her will. She had her pride and was fortunate she had fair looks and a daring spirit—handy for obtaining secrets and information. After all, it wasna her fault they were weak.
Treva tucked a thick strand of hair behind her ear. She would miss her long tresses, but ’twould grow back. Fletcher seemed to like it, and that pleased her greatly. Coire. When he had called her by her given name, she tingled. Or maybe it was merely after-effects from his kiss. Her toes curled at the thought. He’d been possessive, his mouth hot, wet. Treva had not been able to breathe, hadn’t wanted to, for her frenetic need to have more. He was an aphrodisiac. Though she didna completely understand why, she was determined to kiss him again. She’d come too close to death—and might meet it very soon still—to not indulge in such sin-like pleasures Coire Fletcher might have to offer. Nothing risked, nothing gained.
If she were to dress in her soiled gown, the least she could do was give herself a quick scrub. She removed the captain’s clothing and did the best she could with the chip of soap and the small wash basin. Not long after, the crew’s voices carried down into the cabin. They were close to Scarba. A rumbling reverberated through the room. Nay, not close. The anchor had been dropped, and so had her stomach.
They had arrived in Scarba. Treva prayed she would not see him. The demonic, cruel man of her nightmares. Captain Dread. She instinctively put her hand upon the sgian dubh strapped to her thigh, knowing very well the dagger could not protect her from him. Not a second time.
Coire had come to collect her. Few words had been spoken aside that she was to accompany him until he arranged for her passage to Oban. This suited her fine. He was helping her when he didna have to. Besides, she would take every moment left with him before she was back on course to complete her mission. Perhaps she’d see him again someday. If not, she had their kiss seared upon her memory evermore.
The moment she stepped on deck, she threw her head back to soak in the sun. It had been long weeks since she felt the unobstructed warmth upon her skin. When she opened her eyes, it was to an entire crew staring.
“Miss MacDougall.” Jonesy stepped forward wearing a confused grin. “Your hair. ’Tis…”
“Gone,” she said, stating the obvious.
“I was going to say lovely.” He presented her his elbow. “Would you do me the honor of accompanying you on shore?”
How could she deny his request? ’Twasn’t as if Coire had offered. He was too busy giving orders to various members of his crew. “I’d like that very much, Mr. Jones.”
Like a proud cock, Jonesy escorted her from the ship. Coire followed close behind as they meandered through the quay. Jonesy chattered about nothing important and she appreciated his effort to set her at ease as they made their way around the dubious people of Scarba. It hadn’t mattered that the island was once a stronghold of her pirate ancestor, Savage MacDougall. She didna feel safe knowing he might be there. Several times she tilted her chin down and to the side just to make sure Coire was still nearby.
“He’s a dangerous man, my lady, but the captain will not hurt a woman.” Crumpets! She’d been caught. “So long as he is not betrayed,” he added. “And then, well, that is a side you should not want to see.” He patted her hand. “You’ve nothing to concern yourself with.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “Besides, I am here.”
That garnered a snort from Coire, but Jonesy winked at her, ignoring his captain.
“Go on ahead to the Muddy Bollix, Jonesy.” Coire grasped her elbow firmly, disengaging her from the crook of the quartermaster’s arm. “We will be delayed for just a few minutes.”
The man frowned at his captain, not at all liking his dismissal. He bowed his head to her and took his leave.
Coire took her arm and they continued down a different path from what Jonesy had taken. “He’s trying too hard to win yer approval.”
“’Tis all right. He is pleasant company.”
The seam of his mouth flattened.
“Where are we going?” Treva scanned the street warily. The more visible she was, the more anxious she became.
“We’re going to see a friend who will be able to help procure you suitable clothing.”
“Suitable?”
He cut her a side-eye while the corner of his mouth curled. “Aye, something less…aromatic.”
Good lord! Did she stink that bad? Heat flushed her cheeks, something that didna happen often.
“And, I should like to see ye in something more fitting…”
He would? Did her heart just flip?
“…for your trip home.”
Her cheeks chilled with the drain of her blush.
“Here we are.” Coire held open the door to a nondescript building nestled tightly among other equally unremarkable buildings.
It took a moment for Treva’s eyes to adjust to the darkness. But once he closed the door behind them, it became abundantly clear they were not at a dressmaker’s shop. Women in various stages of undress lounged about on floor pillows and couches. A few were entertaining customers with drink and stray hands. Many looked up when they entered, but one slid off a stool and sauntered over to greet them.
She was a petite woman with pale red hair and a gait that slithered rather than swayed.
“Coire, love. What a pleasure to see ye.” The woman, wholly ignoring Treva, dipped with an arch to her back, likely to make sure Coire had a good view down her bodice.
“Annabel.” The captain bowed his head in greeting. “This is my companion, Miss Treva.”
The redhead assessed her with a tilt of her loosely coiffed head and stared longer than appropriate at Treva’s cropped hair. She was seemingly not impressed with what she saw. Treva shared the sentiment.
“MacDougall,” he added.
At the drop of her surname, the woman’s eyes dilated and she stood just a little straighter. Perhaps Savage MacDougall’s legacy still remained fresh on the isle. She hoped that was a good thing.
Annabel forced a smile. “’Tis nice to make yer acquaintance, Treva MacDougall.”
“Nice to meet ye as well.”
Another stale smile.
“We are in need of a gown. I’ve come to ye as you’ve always been so,” he bent closer to the woman, “generous.”
Ah, this time Annabel’s smile was that of a twittering virgin. Treva ought not to blame her. Coire nearly reduced her to a withering flower with just one smoldering look. Still, this girl was a whore and twittering was not becoming of her.
“I’d like one of your best; I’ve coin to replace it. But we must hurry. I have a meeting to attend.”
Annabel nodded. “Anything for you, Coire.” She sized Treva by sight and bid them to follow her to a back bedroom.
Annabel pulled out several gowns for inspection before they settled on a green dress with tiny green embroidered flowers on the stomacher and white lace sleeve ruffles. ’Twas a fine dress that was no doubt a gift to one of the girls in the brothel. Coire refused to leave the room, preferring to give them his back, while Annabel helped Treva dress. Aside from the raised eyebrow at the sight of Treva’s sgian dubh tied to her thigh, Annabel continued to ignore her, chatting up Coire while occasionally instructing Treva to suck it in, hold still, or lift an arm.
She left in search of a pair of slippers, mumbling something about feet the size of an ogre.
“She doesn’t like me much.” Treva stared at her reflection in the mirror leaning against the wall, wondering at how different she looked in it compared to Anabel or one of her girls.
Coire turned away from the window and leaned his hip against a chest of drawers while crossing his arms. His gaze swarmed down her body, his lips parting in what Treva hoped was appreciation. “She doesna like competition.”
“Is there a contest?” She should have curbed her tongue, not wanting to know his relationship with the woman.
An amused light danced in his eyes. “I’ve no interest in Annabel, if that’s what ye mean.”
She ought to be relieved, but the truth was, he had to have had relations with someone in the brothel. She was no fool. Men had needs. So did women. She’d not pass judgment lest she wanted to be judged.
“Why are ye doing this?” She swept her hands down her dress.
“Yours was filthy and ye canna go around looking like a beggar boy.”
She chuckled. “This I canna argue.”
“Besides, look respectable, be treated well.”
He was right, of course. “Thank ye.”
He lifted a shoulder. “No need to thank me. ’Twas your coin.”
She laughed outright. “Fair enough.”
Soon, Coire escorted her into yet another nondescript building. A massive fireplace cast the tavern in a warm glow. Smells of yeast and stew cloyed at her nose. Patrons lined long tables, engaged in conversation, eating a meal, or tapping their toes to the fiddler perched on the bar. All were drinking.
He led her to a large, round table tucked in the back of the tavern where Jonesy and two others sat and pulled out a chair for her. As she took her seat, she was stunned to realize she sat among an unfriendly audience.
Treva vaguely heard Coire’s introduction, though none was needed. She was quite familiar with Graer MacDougall. Her uncle spared her a moment’s glance. But that one moment was enough—he was no more pleased to see her than she was of him.
Coire frowned as he eyed the both of them. Had he expected they’d know each other? Or that Graer would welcome her with a warm embrace? Laughable.
“So ye had no trouble, did ye?” Graer assessed Coire with the eye of a hawk—a balding, age-worn hawk.
Coire grunted as he waved to a serving girl to bring drinks. “A bit. Was unexpectedly boarded…twice.” It was Jonesy’s turn to grunt, but with a grin as he drank from his mug. “But the cargo is intact and ready to offload.”
“British?”
“Aye.”
Graer snarled, cursing under his breath. “There’re everywhere, like goddamned cockroaches.”
“Filthy cockroaches,” Graer’s lackey agreed over the rim of his cup.
“And they didna find the cargo?” Graer asked.
“They didna find what they were looking for.” Coire was sly in how he did not make eye contact with her uncle, preferring, instead, to give his attention to the serving girl setting their drinks on the table.
Treva rubbed her hands upon her lap to keep from snatching her drink from the girl’s tray and draining the mug to calm her edginess. She knew all too well what Coire was and was not saying.
“We’ll off load it as soon as ye hand over payment.” Coire took a hearty swig of his ale.
“I canna. Not until ye transport it to Taylough.”
Taylough? Nay, that was no good. The English were near there expecting trouble while members of the royal family visited the Isle of Cumbrae. But she’d make no plea, she’d not give herself away. Her only concern was getting home in time.
Jonesy’s brow creased with the severe cut of his frown, his spine stiffened. So did that of the Graer’s man. But Coire’s expression remained impassive.
“That wasna part of the plan,” he said.
“The plan has changed. The British have plagued Scarba like a pox. It must go to Taylough. We’ve a contingent there ready to launch an attack while members of the Hanoverian family, under little protection, are visiting there.”
Coire slowly swilled from his mug and gently set it down. “I’ve served my part of the deal. I require payment now.”
“And I require ye to sail to Taylough. No payment until the cargo is delivered.”
“Ye risk much by refusing to honor our agreement.” His tone was cool, but his intent was deadly. “What is to keep me from selling yer cargo to another? Hell, what’s to keep me from turning it over to the Royal Navy, courtesy of you?”
Graer shrugged. “I have since made another alliance. Should ye refuse, I’ll simply have him confiscate yer ship and finish the delivery.”
Jonesy ever-so slightly shifted in his seat closer to Treva, easing his hand to the pistol at his hip. Graer’s man also prepared for a fast draw of his weapon. Treva’s heartbeat kicked up a notch, ready to flee at the slightest movement.
Coire hadn’t moved a muscle, save methodically running his thumb over his fingernails. “Ye threaten me, Graer MacDougall?”
“Nay. I do.” Treva hadn’t even noticed the man deep in the shadows of the corner. As he stepped forward and the shadows peeled away, her lungs seized. And he wasna looking at Coire, his deadly gaze was upon her. God save her.
“Captain Dread.” Coire acknowledged the man with spite on his tongue. “I canna say it is a pleasure to see ye again.” He knew the wretched pirate? How was it Coire could maintain such composure. The man was the devil incarnate. And her despicable bastard uncle was openly ready to double-cross him.
“Pleasure is not what I give, ’tis what I take, Fletcher.” Dread’s gravelly voice cut her to shreds. Her knee bounced to the staccato beat of a scared rabbit’s heart, and she was scared.
“I had ye pegged for a smarter man, Graer.” Coire shook his head as if disappointed in a misbehaving son. “Crossing one pirate with another? That’s how enemies are made.”
“I dinna care who gets the guns to Taylough, just as long as they get there. But I winna pay a scoundrel before the delivery is made.”
“Verra well, but I require more coin.”
Graer sneered as he straightened in his seat. “To cross the Sound of Jura?”
It was then Treva noticed Jonesy had his pistol trained upon her uncle under the table. That left little doubt Graer’s man was doing the same, aiming at Coire. She squeezed her eyes shut and sent a quick prayer for the tension to relent. Her spine might snap from the intensity as it was.
“’Twould be a small thing for my men to relieve Captain Fletcher of his burdens.” Dread’s gaze made a trek to her, landed on Jonesy, slid to Jonesy’s lap, back to Treva, before settling back onto Coire, all in the space of a swallow.
“So would dumping the cargo into the sea.” Coire leaned in just enough to ensure his next words were taken in stark sincerity. “I’ve a faster ship and better, agreeable relations than my…counterpart. Do ye think it wise to cross me now, MacDougall? Makes little difference to me if yer weaponry makes it into the hands of the rebels.”
Graer scratched at his graying beard, snarling as if he’d eaten a rotting egg. “Seven pounds more, payable today.”
“Ten. That’s a day’s wage for each of my men.”
“Ye allow him to exploit ya.” Dread’s loathing permeated like a sick odor.
“Hold yer tongue, Dread. I’ve another mission that will slake yer need for bloodthirst and fill yer strongbox.”
“Assuming I’m interested in yer war games.” Dread leaned his shoulder against the wall. The shadows shrouded most of him again, but Treva felt his gaze boring into her. She calculated the distance to the front door, the obstacles to get there. She just might make it if this meeting soured. Ah, why could she not control her racing heart?
“Angus is already in Taylough awaiting yer arrival. He will have the rest of yer payment.”
“And he will be dead if he does not,” Coire interjected.
Treva could keep her silence no more. “Do ye think it wise to send arms to Taylough whilst the British camp at the port?”
Graer turned his steely stare upon her for the second time since she sat. “Ye speak when not spoken to?”
“Be rest assured I winna waste my words upon ye.” Another set of eyes fell upon her. She dare not look at him. “I have knowledge that English companies are occupying every port on Cumbrae.”
“And I say they’re not. Angus would have sent word.” Graer turned away, refusing once more to acknowledge her existence. “Ye leave straightaway, captain. We must get the weapons to Taylough as soon as possible while we are at an advantage. I’ll send Rupert with yer coin within the hour.”
Coire pulled his gaze away from her. “I’ll weigh anchor as soon as the delivery is made. About, Miss MacDougall. She—”
“Is no concern of mine. I’ve no use for two-faced rubbish.”
The dirty, disgraceful, vile arse. Had Dread not frozen her in place, she’d drive her fist into her uncle’s ugly face.

THIS MEETING WAS not at all going as planned. He hadn’t entirely been surprised by Graer’s scheme. In Coire’s line of work, he didna trust anyone to follow through with what they promised. ’Twas good practice to have an upper hand with all business dealings. He’d have no problem with selling the guns to the next highest bidder. Nor would he think twice about dumping the cargo in the sound just to make a lasting point.
Graer bringing Dread to the table was a bad move. The Scot was all too ready to dismiss Coire without pay. He had ensured Coire would not do business with the man again. ’Twas an insult and one he would not forget.
He also wasna surprised by Dread’s willingness to take on Coire and his men—pirate brethren or not. Dread’s vague threats only underscored he hadn’t liked how much activity Kelpie was being hired out for, that there was lucrative business dealings besides extortions and menacing. Coire had encroached on his playground.
What had surprised him were the reactions of both men to Treva. Dread hardly paid mind to the men at the table, his predator-like gaze devouring her. Just as he was now while swirling his whiskey in his cup. She refused to look his direction and kept her head down during most of the conversation. Graer had spat out what sparse words he had of and for her, accusing her of being traitorous. All the more reason Coire was suspicious of the lady’s intentions.
But he was a man of his word and would see her to her destination. “She’s a MacDougall and needs passage to Oban,” Coire said. “As a member of the clan, I would hope ye could make sure that happened.”
“And I dinna claim her as a part of the clan. There’s no one in Oban who’ll have her.”
The lass fairly bristled with the slur. “Duncan—”
“Isna there. She can whore herself to Oban.”
What in God’s name had she done?
“I’ll take her.” Dread downed the rest of the contents of his mug. “I have a favor to return to the lass.”
Treva exploded from her seat and darted for the door, startling everyone. Jonesy began to rise but Coire put a hand upon his arm to stay him. ’Twas not their problem. Only he didna really feel that way. Especially not after Dread nodded to one of his lackeys across the room to follow her. He had seen her sheer fear of Dread. Now it was clear he was the reason she didna want to come to Scarba. What had the scoundrel done to make the feisty woman so terrified she’d bolt as if she were on fire?
Coire cursed to himself. He couldna leave her to Dread.
Graer chuckled into his mug. “A fair riddance.” The comment was spoken under his breath but Coire heard him well enough. And it annoyed him. He was all too ready to bid the same to the arse.
“If we’re done here…” Coire got to his feet. “I’ll expect yer man with payment within the hour, MacDougall.” The warning not to cross him wasna necessary, but he did it anyway.
Graer grunted and tipped his chin. “He’ll be there.”
Coire nodded to Dread and took his leave.
Outside, he scanned the street to determine the lass’s route. “I suspect Captain Dread will interfere with the rest of this commission,” he said as Jonesy came up beside him. “Get back to the ship handsomely and make sure all provisions are loaded and the men ready to sail. We weigh anchor as soon as we have Graer’s coin.”
“But what of Miss MacDougall? We can’t—”
Jonesy’s interest in Treva also annoyed Coire. He had practiced incredible self-control in not lopping the man’s arm off with his cutlass as he escorted her from the ship. He was practically preening himself on having the smile and ear of the beauty. It certainly hadn’t helped Coire’s mood. “I’ll find her. Now go.”
Jonesy hesitated. He wanted to do the search himself, but he wisely turned on his heel and headed towards the docks.
There wasna much on this Godforsaken island and it didna take Coire long to find her. He rounded a corner to find her doing a fine job at struggling against Dread’s lackey. But she seemed more like a frightened rabbit flopping violently in the jaws of a hound than a calculating wildcat. Especially after he twisted her arm and she dropped the sgian dubh she’d been clutching. She escaped a step or two before he caught her by the arm. Whether she meant to or not, the heel of her shoe met with his shin. The blighter hissed and used the back of his hand across her face.
Something hot and rabid ruptured inside Coire.
He clamped down on the maggot’s shoulder, spun him around, and hammered his fist into his face until his knuckles stung and blood poured freely. An easy feat, overcoming the wretch. Yet Coire used more force than necessary to subdue him. He shoved the lackey back where he smacked against the side of a building and crumpled to the dusty ground.
Treva launched into Coire’s arms, clinging to his coat sleeves. “Please, please, Fletcher! I beg of you! Take me with you, wherever you go. Dump me into the sea. I dinna care. Just dinna leave me here.”
She trembled in his embrace. He marveled at how vulnerable she was in that moment, how she placed that vulnerability into his hands. And how he was driven to shelter her from all that made her anything less than the spitfire that was her. He realized he’d been rubbing the curves and hollows of her back to comfort her. Mercy, she felt good in his arms.
“Come. It’s not safe here.”
Treva’s tear-stained face turned up, imploring. “To yer ship?”
“Aye.”
He hadn’t planned to take her with him. But there was no way in hell he could leave her. And that wobbly smile nearly undid him.
They quietly made their way back to Kelpie. On board, the tension in her shoulders visibly released. What had Dread done to the lass? He wasna sure he wanted to know. He might feel obligated to do something rash and avoidable. ’Twas fortunate Graer’s man, Rupert, had shown shortly after they had boarded to forestall him.
With new coin in the strongbox, the Kelpie set sail. Treva had perched herself on the rail, keenly watching the crew working the ratlines and sheets. When she spotted him coming off the ladder from the helm, she hopped up and rushed to him.
“Ye’ve been my savior once again, captain.” Her gaze hit the deck and her brow pinched. Strange that he had the urge to rub away the offending crease. And that annoyed him anew. Verra soon, all these irritations were going to turn him into a churlish barnacle. “But I implore ye to heed my warning. The British will be in Taylough.”
Coire had been there once before. He knew it to be a place of Jacobite sympathizers. The chasm in his suspicion of her grew ever wider. “What makes ye certain?”
“I—I heard things during my stay on Man.”
“Did ye now?”
She nodded rather emphatically. “Word had it the English knew there were rebels gathering there for a possible revolt or kidnapping.”
“And one of yer guards freely gave ye this information?” Unlikely.
She shrugged, completely avoiding an answer.
“Well, our contact is in Taylough and Taylough is where we go.” But if she were right, his ship and crew would be in peril. He would proceed with extreme caution.
“The rebels in Oban could use the ammunition.”
Again with Oban. “Why is it ye really want to get to Oban?”
Treva was careful to maintain a direct look. It crossed his mind that she purposely leveled her green eyes in a way that demanded acceptance of her words. “’Tis home. I’ve family there.”
“And yet Graer said otherwise and would have nothing to do with ye. Why is that?”
“Bah! That cold-gutted, verminous, sodden murderer.”
Coire’s eyebrows shot up.
“My uncle abdicated me from the clan.”
The lass didna make sense. “But ye just said you have family in Oban.”
“Not everyone disowned me. Besides, Graer is a bonnet laird, not a clan chief.” She jeered. “Still, he managed to turn most of my clan against me, accusing me of being a loyalist and responsible for the English’s arrival burning our fields, among other lies.”
“Lies… Is that a clan trait?”
Treva turned and strolled to the railing. For a moment, Coire became hypnotized by the way the wind ruffled through her hair, her pert nose, and pouty lips that parted on a heavy, defeated sigh. “’Tis self-preservation.” She graced him with a quick glance. “Comes with being reckless.”
“All right. But ye aren’t telling the whole tale.”
She stared at him for a long moment, as if gauging how much to reveal. He expected nothing less than all of it. ’Twould bring him no comfort at all to cast her to her enemies because she withheld information.
“Duncan, my cousin, he is to lead an uprising. I must stop him.”
“Stop him? Graer said he wasna in Oban.”
“I canna believe that cutthroat.”
More like she refused. Her cousin was already on the move. Coire sensed that was a truth. Graer wouldna have offered the information on so little knowledge of why she headed to a place she’d been exiled from. “So ye suggest I sell my cargo to yer cousin’s allies.” What was she about?
“More ammunition and guns winna stop the massacre that will befall them. But ye canna deny ’twould be a boon to amass more weaponry for a better time. They were to go to rebels, anyhow.”
“Ye’d steal from yer uncle.” Perhaps her pirate ancestry flowed strong in her blood.
“’Twould never replace what he has stolen from me.” She didna say this to him and he didna think she meant for him to hear, either.
“Capt’n! Ship ho! Three points off the starboard quarter.”
What? A ship already? They hadna been under sail for more than a half-glass. Coire looked to the man in the topsail and followed the direction of his arm. The Damned Jewel. Dread’s ship. Sod it all.
“Looks like you were right.” Jonesy sidled up beside him and handed him a spyglass.
Coire sighted in upon the approaching ship, scanning the deck for her captain. And there the bloody bastard was, gripping the railing near the bow and staring forward as if steering the Jewel by sheer will. “Suppose he wants to make it clear who rules these waters.”
“Should we make ready the guns?”
Coire glanced around for the now absent lass. He found her several paces back, using the mast as a shield. Poor girl screwed her eyes shut, her lips moving in what appeared to be silent prayers. He vowed to find out what her story was with the blackguard. “Nay,” he said to Jonesy. “He knows we’re a floating powder keg. He’d gain nothing by blowing us from the water. More likely he means to board us. Take our ship and cargo…by force.”
Jonesy scoffed. “Let him try.”
“We’ll give him a fine chase.” He slapped shut the spyglass and spun on his heel. “Mr. Shaw, get sail on her!”




Chapter Five
A
FINE CHASE he did give Dread. A fine but short one. ’Twas his damned luck that an English frigate appeared ahead of them on the horizon. Kelpie would soon be caught between the two. Add to that, the southwestern winds were becoming more blustery. A storm was brewing. Coire had to give careful consideration to how he was going to get them out of this. To the east, the mainland. Scarba to the west. But just below Scarba was the Gulf of Corryvreckan. A possible way out, but not ideal given the extreme dangers of the pass.
“We can tack across toward the mainland,” Jonesy suggested.
“And what?” Mr. Shaw tossed out his hands, shaking his head as if it were a ludicrous idea. Which it was. “Hope the English dinna see us?”
A boom resonated the moment before a splash off the port quarter.
“Dread.” Coire seethed through clenched teeth.
Mr. Shaw joined him in a hearty curse.
“What the devil is he doing?” Jonesy gripped a ratline and leaned over the rail to regard the pirate ship gaining speed.
Coire calculated their position again. “He’s ensuring we sail into the gulf.”
“Can we make it?” Jonesy looked up to the sails and then to the English frigate advancing to the mouth of the narrow strait between Scarba and Jura islands.
“We can. Though we stand a better chance engaging with the Royal Navy.” He nodded to his first mate. “Give the orders, Mr. Shaw.”
“Hands to braces!” Mr. Shaw marched across the deck giving orders.
“I don’t understand,” Jonesy said. “Wouldn’t the gulf provide us with the best escape?”
Redd joined them, offering an opinion shared by most Scottish sailors. “Not unless ye are a master sailor.”
Treva had edged closer, her expression needled with earnest. “There’s a monster in the water and it will gnash and swallow us whole.”
Jonesy frowned. “You all right, Miss MacDougall?” He reached out as if to touch the darkening bruise upon her cheek but thought better of it. “You did take a mighty hit.”
He almost felt sorry for Jonesy. Though she took the insinuation that she was but a delicate flower well, by the dip in her frown, she found offense in his remark.
“This strait, even on the calmest of days, has taken countless lives, mostly those who are unschooled and foolish enough to cross here with nary a consideration.” She turned her dour gaze upon Coire. “Are yer men capable, Captain Fletcher? Or are ye committing us to death?”
“I’m familiar with the maelstrom, lass.” He couldn’t help the smirk creeping up the corner of his mouth any more than he could let her challenge go unanswered. “We’ve Dread on our aft, the English hunting traitors on our bow. Would one of those options suit ye better?”
Trepidation flickered upon her expression, but she held firm. “Knowledge of the water doesna mean ye can navigate it.”
“Then we shall hope for the best.” He’d been caught in many a terrible storm in the West Indies, including one where the ship had broken apart. Not all had survived, may they rest in peace. He hoped that experience would be on his side this afternoon.
Jonesy stared out at the strait. “It doesn’t look to be a danger.”
“Trust me, ’tis,” Redd said, rubbing at the back of his neck.
The whitecaps spreading out over the surface did indeed appear harmless from this distance. But looks could be deceiving. The woman facing Coire proved it.
The ship canted to the left as she took in the wind to yaw into the gulf.
“What is that sound?” Jonesy asked. Several other crewmen made their way to the gunwale, drawn by the roar they could now hear.
“The maelstrom.” His flat tone had several men glancing over their shoulders wondering if they should be worried. And they should. The water wasna slack but instead churning.
“Heaven help us.” Treva backed away until she bumped into Coire. He gripped her by the arms, holding her flush to him. She rolled her head to peer up at him. Curse it! Now was not the time to be preoccupied by her soft body, kissable lips, and an overwhelming urge to lose himself in her eyes.
Another explosion rent the air, the resulting cannonball splashed just short of Kelpie’s hull.
“Shite!” Coire took the ladder to the helm by twos. The Damned Jewel had already taken an inside path into the channel. Dread was going to force them into the middle of the whirlpool.
“All hands! Back to yer stations!” Men darted to their positions. Orders were rattled off. The crew had handled rough seas, but ’twas clear they were at a loss at what to do. Would be apparent soon enough. Aside from the steady, vigorous winds, the weather was mild. Building storm clouds, darkening with the slow descent of the afternoon sun, wouldna be upon them for a couple of hours. ’Twas misleading. Treva had darted to the gunwale and when she turned her gaze upon him, he felt the burden of keeping them all alive settle square and heavy upon his shoulders.
“Do yer damnedest to skirt the edge, Jacob,” he instructed the helmsman.
Kelpie jolted as volley smacked the water mere feet from her hull. And then another, closer still.
“Capt’n!” Mr. Shaw called from the deck below. “The next one’ll send us to hell.”
Dread wouldna strike the ship’s belly. ’Twould be what was expected. Nay, the next hit would be their main mast. Disable his ship and be helpless to the gnashing mouth of the maelstrom. Sod it, he wasna going to let the bugger best him.
“Two points port bow! Make haste!”
Jacob spun the wheel, but Mr. Shaw stalled on following through with bo’sun commands. “We’re sailing into it?”
“Haul off or I’ll have someone else see to it.”
Mr. Shaw’s back straightened with Coire’s harsh tone. “Aye, sir!”
Treva scampered up the ladder calling his name as she went. “Are ye mad? That thing will tear us apart.”
“Hold yer tongue, Miss MacDougall. I’ve no use for objections.” He jostled past her, ignoring the drop of her jaw, to watch the current patterns. They swirled and roiled very much like a cauldron for which the whirlpool was named. ’Twas daunting. He never claimed to be a good captain. Hell, he’d only had the title for a few months. He’d have to rely on instinct and pray that was enough.
Kelpie dipped hard as she entered the grinding tidal surges and curls. Coire had to grip the railing to stay on his feet. Treva had slammed into the gunwale beside him to keep from falling. For a split second, he thought to order her below deck for her safety. But ’twould be folly. She’d not do as she was told, and if the ship broke apart, ’twouldn’t matter.
The ship’s stern began to slide out to the starboard quarter. They were losing control to the twisting swells. An oily feeling of helplessness sickened him.
“Hard to larboard! Hard to larboard!” He shot to the port side. “Keep her turned into the slide!”
Shouts and orders bellowed out over the thunderous din of angry water. Crew raced here and there to keep the canvases crowded. The jostling of the ship had the men swaying and grasping anything to maintain upright. Sea spray whipped across the gunwales and rained down, dampening the decks.
Kelpie careened unexpectedly to the right, nearly turning the keel up. The force threw Treva off her feet. She screamed out as she tumbled up and over the gunwale.
“Treva!”
Coire dove to the side where she hung on to the railing, her fingers losing purchase from the wet wood. He grabbed her wrists just as she let go and yanked as the ship rolled back. They flopped back to the deck, the unforgiving planks biting into his shoulder and spine.
Christ! His heart had stopped. He wasna sure it had started beating again. Not until she squirmed against him and her knee dug into his groin. Then he couldna breathe.
“Are ye okay?” He untangled them and helped her to stand.
The narrow escape from a watery grave had stolen her tongue, but she nodded.
“Below deck. Now!” He was harsher than he intended, but damn all, he couldn’t coddle her whilst the bloody ship was in danger of becoming one with the sea.
Thankfully the lass did as bade.
Kelpie continued her backward spin. He jabbed a finger toward Jacob. “Steady larboard!”
“I’m trying, Capt’n!” Jacob’s face was stained red from the exertion, his arms trembling, as he hung onto the wheel.
Coire gripped the wheel, too, to help. His eyes burned from the brine of sea spray blasting into their faces. He squeezed his lids shut, fighting the urge to swipe at them. Within seconds, his muscles protested against the strain. And still the ship spun. The moments ticked off with stunning clarity as they skated sideways through the surge. To his horror, they were now facing the opposite direction. Swells battered against the vessel relentlessly, the drumming was deafening. The sails flapped as the change of the wind’s direction emptied them. They were at the mercy of the crushing, rolling, lurching currents.
“Hard to starboard!”
Jacob nodded and together they spun the wheel into the swell. “Dinna let go!” Grunting and wrestling the resistance, all seemed hopeless. Kelpie succumbed to the pull and was now facing forward once more.
They had mere seconds to make the spin work in their favor. “Pack the sails! Pack the sails!”
Wind bloated the sheets and Kelpie, though pitching side to side, vaulted forward. By what Coire could only assume was the sheer grace of God, the maelstrom spit them out on the other side.
Cheers rang out when Kelpie sailed into the glassy waters of a calm current.
They made it. Coire’s sigh of relief was deep. Perish and plague, they made it.
Jacob cupped his shoulder. “Ya did it, capt’n. Ya saved us all.”
Had he? There was little choice.
He searched the horizon behind them for his enemies. Dread had not fully crossed the gulf. The English frigate hovered on the other side. They would not be beleaguered by either. ’Twas good. Coire needed respite after the harrowing ride through the whirlpool.
“Set a southwestern heading, Jacob. As night falls, switch course to Colonsay.”
“Aye, sir.”
The setting sun was an advantage, as was the approaching storm. He had no reason to not presume Dread would follow. In fact, he was certain Dread would think they would sail around Jura and continue on to their Taylough destination. Visibility would be nigh impossible with the darkness and rain. The bugger would not expect Kelpie to seek shelter for the duration of the squall in one of the Colonsay’s coves. But first, they needed to put distance between them.
He climbed down the ladder and was greeted with whoops and slaps upon his back. He was quick to remind the men they had a hand in keeping the ship afloat. “One man alone canna man a ship.”
After the brief celebration, ’twas back to work. “We’ll drink deep tonight, lads. Till then, man yer stations.”
A stout drink was what he needed now. He turned to go below deck only to find Treva leaning against the hatch’s threshold. She looked like a wet, drowned cat, water dripping from the ends of her hair. But, damn all, if she didna take his breath away. Her damp clothes hugged all the right places, as did her grin.
Suddenly aware that the others might be ogling the beauty the way he did, he took her by the arm and guided her down the companionway to his cabin.
She spun to face him as soon as the door latched closed. “Ye’ve proven you are capable, Captain Fletcher.”
Oh, it was too good a comment to pass up. “Never doubt it, lass.” He crowded into her space enough he had to peer down into her artful eyes. Green on green. The mossy shades blended darker to the center. Such a curious find. His tone dropped to a coarse timber. “I am capable at many things…Treva.”
Her pupils expanded. “Yes, well, I’m duly impressed with yer skills.”
“Ah…that, I have, too.” He toyed with her. Hell if he knew why. He could only determine ’twas because his blood still rushed through his veins from the maelstrom. And from the rise and fall of her chest, her blood thrummed, too. A drink. That was what he needed. Well, no, he needed to relieve the pressure building at his crotch. But he wouldna take advantage of the situation. Not now. He rolled in his bottom lip and bit it, muscling up the will to not kiss her senseless.
Coire stepped back, marched to the shelves, and plucked out a bottle of whiskey.
“Once again, find myself thanking ye for saving my life.” Disappointment infused her tone. Was it because he did not kiss her or that she felt indebted to him? He’d be content with no kiss being the reason. He wanted her to desire him as much as he desired her. Some small part of him wanted to turn the table on her, let her know he could shield himself from her coquettish ploys.
He poured her a drink and handed it to her. “It has become a habit,” he teased.
“One I am unaccustomed to. I have needed rescuing more these last two days than my entire life. ’Tis hard to accept when I’ve always had to save myself.”
Damn. Her disappointment wasna because he didna kiss her.
She sank down into a chair. “I canna imagine what would have become of me if ye hadn’t been there.” Her voice trembled as if she just realized she was not invincible.
He sat in a chair across from her. “A prison escape into the sea, the Royal Navy finding ye in my cabin, fleeing from Dread, and nearly falling overboard into a maelstrom, ’tis quite a lot for anyone.”
“And ye have been there each time.”
“So I have.” He shrugged. “Ye’re a resourceful one. Ye would’ve found a way to survive.”
“I will repay ye somehow.” In no way had she meant it in a physical manner. And that surprised him. As wily as she was, he assumed she would use her body to bring her on equal footing. ’Twas what he expected. All women used coition to get their way. He’d fallen victim to it enough when he was younger to recognize it. But that wasna what she was doing. There was grit and perhaps a little sadness behind her words.
He was about to break one of his own rules: get to know more about her.
“Tell me about Dread. Why are ye so afraid of him but of no one else?”

NO ONE KNEW her secret. Not even Duncan. If no one knew, it could never be used against her. But the way Coire asked, pointed, yet sincere, roused her to want to tell him her story. Could she gain a sympathetic ally?
She swirled the liquor in her cup and heaved a fortifying breath. “It wasna long after my parents’ death, I was forced from our croft, thanks to Graer.” She added that last bit with years-worth of sour rancor. “I was ten and two when I was put on a boat to seek out distant clansmen in Kilmartin, hoping that I wouldna be turned away.” Her uncle had told enough lies no one in Oban would take her in.
“I dinna understand.”
“Graer has never cared for me. I’m his brother’s daughter…by the woman he loved. I remember him coming by the house often when my da was not around. Mama had once told me she felt bad for him, that he had no woman to care for him. She’d feed him, was always kind to him, though she grew weary of his visits. And then there was a big quarrel between Da and Graer. Soon after, my parents were found dead. ’Twas thought Da killed Mama out of anger, dishonoring him with Graer. I know better. I know Graer was behind their deaths, but I have no way to prove it.”
By God, if she could, Treva would see her uncle hang a hundred times over for what he’d done. The older she became, the more she came to terms with the fact there was nothing she could do. She’d waste no more hate or anger on her uncle. ’Twouldn’t bring her family back, anyhow. So, he simply didna exist in her mind.
“He’s a bastard. Someday, he’ll get his, lass. Fate has a way of striking back.”
She chuckled without humor. “To fate.” She raised her cup.
Coire, too, lifted his mug and together they quaffed their drinks. She cringed as the whiskey burned down her throat. Ah, but the fire tasted good and was just what she needed to continue with her tale.
“A terrible storm in the middle of the night had the crew taking shelter in an inlet of Scarba. I’d never been on a boat, it was terrifying—the relentless waves battering us, the howling wind, the snapping and creaking as if the boat would splinter apart at any moment. And the tossing…I was so sick.” It had been the worst feeling. Afraid the boat would sink and she’d be too sick to do anything to save herself. And that was only the beginning. “’Twas in the dark hours before the weather cleared. But then the real nightmare began. Dread and a band of his men had rowed out to board the boat while most of us slept. I awoke to him hovering over me.”
The memory was so vivid. He was inches from her face, his grin more vile and evil than anything she’d ever witnessed. Even the dark seemed to be frightened of him, not daring to touch him with shadows. Her heart had lodged in her throat blocking her scream.
“What have we here?” He cocked his head as he leered. “What’s yer name, lass?”
His gravelly voice pricked her into a shaky answer. “Treva MacDougall, sir.”
“Treva, eh? A ripe morsel, are ye?”
He ripped the blanket she held tight to her chest from her. “Aye. Ripe, ye be. The lads will find many a use for ye.” He bent closer still, his rancid breath smothered her and his lips curled into a ghastly grin. “When I’m done with ye.”
He grabbed her arms, pulling her upright. She had found her voice, screaming with all she had, desperately trying to fight him. The more she thrashed the harder he held her. But she struggled against him anyway. He struck her so hard the tang of blood coated her tongue. All went white for a moment, and then the sharp pain followed, bringing tears to her eyes.
He hit her again, spouting curses and calling her nasty names. She couldn’t get her bearings, struggled to stay awake. Was vaguely aware he had ripped her clothing. Oh God, he was going to rape her. Terror slammed into her chest. She scratched at his face, shrieking, as he tried to bunch up her skirts.
Shouts and clamoring broke out somewhere else on the ship. A loud thud slammed against the cabin door. The racket had stalled him just enough for her to snatch at the sgian dubh at his waist. It happened so quickly. The knife had little resistance as it punctured through flesh. He bellowed, grabbing at his crotch and buckling to the floorboards.
Half-blind from horror and swirling darkness, she fled, crashed into the door and flung it open. In that moment, she flinched at the gunshot blasting through the companionway. A pirate crumbled at her feet. The sailor who had fired the shot helped her over the dead man. ’Twas like a terrible dream she wasna quite living—running topside, metal clashing against metal, shouts, guns discharging. She slipped on the wet deck, falling to her hands and knees. ’Twasn’t from the rain. ’Twas blood. Blood from a sailor not much older than she who lay dead, staring wide-eyed at her. She scampered back, fighting the rise of bile in her stomach.
The ship jolted. Someone had cut the anchor, sails unfurled. By the looks of the skirmish going on around her, the sailors were regaining control. The pirates were jumping overboard.
She spotted her wretched attacker at the boat’s railing. Wet stains darkened down the leg of his breeches. He swayed, clearly suffering immeasurable pain. But his deranged stare bore straight through her.
“I will hunt and kill ye, little girl.” His strained warning was a promise she fully believed. He smiled broad and true just before he stepped back off the railing and disappeared. She couldn’t take a full breath. What was wrong with her? He was gone and she still couldn’t fill her lungs.
Warmth enveloped her hand. She blinked hard to clear her vision, unaware that tears had welled in her eyes.
“’Tis all right, Treva. Breathe. Look at me. Breathe.”
Coire had squatted before her and was holding her hand. He seemed…concerned. She hadn’t realized she’d been trembling until he rubbed her arm.
“He’s not here. He canna hurt you.”
“I…I…haven’t had a restful night since. I know he will make good on his promise.”
“Nay, lass.” He reached up to swipe a stray tear with the pad of his thumb. “I winna let that happen.”
Confused, she searched his face. Why? Why would he say such a thing? “Nay. Dinna say things ye dinna mean.”
He dropped his head, and her heart crushed. She knew better than to think he cared enough to honor his vow. She had not met a man that could keep his word. Even Da had disappointed her. He broke his promise of always protecting her and Mama. But then Coire looked up. His blues were a stormy blend of doubt and wonder.
“I canna say what will happen tomorrow, in a fortnight, or a year from now, but while ye are with me, Dread winna harm you.”
A promise he could keep. Nothing more, nothing less. Treva knew then he was the closest she’d ever come to an honorable man.
What was this strange feeling? Aye, from nearly the moment she met him, she wanted Coire, wanted to lie with him, moan his name. She was drawn to his prowess and his wolfish grace. But she didna expect to feel this…this exposed.
He moved her in ways she couldn’t describe. ’Twas scary but exciting, too. Like riding a pony full speed down a steep hillside. She thrived on risk. He was a risk worth taking. “I want to kiss ye.”
He shifted his weight to sit on his knees; he hadn’t expected her to say that. The corner of his mouth curled. “For saving yer life?”
“Nay.” She slid from her seat before him. “Because I want to.”
Slowly his lingering gaze upon her mouth rose to meet hers. “I winna stop you.”
“Thank God.” Treva cupped her hand to his cheek. The stubble scratching her palm was delicious. His jaw clenched, the muscles contracting beneath her touch. Her fingers slid into his long chestnut-honey hair at the back of his neck. The length of it tickled and brushed down her arm. A lifetime could have passed as she wandered in the cornflower blues of his eyes.
His tongue licked his bottom lip and she couldna keep her taut need at bay any longer. Treva pulled him in for her kiss. Lips soft and giving were just what she longed for on lonely nights. Lips like Coire’s were something she wished to wake up to…someday, though she doubted she’d ever settle into a quiet life. But now, at this very moment, here with an enticing pirate, her lust of his flesh quashed sweet and dreamy.
She pressed harder against his mouth, twined her arms around his neck. Clutching her waist, he gathered her closer. Their tongues met in fervent union, a dance of exploration. Just as with their first kiss, she drowned in him, losing all sense of surrounding.
Treva wanted to touch him, run her hands over his bare skin. She couldn’t think beyond ridding him of his tunic. Grappling with the fabric while refusing to leave his mouth for even a breath proved difficult. He ripped it over his head and his mouth collided with hers again. Her palms skated over his shoulders and back, mapping out the solid, heated planes. Down her hands slid until they dipped into the valley below his waistband.
Coire growled into the kiss, gripped a handful of hair at her nape, and yanked her head back. He devoured her throat, laying waste to any shred of caution she might have had if she were a proper lady. Treva arched into him, giving him better access. Her breasts rubbed against his chest. She hadn’t been prepared for the bundles of shock shooting to her core as the damp cloth of her dress abraded her nipples.
He slipped a hand into her bodice, gently kneading her breast until he freed her. Cool air was quickly replaced by his wet, warm mouth. Heaven help her. Coire suckled, licked, and grazed his teeth upon her nipple whilst his other hand plied her other breast. Soon, with a little writhing and help from roaming hands, she, too, was bare from the waist up. Sweat sheened her forehead, her panting was nearly as quick as her racing heart.
She was wilting in a haze of desire, desperate to be led further into celestial sin. Treva had to have him. Now. She shoved him back to the floorboards and hiked up her skirt to straddle him. Whilst still stunned by her sudden action, she gripped his face with both hands and kissed him hard. Only the need to suck in breath drew her away. And then she became focused on untying his breeches.
The cabin door swung open.
“Capt’n.”
Treva froze, didna dare turn around at the sound of Jonesy’s voice.
Coire shot daggers over her shoulder. “Get. Out.”
“Uh, um, ’pologies.” The door clicked closed.
An uneasy feeling settled within her. Jonesy was a nice fellow. He’d been trying so hard to be a gentleman. But the captain had her eye, not him. And that made her feel bad.
Coire expelled an agitated sigh. “I’m verra sorry.” He rolled her off, lifted her bodice to cover her, and helped her to her feet.
“I’m only sorry that ye want us to stop.” With the hand not holding up her dress, she brushed aside the hair in his eyes. The impulse was too much, perhaps too intimate.
He grasped her by the wrist. “I dinna want to stop, lass.”
“Then let’s not.”




Chapter Six
A
LOW CHUCKLE rumbled from his throat. “Ye are a bold woman.”
“Ye only live once, Coire, and what a short life ’tis.”
His amusement reshaped, as if he sobered. A darkness fell upon him. One she recognized. And shared. Base, honest, raw.
She dropped her hold on her bodice and let the fabric fall. But he didna look down at what she offered.
His nod was near imperceptible. “’Tis a verra short life indeed. I’m eager to savor my good fortune.” He yanked her flush to him. Skin to skin, her breasts mashed against his hard chest. She didna wait for his next move but he met her kiss with an open mouth.
Treva couldna get close enough to him. Any hairsbreadth between them was a chasm.
Without breaking the connection, they twisted and stumbled but soon she was on her back in his bed reveling in the weight of him, in how he caressed her breasts. The sensations he created thickened the potent fog once more. She explored every inch of him she could reach, committing his back, shoulders, and waist with her hands to memory as if she were a blind woman. But she fell short, unable to touch him in equally tantalizing parts of his body. And taste. She had to taste him. She broke the kiss in favor of his neck. Salty, masculine, heady.
Coire pushed back on his fists. Confidence budded within her as his gaze feasted upon her. “Beautiful.”
She skimmed a finger down the rippling ridges from his chest to his navel. “Beautiful,” she answered.
“I want the rest of you naked.”
“Ye first.” Twasn’t out of modesty. Nay, she simply wanted to admire him before the power of desire overcame them.
Coire got to his knees with a devilish smirk and slipped his breeches off his hips down to his thighs.
Treva swallowed…hard. His shaft nestled in a crisp thatch stood out thick and stiff. Spellbound, she reached for him. His whole body became rigid as she touched him, tested the weight of him, stroked his velvet smooth length. He sucked in breath through his teeth. She glanced up to his pained, curious expression staring back at her.
Driven by an erratic pulse, she brought her tongue to the tip of him to capture the bead of moisture there. Never had she ever tasted a man this way, but suddenly she wanted to devour him. She slipped him into her mouth, wrapped her lips around him. Treva wasna sure what she was to do next, but she loved hearing his raspy curse and throaty moan. She withdrew, dragging her tongue along the underside of him. Coire’s breath hitched, his shaft twitched. Aye, she loved eliciting his response. She did it again, taking him further into her mouth and licking him as she pulled back. And then again. His sounds, they goaded her. She gripped him tighter, sucked faster. His hand cupped the back of her head, his fingers gripping her hair, and he guided her pace. But when she moaned, he abruptly tugged her away.
“Ye do much more of that, love, and this’ll be over too soon. Lie back.”
She wasna ready to stop, but by his randy, dark expression there was more good things to come. He stalked up her body to snare her mouth, momentarily distracting her until his hand roved across her hip and veered between her legs. Acute sensitivity perforated from her center as his fingers buried into her downy mound and dipped into her folds. Heaven above, she lost her faculties as he expertly slid inside only to drag her wetness back over her achy nub. He swirled and sank his fingers in again. Each pass, he plunged deeper, rubbed longer. Mind-numbing flutters beat from her crux. She couldn’t return his kiss, unable to perform even the simplest function as he manipulated her to heights she’d never been before. Just as she was about to burst from the inside out, he stopped. She couldn’t be sure, but she may have whimpered.
His gruff voice rasped in her ear. “I canna wait any longer.”
“Nay.” ’Twas a plea, a plea to bring her as close to heaven as any sinner could reach.
Coire settled between her thighs. The tip of his shaft wedged at her entrance. Anticipation of him penetrating her drove her mad. But then he pierced her with a searing stare she felt all the way to her heart. She couldna look away, he held her suspended between unknown passion and a secret place only he could take her.
Captive in his eyes, he entered her slowly, allowing for her to adjust to his generous size.
“Lass…so good.”
’Twas all she could do to swallow. No man had taken time to relish the prelude of joining with her like this. This felt…amazing. She bit upon her lower lip at how he filled her. Treva tilted her hips up as he seated himself as far as he could go. He eased nearly all the way out and slid back in, setting a deliberate pace. The leisurely friction was tormenting. She gripped his arse cheeks, encouraging him to pick up momentum. Otherwise, she might perish from going insane.
Coire pumped faster. Skin slapped against skin. Musk of their union mingled in her quickened breaths. She abandoned his arse to plant her palms on the wall behind her head to keep from slamming into it as he plunged into her. Treva met him thrust for thrust, needing him to take her to the very edge of existence. More, she had to have more of him, crawl inside him, be one with him.
Rocking, bumping, they ground together. Higher she soared. Unable to see past the cloud of desire, she finally closed her eyes. Treva spiraled, her center bunched tight. Like kindling catching fire, she exploded.
Coire captured her scream in a fierce kiss as he continued to pound into her. He broke away mere heartbeats later and withdrew. The corded sinew in his neck clenched upon his release, his groan echoed through the cabin. ’Twas the most sensual thing she’d ever heard.
Her body rained down like embers into a sanguine repose. Coire collapsed beside her on the paltry mattress. He tucked her into him. Sticky sweet, she nestled into his chest.
His fingers drew circles upon the curvature of her back spreading blissful shivers in their wake. “Mo sionnach àlainn,” he whispered.
His beautiful fox? If she hadna already lost her head over Coire, she was gone now. It didna matter what the future held for her, for him. All that mattered was this moment.
“Thank ye…for showing me what…this…can be like.”
His circles stalled. “Pleasure is to be given. And ye gave well.” He sat up, kissed her soundly, and left the bed.
“I’m needed topside.” He handed her a rag from the wash basin to clean up evidence of their coupling. “We must find a place to ride out the coming storm.”
“I understand.” Though she would rather remain wrapped in his protective arms, revel in the unfamiliar peace she found there, she couldna expect him to stay.
He stuffed himself back into his trousers, watching her. She wished she could read his mind. As it was, his expression was guarded. Treva should do the same. Should. Not so easy while lying naked in his bed.
Coire scooped his tunic off the floor. On his way up, he gripped her chin and placed a tender kiss upon her lips. And then he was gone.
His affections were so…personal. Her head reeled, her heart billowed. The void within her felt even more barren with his departure. ’Twas startling. Was it possible to be so high in the boughs for someone so quickly? It was. She was.
Coire just may be her biggest risk yet.

THE RAIN FELL in heavy, wayward sheets, the wind boisterous. Kelpie found shelter in a small Colonsay cove to ride out the storm. Coire stood at the rail as the ship bobbed and jounced on the turbulent surf, mindlessly scanning the island’s black outline against the moody nighttime sky. The cold rain splattering him was refreshing against his heated skin. But still, it didna wash away the persistent thoughts of the woman he left in his cabin.
She had done something to him. Made him feel differently. She understood a pirate’s life, that there was no promise of tomorrow. That even the next breath was not guaranteed. It saddened him. She shouldn’t know how that feels. More still, the injustice brought on by Graer and Dread against her infuriated him. Infernal scugs. While Graer wasna an immediate threat to Treva, Dread was. Coire had dismissed the way the vile pirate captain had eyeballed her at the tavern. Thinking back, he realized he’d mistaken ogling a fresh, fair lass for overdue retribution. Dread likely would have succeeded had Coire not decided to go after her.
He meant what he said to her. He would protect her from Dread as long as he was able. Hell, if luck smiled upon him, Coire would have an opportunity to kill the unhung, soddin’ wastrel. How many lasses hadn’t escaped him? How many have suffered at his hands? Just the thought had Coire itching to shove his pistol between his deadlights and pull the trigger.
Ah, but he was no fool. Without her hardships, Treva might not be the person she was today. And that connection between them wouldna exist.
Despite her saucy tactics to bed him, it had been clear she shared herself with him in a way she never had with another man. ’Twasn’t just a swive for her. Not for him, either. Every sigh, the taste of cream beneath the brine, the musk hanging in the air, the friction they created seared upon his mind. Whatever became of them, this night, with this woman, he would treasure.
The storm’s temper lulled, but the rain drummed steady. Coire decided to fetch food from the galley. Mr. Shaw sat at the long table cradling his bowl of pottage in the crook of his beefy arm and doing his damnedest to get a spoonful into his mouth without spilling the broth. Coire ladled up his own bowl and sat across from his first mate. The hot, savory gruel chased the chill away, but not the bushy-browed stare of Mr. Shaw.
“Speak yer mind, Mr. Shaw.”
His jowls flapped as his frown deepened. “’Taint me bidness.”
“The lass? Nay, ’tis not.”
“But Jonesy—”
“Will get his head straight.”
“And ye?”
“Have my eyes wide open.”
Mr. Shaw, finding his answer acceptable, nodded. “What next?”
“We sail for Fairlie. The girl is convinced a slaughter awaits rebels in Oban should they follow through with an uprising. We dispatch Redd on shore to secure a courier to relay word by way of Glasgow. And we send Jonesy into Taylough to find Angus.”
“Oban isna our concern. We’re not collectin’ payment for sending word to Oban.”
“Nay, but we winna get any future commissions to get us through the season should we be delayed in our return home if the rebels are squashed now, either.”
“Ye believe what this woman is saying? That the English are there?” His skepticism in Coire’s decisions threaded in his tone. “We’re to get the cargo to the rebels in haste lest we lose our commission.”
“They winna get their arms at all if we’re intercepted by the English or we’re blown to the hereafter. We take what precautions are necessary.” He shoved his empty bowl aside and stood to gather bread and cheese for Treva. “Get us under way by the morning watch. The storm will have passed and we will still have the advantage of the dark hours.”
Jonesy stopped short at the galley threshold upon seeing Coire. His gaze hit the floor and he left without a word. Coire shook his head and put the food in a cloth. The lad had designs for Treva. He didna know what the jack thought he’d accomplish by catching her eye. Was he looking to retire from the sea and settle down with a wife? That’d be good and well, would surely extend his lifespan. But with a woman like Treva? Perhaps, if the right one were to come along. Treva wasna the right one. Not for Jonesy, anyhow.
Coire wasna prepared for what awaited him back in his cabin. She lay sound asleep upon her belly, blunt locks of her mahogany hair falling across her serene face. His sheet covered most of her bare body from the waist down except for one delicate foot. He was as enthralled with her tiny ankle as he was with the rounded mound of her breast pressed against the mattress. He craved to touch every inch of her, hardened at the very idea of it.
He quietly set the food down and settled into a chair with a flask of Caribbean arrack. The Scottish whiskey simply wouldna do now. He twisted the cork out and drank deep. If he wasna careful, he would have to get his head on straight, too.
She snored softly, a small bit of drool dampened his pillow. So deep in slumber, he was willing to wager she’d wake from the best rest she’d had in a long time. He could crow with pride for being the cause of her peace. But a niggling in the back of his mind had him fearful of what that meant.
He pulled a hearty swallow from the bottle. Tonight, he’d drown out that damned niggling voice.

’TWAS JUST AS well the crew kept a wide berth of Coire. The arrack had done its job too well and he was suffering for it even late this morn. Stabbing behind his eyes intensified as he looked to the bright clouds draped high in the sky. Though the sun tried to poke through the overcast, more rain was inevitable, curdling his mood further. He was tired of the damned dreary weather.
He probably woulnda be so snappish if it hadn’t been for the English frigate that had been following them for the last glass. The strait from which they followed them through had been narrow, but since widening and giving way to the sound, the ship continued to tail them. In fact, they were gaining on Kelpie.
Mr. Shaw sidled cautiously up to him. He was the only tar with the ballocks enough to do so when Coire was in a temper. “Cripes, lad, ya smell like ya bathed in arrack. Didya save any for me, ya greedy bastard?”
He glanced at the first mate who wore a lopsided grin. “Not tired of whiskey, are ya?”
“Eh. Like to cleanse me palate with variety, m’ boy.” He shrugged. “But I’m long past the navy dogs plaguing us.” He tipped his scraggly chin to the vessel closing in on their wake. “She’s the same Andrew cornering us up at the Corryvreckan.”
Which confirmed what he’d known all along. “Order the men to prepare for boarding. Keep weapons out of sight but at the ready.”
“Not rollin’ the bones on our luck this time, eh, Capt’n?”
Luck for a pirate was fleeting. “We’re due for a hot fight.”
“Lads are itching for one. ’Tis been an age.”
Lord knew he was, too. Coire had more pent up aggressions than he cared to admit—Graer holding out on him, Dread’s threats, too many months away from his Caribbean home, the Royal Navy beleaguering him like pesky flies, and her. “Keep ’em at bay. We’ve a mission to complete.”
“Aye, Capt’n.” Mr. Shaw strode off to deliver the directives.
Coire searched the ship for Jonesy. The fellow couldna hide from him forever and he finally found him, trying and failing to avoid eye-contact with him. Coire snarled. He was going to have to have a word with him. Something he didna want to do. Nor have the time.
Within a half-glass, the Royal Navy had secured Courser together with Kelpie and armed soldiers were crowding Coire’s ship like vermin.
Coire was familiar enough with the naval captain, having avoided conflict with him and his soldiers in an altercation in months back.
“Welcome aboard, Captain Rush.” He’d shake the man’s hand had he’d meant the greeting. Instead, he rested his hand upon his sword’s hilt hanging from his hip.
“You were Captain Bane’s man,” Rush acknowledged. He studied the crew, the ship, as any wise captain trespassing on an enemy ship should. “You’ve taken over for him, I see.”
“He’s handling his affairs in Skye. And there’s been no more trouble.”
“Yet, just last night, a mutual acquaintance forced you into the Corryvreckan whirlpool. I’d consider that troublesome.”
“Not troublesome when ye consider Captain Dread is a pox to all.”
“True. Seems to me the devil favored you over Dread. I’d be remiss if I didn’t investigate further. Especially since contraband is being shipped to traitors under the nose of the crown.”
Coire spread his arms wide. “No traitors here. We claim no country, being men of the sea.”
“Nevertheless, your ship will be searched.”
“Ye will be disappointed in yer findings.”
Captain Rush gestured for his men to fan out. “For your sake, you better hope so.”
Coire’s crew, seasoned as they were, ignored the slanderous remarks of the soldiers shouldering past. On the surface, the jacks seemed compliant, yielding to a superior power. They were anything but. One sign from Coire and blood would flow swift and thick.
Treva burst through the hatch at a fleet-footed speed and came nose to nose with the naval captain, startling everyone. The lass couldna have stayed in his cabin? Blast it! Coire reached for his cutlass. How readily he was to defend her. He cursed to himself for his impulsive reaction.
“Oh my!” She bowed in deference and kept her head down. “Pardon me, captain.”
“Who’s this?” Rush frowned dubiously.
“A passenger,” Coire rushed to answer. “Needing travel to family of failing health.” Not entirely untrue if Treva was to be believed and her cousin was in danger.
“You accommodate passengers now?”
“I do nothing that doesna come with compensation.” ’Twas hard to imagine a pirate lived by so many verities. And here he was with another honest answer. He will get remuneration for all he has done for Treva. Money, possessions, the next commission, relations with the right people, or a debt to be paid—something would come of this.
Rush narrowed his gaze. “Lieutenant Geary.”
A lieutenant in an equally crisp uniform stepped forward. “Sir.”
“That escaped woman from Man, you’ve seen her before.”
“Once, sir.”
Coire’s blood thrummed. This was fast spiraling out of control.
“Is this woman her?”
Coire tightened his grip upon his hilt as Geary’s scrutinized Treva, his gaze slithered over her. She stood stock still, frowning as if she didna understand what the fuss was about.
“Nay, sir. It is not.” Geary spun away to return to his commander at the forefront.
Satisfied, Captain Rush moved on. “What’s in your hold, captain?”
“Rum. Bound for Greenock.” ’Twas the pretense he used with Captain Pullings and relied on regularly. They had rum and all of Europe traded for it.
“Rum.” Rush repeated the word as if the likelihood was nonexistent. “This is not Liverpool.”
“If I may, sir.” Treva took a step forward. Coire could throttle her for not keeping her tongue. “Is it not true that the burgh outside of Glasgow is growing due in part to Caribbean imports? Able to trade salted herring, iron, and cloth?”
Rush tilted his head at the lass’s forward interruption. “And you know about this how, Miss…”
“Douglas.”
Douglas? A convenient name loyal to the British she probably used often. It hadn’t slipped notice that she hid her accent.
“My family has been in the shipping trade for centuries. Cattle, mostly.”
Coire suppressed a derisive grunt at that. The MacDougalls were certainly into trade—trading coins for weapons. And clearly this MacDougall couldna keep out of his precarious business.
“That is quite enough Miss Douglas.”
With his dismissal, she bowed. “Of course, Captain Fletcher.”
Coire was suspicious of her easy smile, but the naval captain insisting to inspect the cargo took precedence.
“Lieutenant Geary, take charge.” Rush extended his arm. “Your hold, Captain Fletcher.”
One of his men handed him a lit lantern and Coire, Redd, and two others from his crew led Rush and three of his men below deck. They crowded into the dank hold where the stale air stank of wet, slimy wood, the hull groaning from riding the sea’s swells. His lantern illuminated the belly full of hogshead barrels.
Captain Rush gestured a soldier forward. The soldier used a crow to pry open a barrel’s lid and without warning dumped the contents over. Rum splashed upon Coire’s trouser legs. The amber liquid spread across the planks with his anger as the scent of molasses soaked the air.
“I will appeal to ye, captain, to be more reasonable.” He admirably kept his ire from seething through, though his underlying threat was unmistakable. “That was three hundred thirty pounds of my profit ye just wasted.”
Rush gestured for his man to pop open another barrel. “It is my duty to make sure your cargo is legitimate, Fletcher. Under His Majesty, I’ll do what is necessary.”
Coire expected as much. The soldier checked under the lids of several more hogsheads with the same result. Rum. His hand resting comfortably upon his sword gripped the hilt as the soldier and another with a lantern moved further to the back to where the real cargo was stored. The fellow picked a random barrel. He had a difficult time breaking open the top but when he did he frowned, leaning down to see inside better.
Shite. Had the bastard discovered the false bottom? If he found the gunpowder, Rush would unseal every barrel finding all the ammunition and the weapons stored farther into the hold. Hell would break loose.
“If yer man takes a drink of my cargo, I’ll have to charge him.”
“Send your bill to the king,” Rush said dryly.
Coire slid his gaze to Redd and gave an unspoken command. Redd eased his hand to a dagger in his belt. His other two men also got ready to quietly dispatch the British. No gunfire. No noise. Would keep them from blowing up and give them the advantage to overtake the rest topside. ’Twasn’t what he wanted, but he’d do what was necessary to stay alive and finish the commission. And protect the female passenger that had firmly wedged herself as a part of this mission.
The soldier waved for the lantern to be shined inside the keg. Coire stretched his fingers upon his hilt one by one in anticipation.
“Careful, mate. It’ll catch ye on fire.”
Both men straightened away from the liquor.
“What did you find, Fields?”
“More rum, sir.”
“Mm.” The naval captain exhaled nosily, flattening his lips. No fantastic discovery this day.
“Disappointed? I warned ya, Captain Rush.”
The irascible man faced him. “Your arrogance will catch up to you, Fletcher.”
“And when it does, it winna be at the hands of the British.”
Rush grunted and pushed past. “Just so long as you are not my problem.”




Chapter Seven
TOPSIDE, COIRE, TWO steps behind Captain Rush, scanned the decks for Treva. He told himself it was because this was the first time she roamed the ship without an escort. ’Twas a valid concern. He expected Jonesy to be hovering about her. Instead, found her with Lieutenant Geary, engaged in pleasant conversation.
“Lieutenant,” Rush addressed. “We will be confiscating Captain Fletcher’s cargo.”
“The hell ye will.” Coire withdrew his cutlass. Soldiers leveled their muskets upon him, the fools. Redd and the other two pirates that had been below deck also readied their blades. But Coire held out his arm to stay the rest of his men from arming themselves. Not yet. “That is my haul, captain. I strongly advise ye to reconsider. We will fight for our livelihood.”
“A fatal mistake, boy.”
“Perhaps.” Coire took a step to wipe that superior smirk off the arsehole’s face. Soldiers nearest to him took aim.
“Captain Rush, sir.” Treva stepped between them, her skirts swishing. Coire’s agitation warred with the need to shield her. “Pardon me once again. I am aware my opinion matters naught, but I wonder to the validity of your decision. Surely you do not want any man wounded or lost over the devil’s drink. Would your superiors agree with the justification?”
She turned to Coire. Blast it, he wanted to shake sense into her. “And as a gesture of generosity, perhaps you can give Captain Rush and his men a few barrels?”
Rush’s chin lifted, his jaw tightening. “You have an impertinent mouth, Miss Douglas.”
“Nay, captain. I just have an urgent desire to reach my family in time.”
The naval captain considered Treva for a long, uncomfortable moment. Uncomfortable in that she stood too close while guns were trained on him. He plotted out how he’d have to push her aside and plunge his sword into the soldier to his left first.
“Your negotiation skills lack, but I do find the compromise agreeable.” Rush nodded to Coire. “What of you, Captain Fletcher?”
“Verra well. Three hogsheads, not a drop more.”
The smile growing across Rush’s imperialistic mug meant he’d take more if he wanted. Coire was in the mood for a fight. Perhaps Rush sensed it. But the accord was made.
After the barrels were transferred to Courser, Captain Rush ordered his men to disembark.
“I bid you farewell and a fair breeze from here, Captain Fletcher. It is my humblest hope we do not cross paths again.”
The feeling was mutual. As much as he didna like the man, he respected him. “Luck be with ye, Captain Rush.”
Courser sheared off on a northeast course. As soon as they were at a safe distance, Coire snatched Treva’s arm and spun her for her full attention. “What the devil, woman. Ye could have gotten yourself killed. Dinna ever play war games.” Her mouth popped open to object. “Nay.” He silenced her with his finger pointed in her face. “Dinna ever play war games with me and my men,” he hissed.
She yanked from his grip. “Ye’d be dead if it weren’t for me.”
Oh, the cat-claw couldna hold her tongue. “And how long do ye think you would have survived,” he spat back. “My cabin. Now.”
Treva gathered her skirts and marched away. Coire fixated on her retreating backside. He hankered to swat it with as much might as ’twould take to rein in her defiance. He cracked his neck to relieve the tension and handed out directives to seal up the open barrels and clean the spilt rum.
As he checked on their coordinates, Jonesy finally made an appearance, joining him at the bow.
“She’s trouble, capt’n. Through and through.”
This he knew. “Ye dinna feel that way before. Ye come up with that after barging into my cabin?”
Jonesy flushed, though it could very well have been from anger as from chagrin. “You don’t have enough respect for her to have her ridin’ ya St. George?”
“I allowed her to seduce me, Jones. Hear me and heed my words, my business with her is no concern of yours.” Coire scanned the horizon with his spyglass. Ailsa Craig should be in sight soon. Then they would set a northeasterly course to Fairlie.
“You’ve greater reason to not trust her.”
He was the last person in the world that needed reminding to never trust a female. Any female. “And so ye felt it yer duty to warn me. Or do ye have some other design with the lady in mind?”
Jonesy curled his fingers into fists. Coire almost wished the poor lad would strike him. ’Twould give him an excuse to pummel him. Release some building agitation. But he was being an arse. He couldna blame him for pining after Treva. She was a hell of a woman—a vivacious, shrewd, peculiar doxy.
He’d call a truce. “What has ye singing a different tune over the lass? Ye’ve been quite taken by her.”
“I heard her talking to that Lieutenant Geary. Told ’im to direct full attention to Taylough. That the plan to capture the Hanoverian family was not a rumor and would happen within days.”
Coire snapped closed the telescope. Shite! Why would she do that? His gut roiled with the sour upheaval of betrayal. Why was he surprised? Same story, different girl. “Casts a foul light upon her, all told.”
“She also said there was trouble in Glasgow. Don’t it seem odd this lady we pluck from the water coincidentally has all this information on the same rebels we are running arms for?” Jonesy looked over his shoulder. So, his quartermaster didna want the others to know lest they call for her treasonous head. He was still looking out for her even after he caught her duplicity. Did that make him a better man than Coire? Nay. He’d spit on that notion.
“What should we do about it?” Jonesy said.
“Nothing.”
Jonesy’s head snapped back. “What?”
“Our objective stays the same. Ye sneak into Taylough to find Angus. If he’s there, we offload the contraband and get our reward. We can warn him that the British may be onto them, but their plot is no concern of ours. Redd gets word to Glasgow.”
“You’re still going to help her?”
“She got us out of a dangerous complication with Captain Rush.” And he couldna overlook her warning may keep the Hanoverian family from harm. Hurting innocents unnecessarily was something that never settled well with Coire. “It costs us nothing but the use of one man for a few hours. There’s an end to it. If there’s a chance the rebels get handily defeated, we’ll have no arms to run. Say nothing, stick to the task.”
Nay, he didna have to send Redd. He wasna compelled to do this for Treva, either. Treachery cut deep and his scars were tender. All along, the signs were there. Indeed, Coire was wholly convinced the cunning Miss Treva MacDougall was a British spy. How could she not be? She had comfortable relations with the British from a low-ranking guard who set her free to a naval lieutenant. Yet, she was a wanted criminal. Her own clan rejected her, a turncoat. Yet, she was driven to protect them.
How complicated she was. She laid open her fatal weaknesses to him. He knew deep down she had not shared her story of Graer or Dread with another. He alone held that singular status. No matter. Fenella had peeled open her heart to him, too. Shared her innermost thoughts, feelings, fears and dreams with him. Together, they would live out happy, fulfilling lives. Ah, what a naïve, pathetic boy he had been.
At seven and ten, he’d fallen in love—with the wrong girl. His sister, Cait had introduced him to Fenella. She was a bonny, vibrant lass with coal black hair and lavender eyes. She was most happy out of doors and often spoke of going on wild adventures. Together she and Coire explored the forest hills, swam naked in the streams, loved under the winking stars. She enjoyed the quiet of hunting deer with him and laughing as they gathered river mussels while pearl fishing. Often they dreamed of running away. There was a whole world waiting to be discovered. ’Twas a hopeless fantasy.
Fenella had caught the eye of every buck in the region, including his clan’s chieftain who set out to make her his wife. Coire could do nothing as Denys MacAulay claimed her for his own and the love of his life slipped away to another, taking a piece with him. The inevitable union strengthened the bond between families and the added loyalties bolstered MacAulay’s might. At first, Fenella willingly cast Coire aside, not looking back, excited by her new position. After all, MacAulay had brought her with him as he traveled, and she was able to visit faraway lands. Coire’s heart broke further knowing he was not the man to make her dreams come true. But the marriage ultimately destroyed Fenella’s spirit. She was caged and, as she once put it, was expected to be a hen, popping out bairns to care for. She’d been utterly unhappy.
Of course Fenella didna love MacAulay who was fifteen years her senior.
But Cait had. Or, rather, Coire’s older sister loved the idea of being the wife to the chief of a powerful clan and had been pining after Denys long before he was married.
Cait was far too ambitious to be a mere crofter’s wife. No one would stop her from scheming her way into MacAulay’s bedchamber permanently. She would use and destroy anyone to reach her goals, including flesh and blood. Cait had offered a sympathetic ear to Fenella. ’Twas her who suggested Fenella seek Coire out to rekindle her carefree life with him. Not understanding or even recognizing how rapacious Cait was and being blinded by love, Coire had welcomed the chance at making Fenella happy.
And so they lived in stolen moments. He’d whisk her away for horseback riding at midnight, swipe kisses in the gardens, or climb her favorite tree overlooking a hillside of blooming heather.
What a boon it had been for Cait. She’d taken every advantage, creating her own love affair with the laird. Coire had been happy for her, though in hindsight he should have known their arrangements wouldna last. When the time was right, Cait made her move.
Coire had not been one to like surprises, and the trap Cait had laid was a surprise that had blown his life apart. What a young, stupid boy he had been.
He had waited as he often did beneath the yew tree on a starless night for his beloved. Fenella hadna shown, but a messenger had. He’d been summoned to meet MacAulay in his great hall. Coire had been unsettled as the laird was not due to arrive back at the castle for another fortnight. That was what Cait had assured him the day before. She’d even been downtrodden, having not seen her lover in weeks.
A stone had settled in his gut. Something was off, and he feared for Fenella. Each step he took on the worn path to the castle burdened Coire with foreboding and guilt. He just crossed into the courtyard when he was intercepted by Cait. Her face was a mask of dulled shadows and flashing madness.
“MacAulay knows about ye and Fenella. Yer cock has condemned us all.” She cackled. “Well, not all.”
’Twas then he realized just how badly his life was unraveling. Like watching a ship’s anchor cable disappear through the hawsehole in an excruciating funeral pace. “What’ve ye done?”
“Yer such a stupid boy.” She planted a fist upon her hip as she always did when she wielded her authority as his older sister and talked down to him. “I’ve told ye I would not live in squalor. Ye and that whore gave me the perfect opportunity to earn Denys’s trust…and keep his bed warm. Now he wants to be rid of her. And ye will confess to yer prigging his wife.”
He’d been dumbfounded even before the implications of what she said had sunk in. “I’ll never put her in any danger.”
Cait leaned close, a heinous smug slant to her mouth. “Ye will. Ye see, if you dinna, Ma and Da will be banished from home, and ye imprisoned. Winter is upon us. With no home, no clan, no one to turn to, they’ll be forced to wander and beg. Who knows, they might find refuge with the tinkers.”
The depravity of his sister was soul-deep. With Ma’s lengthy illness following a failed pregnancy, she had never fully recovered, leaving her fragile. She’d never survive the rigors of gypsy travel, and especially during the bone-cold months. “Ye’d do that to your own parents?”
“Me?” She straightened, feigning shock. “’Tis ye who’d commit them to their graves. Not I.”
“Ye she-devil.”
“Names do not bother me, brother.” She fussed with the collar of his waistcoat. “Spare yer family. Denys will do no more than ostracize ye.”
“And Fenella?”
She patted his cheek. “Perhaps taking full responsibility will lessen her punishment.”
Cait was as slimy as a snake. But a snake would have been preferable. She nodded to someone behind him and he was seized by two men.
The great hall was full of clansmen crowded along the outer edges of the room, all eyes upon him. Wall torches blazing with their accusing light were the only sounds and it had been loud to his ears. Coire shrugged the men off and came to stand in the middle of the room. ’Twas but a tiny show of defiance, as much as he could rightly get away with. He bowed his head in subjection to the laird sitting on his massive, intricately-carved chair atop a raised dais.
“Coire Darroch Fletcher.” MacAulay’s booming voice had shaken him to his toes. “Ye’ve something to confess? A crime against me?”
He searched the onlookers staring expectantly at him. A hungry bunch they had seemed to him, waiting, watching, salivating as one of their own would fall—pure entertainment. Among those was a pair whose sagging bodies were amplified by their frowns upon their faces. The hope that his parents had held out for was pointless. Cait had sidled up behind them to offer her support and poison their minds.
Coire filled his lungs and spewed his sins. “I have disgraced my name and my laird. I have seduced Fenella Murray MacAulay and led her astray.”
He canna remember now all the false claims he presented, they flowed out in sickening desperation, but he remembered clearly the pain he’d caused his parents and how frightened he had been for them, for Fenella, for himself.
Ma had grabbed her heart; Da had curled back his lips. Their disappointment and shame had been overwhelming. His chest had ached from the pain as both his parents turned their backs upon him. They’d cut him off as if he were a putrid limb. He’d just caught the vanquishing smirk upon Cait’s face as she too turned her back. It had hit him then, his sister had planned this from the beginning.
Pleased by Coire’s groveling and the display of allegiance by his family, MacAulay had nodded.
“To show my benevolence and reward your father’s loyalty to me, I shall offer this one leniency. Yer family may remain under my protection but I denounce ye, Coire Darroch Fletcher, as a member of this clan. Ye have till morn to be out of Malig and off my lands.”
’Twas the best he could hope for.
MacAulay lifted his hand in gesture and two men dragged Fenella in, her feet barely touching the floor. Her face was swollen and red with tears—at least he had hoped it was from tears. She was terrified and clamored to be free with all her might. Instinct had driven Coire to surge forward, but the two bastards that had brought him to the hall nabbed him.
“Husband, please! Dinna do this! I beg of ye!” Her shrill pleas had been heartbreakingly pathetic.
MacAulay stood and snarled down upon Fenella until she shrank. “As for my beloved wife…”
He yanked down her bodice, ripping the fabric, exposing her breasts. Fenella shrieked.
“Get this whore out of my sight.”
“No! Please, Denys, please! He forced me! I swear it!”
Her terror cleaved through him. And so had the accusation. Coire had struggled against the men holding him to no avail. He took a blinding punch to his nose and soon after landed face down in the mire outside the castle walls. He’d been stripped of his plaid. And he hadna put one back on since.
Coire didna know what happened to Fenella, but she was not seen or heard from again. It was widely accepted she was dead. As for him, his grief over the loss of family, home, and Fenella turned to bitter virulence. He found his way to the coast and joined the first ragtag and bobtail merchant’s crew that’d have him. He trusted no one and fought often. By the time pirate captain Joelle Quint discovered him in a wharf alley, his attitude and body had hardened as hard as his heart.
He crumpled to the muck from a sound beating after insulting the wrong brute in the tavern. She’d kicked at his boots to check if he had lived. Quint had been impressed, not by his ability to take a drubbing, but by the venom running in his veins. She’d said a man having lost all was a man of resilience and ambition. Given exposure to the right company, he could become someone who could better control his destiny, someone powerful. She’d had her men pick him up, haul him to her ship, and her surgeon tended to his wounds. Coire had been struck dumb by the fiery beauty. She was a queen amongst her men—strong, wise, unpretentious, and respected for her authority. The captain offered him a chance to join her crew, a brotherhood that lined their pockets while playing Robin Hood games—pirates paid to steal from the greedy and corrupt. Coire had nothing left to lose other than his life. He figured dying a pirate was better than dying in the dregs of a ditch.
Quint had taught him more than how to be a good pirate. She taught him the true meaning of loyalty. He’d found a family among her crew and the brethren that prowled the Caribbean, a clan stronger than the one of his birth.
For all that, he was a man made of one yawning scar. The damage had been done. ’Twas nigh impossible to earn his trust. But goodwill went far. While he didna trust Treva, sending word would help the rebels avoid a defeat. They’d reap the harvest.
The domed crust of Ailsa Craig broke the horizon. By this time tomorrow, Coire will have padded his strongbox, be sailing high from an empty hold, and be free of the siren whose heavenly kisses made him stumble.




Chapter Eight
THE UNGRATEFUL BEAST. Treva was beside herself over how Coire dismissed her, and after what she’d done to save them. And it made her all the more perturbed how she admired him—and his firm backside—as he hauled ropes across the deck with some of his shipmates. Not one to do as she was told, she left his quarters and wedged herself near the bowsprit out of the way, watching the busy crew work together with one accord. Besides, after sitting in his cabin for more than an hour, she realized he wasna going to come talk—or yell—at her.
She simmered in her own doings. Of course he’d dismissed her. He had to. He was the master and commander of his ship. She had meddled in front of his men, albeit with favorable results. She was well acquainted with the hierarchy of men and where she ranked, but Captain Rush’s insistence in confiscating Coire’s cargo required her interference. Her mistake was thinking Coire would have been pleased with her persuasive arguments, not be angry. ’Twasn’t as if she could make things worse for any of them. Admittedly, his dismissal stung. That was another mistake of hers—allowing her heart to get in the way of good sense. And that made her feel shameful and embarrassed.
So she refocused on what she accomplished. What luck that Edward Geary had been on the Courser. Having the ear of Captain Rush, she made sure to leak to Edward the information of the revolt organizing in Taylough, and the trouble brewing for the rebels and British forces outside Oban and Glasgow. It may not have been the most strategic move—give a little, get a little. ’Twas difficult to earn and maintain loyalties on both sides of the political war. Though she had possibly put more focus on Taylough—Graer be damned—and the risks were high, she was convinced Coire would maneuver out of any troublesome situation cleverly and be forced to deliver them instead to Glasgow—or near enough to the city—where she had a better chance of thwarting the rebel plot against Dumbarton castle led by Ranald MacEwen. And then perhaps Ranald could get word back to Duncan.
Coire left the crew to their task to give orders to his first mate. They were dropping anchor in Fairlie Bay and preparing a longboat for what she assumed was to go to Taylough. He glanced over at her and her breath caught. His stare was fire and ice. What was he thinking? Had she really overstepped a forbidden boundary with him? She was about to find out.
The captain stalked forward on heavy boots. He propped his foot up on a platform beside her and leaned over his arm upon his knee, his expression stony. A breeze lifted his hair from his sweaty neck and off his shoulders blocking out the sun. Treva shivered under his robust virility.
“We’ve contacts in Glasgow. I’m sending word, your word, however credible it may be, of British knowledge on movements of rebels at Oban. And because we canna be too careful…” He paused, his gaze narrowed as his head tilted ever so slightly. She squirmed under the unsaid implication. Did he suspect she had an alliance with Geary? Was her guilt plain upon her face? Was it stitched upon her breast? “…Jonesy will go on to Taylough in search of Angus.”
She was relieved that he would take precautions based on her warnings. But he was unhappy with her. She’d seen that repulsion of working with an enemy before. Nonetheless, she might wither under his punitive rancor. She was the enemy.
No need to spare her own feelings. This was going to hurt. “Ye dinna trust me.”
“Trust is earned, love.”
“Did we not share our bodies? Is that not trust?”
His brow pinched, but he held firm to his convictions. “I choose to believe that was a primal reaction for us both.”
Nay. She rejected his words, wanted to argue against them. While his words bit, his tender actions after their union while they lay together betrayed him. He was as moved as she was. What they shared had been extraordinary, haunting, and transcendent. He only needed to admit it.
“I trust ye, Coire. So much so I continue to put my life into yer hands.”
Coire frowned. “What was it ye said when I first fished you out of the sea? Desperate women are capable of the unthinkable? Well, lass, just imagine what I am capable of when crossed by loose tongues. Perhaps yer trust is misplaced.”
She refused to ponder on what that so obviously meant and stayed on the uncharted path to him she forged. “Ye must have loved her very much.”
His shoulders tensed and his chin squared. “Who?”
“The one who betrayed ye, who stole yer faith in people. She must have been someone special.”
He snorted, straightened away from her.
“I’d like to know about her.” If he opened up, Treva might be able to prove to him not everyone had a knife poised at his back. As far-flung as it was, she wanted to be the woman to break through the rusted defenses around his heart.
“There’s nothing to know. They opened my eyes to how malleable people can be. Showed me the intimate contrivances of women and what ruthless lengths against kith and kin they will go to in order to get their way.”
They? Treva could only imagine what hell he must have gone through. How lonely he must have felt. God, she empathized with him, hated that he, too, felt the pain of treachery by someone close. She wanted to be the salve to heal his wounds. “Not everyone ye meet will betray you.”
He leaned back in so near she could kiss him. How badly she wanted to kiss him. He stared at her mouth as her tongue swiped along her bottom lip. But as his darkened gaze slowly lifted to hers, ’twas apparent no kiss would be forthcoming. “’Tis a good thing, then, I learned everyone I meet will lie to me.”
What could she say to that? They both knew she had lied to him repeatedly. “Know this, Coire. I will never intentionally do ye wrong.” She reached for him, but he snatched her by the wrist.
“I know. I winna allow it.” He dropped her wrist, pushed off the platform, and left her in a wake of scorn.
She’d been right. This did hurt. She was nothing if not defiant. Treva was on a mission greater than herself. Thwart the rebels from marching into a trap, and then she would find a way to earn Coire’s trust and heart.
As she licked her wounds with renewed purpose, Jonesy appeared. He spoke briefly with his captain but as they broke apart, he looked up at her. ’Twasn’t enough that he avoided her since walking in on her and Coire. But any spared glance at her since the navy had disembarked had been harsh. He, too, dinna trust her. She sighed. His friendship had been nice while it lasted.
She placed a hand to her chest and mouthed “be careful”.
Jonesy’s shoulders sagged and he nodded. With that, he disappeared over the railing and climbed into the longboat with several other men.

NIGHT RACED ACROSS the sky and chased the day away. Treva pulled a plaid scarf tighter around her shoulders against the chill. She was restless, had been staring at the coastline, calculating the distance. She wouldna be able to make it. The water was too rough this evening and the craggy rocks just under the surface would shred her. Still, they were so close to Glasgow, she considered taking the chance. Coire may have contacts, but she knew where to go and who to see directly. And she couldn’t be sure that Coire’s contacts would be swift with the information.
As much as she wanted Coire, she had to resume her clandestine affairs and get word to the Ranald and the rebels of their impending defeat, here and now. Mayhap when Jonesy returned with the longboat, she could steal away in it and then find a horse on shore to take her the rest of the way.
A clamor erupted on the opposite side of the ship. Treva raced over just as a sailor pointed across the firth. An orange glow illuminated from Taylough. In the yellowed reflection stretching across the water, Jonesy’s longboat appeared.
Coire’s expression was impassive. His gaze slid from the fire beyond to her before addressing Jonesy as he and the other men climbed aboard. “What say ye?”
“A small faction of the English had been dispatched to the town. ’Twas unclear how long they’d been there. Angus vacated a few days ago but left men behind for when we arrived. He awaits us at Malig.”
Treva was fairly certain Coire had growled. “And that?” He cocked his head to Taylough.
“Diversion. Courser dropped anchor. A fire was set at the south end of the harbor so we could escape unnoticed.”
“Well, let’s get on with it.” Coire motioned to Mr. Shaw and the crew scurried about making ready for sail. “But if Angus is not in Malig, we find another buyer. I winna be a scrub for anyone. No more.” He clapped Jonesy on the shoulder, an unspoken acknowledgment of a job well done. “Come. Ye, too, Miss MacDougall. We talk.”
Back to formalities. She couldna say she was pleased.
Jonesy settled at the table in the captain’s quarters, but Coire went straight for a bottle of liquor on the shelf. Treva took the bottle from him. “Let me.” He dinna argue. She plucked up three cups, filling them, and placing them one by one in front of the men before she, too, sat.
Coire let out a haggard, irritable sigh as he drew his dagger from his belt. “If Angus is not in Malig, I’m sure we can sell the contraband to Malig’s Laird MacAulay.” He grazed the dagger’s blade over his forearm checking its sharpness. “But I winna be well received by him.”
Jonesy chuckled, though without humor. “I’ve never known you to care if you’re not welcome.”
With a twist of his wrist, he spun the knife over his fingers and jabbed the blade deep into the table’s wood. “Malig was once my home. No one there will deal with the likes of me, be assured. To recoup losses and be rid of our cargo,” he picked up his cup, sneering, “ye’ll have to go to MacAulay without me, Jonesy.”
“Must have been a helluva clash,” the quartermaster said.
Coire stared at the rum he swirled around in his mug. “Ye should never think or speak upon a past meant to stay in the past lest you find yerself there again.”
There she was again. The woman—nay, women—to which he erected his bastion. Treva tamped away the urge to reach for him, to soothe the snappish beast within him that kept her on the other side.
He drained his cup in a hearty swallow, smacked the mug upon the table, and directed his frosty attention to her. “Is there anything ye would like to confess now? Any secrets told to the Royal Navy to spill?”
His incriminating tone ruffled her feathers. “I warned ye the English were at Taylough long before Courser.”
“Yet ye made sure to tell your lieutenant friend the rebels were going to make trouble.”
She’d been backed into a corner. ’Twas a mess of her own making and unlikely a lie would get her out of this one.
“Don’t deny it.” Jonesy pointed his finger at her. “I overheard you talking with him.”
“I winna deny it,” she popped back. “What ye overheard was a message to help the rebels. Sending Courser to Taylough was to keep the attention off of us. ’Tis better than the war ship blocking the River Clyde.”
“What reason would ye have to think we’d be going up the river Clyde?”
“Gah!” She threw up her arms. “If not ye, someone else would have to transport the arms.”
Coire’s nostrils flared. She had him. ’Twas an angle he hadn’t taken the time to consider.
“From the beginning ye’ve had another mission. What difference would it make to ye where the arms end up?”
What more could she say to convince Coire she wasna the enemy? “To detract attention from Glasgow on the rebel movement.”
A war was waging in his eyes. The distance growing in them, the light he held for her fading, it frightened Treva. She would never win his heart if she couldna earn his trust.
“Ye will accompany us to Angus in Malig, where it’ll be your last stop.” He stood, Jonesy followed his lead to the door. “Get some rest. ’Twill be a long night.”
A little piece inside her wilted and broke. Treva squeezed out the lone tear. She had never cried over a man before and she hated the helplessness to change that now.

IN THE BACK room of a blacksmith’s shop, Treva, Coire, Jonesy, and Redd gathered with Angus. Several cross-grained and woolly men lined the room. Heat suffused the room from the forge in the adjacent room. Moisture beaded upon her bow and coated her neck. The stench of sweat made breathing the heavy air difficult. Though Angus could have been carved from the dark, creviced boulders littered along the beach, he was more affable than her uncle. He had welcomed her without the disdain she was accustomed to from her clansmen. She supposed Coire was to thank for that since he introduced her solely by her first name.
She waited obediently as the men concluded their transaction and discussed the difficulty of getting the cargo to shore. The tide was out and the water was far too shallow. The barrels would have to be transported in skiffs and they would need to take advantage of what was left of the night.
“I’d like to ask ye a favor, Angus.” He placed a small pouch of coins upon the tabletop. “My companion needs to get to family in Glasgow. Can ye provide her with a horse and escort?”
Angus weight the pouch, finding it adequate. “Of course.” He nodded to Treva. “We can get ye there safely, lass.”
And just like that, she was no longer Coire’s “companion”. So easy to cast her away. That should have hurt, and she’d be lying to herself if she said it did not. But she’d make him see, they could be good together.
What folly. She was likely to never see him again. Life was never fair, and it was far too short to waste.
Treva stamped away the clog in her chest. “Thank ye. Thank ye, both.”
Coire directed his attention to a spot on the wall away from everyone.
With the meeting over and Coire paid, everyone filed out of the room. The breeze off the sea was a welcome respite from the burnt air inside, cooling her wet neck. She took a full invigorating breath.
“Come, lass,” Angus said as they walked to the street. “Ye can rest at the inn. I’ll have Edgar come for ye in the morning.”
Coire still avoided eye contact with anyone. His callous features were made more menacing by the light from the fire pit beside the street. There was more to say to each other. More Treva needed to do to make him see she wasna like the others he lumped her with. Was she? She didna want to part ways with him. Not like this. But what choice had she?
Angus shook Coire’s hand. “Can I convince ye to stay and fight alongside us, Fletcher? We could use strong men like ye to aid in our cause.”
“What be the cause?”
Treva doubted Coire was actually entertaining the idea. But he was an enterprising man, interest, even feigned interest, created accords and presented angles for opportunities benefitting his men.
“To take Dumbarton Castle in two night’s time.” Angus clucked in irritation. “’Twas to be a concerted effort, Taylough and Dumbarton. Now we focus only on Dumbarton. We’re attacking from the west and another detachment will be coming from the east. We take the castle, the Jacobites will be in a better position to launch an attack on Glasgow and eradicate the royalists.”
Coire finally glanced her way. ’Twould be useless to argue the point they’d fail now. No one would listen. Only those who knew her, trusted her, would heed her warning. She’d seek out Ranald on her journey tomorrow.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to decline,” he said. “We’ve a long journey home.”
Angus was confused to hear this from a fellow Scotsman. “But ye are home, lad.”
“Like hell he is. Get yer arse off my land, ya bastard.”
Treva spun on her heel at the newcomer whose threat was indisputable. He was tall, a giant of a man draped in a belted plaid and menacing aura. Armed men crowded behind him, all seemingly ready for trouble. Jonesy and Redd eased their grips to the pistols upon their hips. Coire, however, hardly moved a muscle.
Angus frowned. “Captain Fletcher is welcome at my side.”
“Then ye can remove yerself from my land, too…without the use of my men for yer march on Dumbarton.”
“MacAulay.” Coire’s animosity for the man suffocated the area in waves. “How is my treacherous sister? Making yer life sheer misery?”
An immoral grin tipped MacAulay’s sneer. “Ah, Cait dinna fare as well as our beloved whore Fenella. Ghastly accident, it was.”
Coire returned the grin. “I suppose sending my well wishes will be unnecessary then.”
“What’s this about?” Angus said.
“A disagreement.” The louring tone in Coire’s voice dared the laird to object.
MacAulay growled and took a step closer. “Fucking my wife was not a disagreement.”
Coire closed the gap, ignoring the laird’s men who stiffened and reached for their weapons. “Ye and I both know Cait planned it from the beginning. Besides, if ye were able to keep Fenella sated and happy—”
“I spared ye out of respect to yer da, though Cait would have seen ye stripped and whipped to death.”
Treva’s blood chilled. They spoke of the women who betrayed Coire. Women who were now seemingly dead.
MacAulay snarled with another wretched tilt to his mouth. “There’s nothing stopping me from killing ye now.”
“Think ya could?”
Oh, shite! The wild, crazed flash in Coire’s eyes meant he was serious. MacAulay reached for his dirk. Coire smirked, but didna reach for his own weapon. His confidence was palpable. These two men were ready to shed blood. And no one would stop them. Everyone there was poised for action, too.
“Gentlemen.” She tread as close as she dared to the rivals.
Angus tugged her back. “Lass…”
The laird drew his dirk. “Ye were warned never to come back.”
“Dinna ye worry yer fragile mind, MacAulay. There’s nothing here I want. Except maybe yer heart still warm and beating in my fist.” Coire pulled out his own dagger and brandished it before him. Jonesy and Redd hemmed in as the clansmen, too, braced for a clash.
“Worthless whoreson.” MacAulay advanced a step.
“No!” Treva shrugged from Angus and crammed herself between the men, a palm on each man’s chest. “Would it not be best to lay past differences aside while we are united in purpose? Divided we are less effective.”
MacAulay’s gaze slid down to where she touched him. She snapped her hand back as if too close to a red-hot fire. His lips tilted up, her skin crawled. “Friend of Fletcher’s?”
Coire snatched her to his side. “She’s no concern of yers.”
“No?” His stare slithered over her body.
Coire pointed the tip of his dagger eye-level at the laird, twisting so the blade caught the firelight. “No.” The pregnant pause after the unspoken warning lingered. Just as MacAulay’s grin. “Ye’ll be rid of me as soon as the last barrel is offloaded my ship.”
The laird sheathed his dirk. “See to it, Angus. I’d hate to rescind my alliance because yer lackeys canna adhere to orders.” He spun on his heel and marched down the street, his brute men in tow.
“Apologies, mate. I’ll be true to my word and sail at first light. I winna cause more trouble than ye already have with MacAulay.”
“He’s a pompous bastard,” Angus muttered.
“Aside for allowing Treva a place to lay her head for a few hours, we winna be needin’ yer services after all. Keep the coin all the same.”
She frowned, daring not to hope. “Are ye taking me to Glasgow?”
Coire side-eyed down at her. “No. But I winna leave ye here. Not with the way MacAulay ogled ye for his next meal.”
She barked a sour, disbelieving laugh. “I can take care of myself.”
“Aye. Except there are no British officers to fall into league with here.”
She planted fists to her hips. “Oh, so now ye trust me?”
His brow raised in confrontation. “Just the lesser of two evils.”
He hit his intended mark. Did she deserve it? Probably.
“Should I be concerned?” Angus’s gaze bounced between them. Redd and the others looked about unsure of the answer. Jonesy, on the other hand, stood stoically aside, his tight expression unreadable.
“Verra well,” she said. “We can discuss this at a more suitable time.” As in never. “Angus, I thank ye for yer hospitality. I could use the sleep.” She spun on her heel and marched away in a direction she hoped was the inn.

THE SUN’S RAYS broke the horizon just after crossing the river’s bridge. Treva had been riding hard these last hours, following the trail that an old man said would lead her to Glasgow. It had been luck and the darkest part of the small hours that kept the road clear of other travelers or unsavory characters. Still, she dinna steal away from Malig without helping herself to some of the weapons Coire had delivered. She’d hidden a pistol in her waistband and carried another on her hip under her cloak. She’d be foolish to not arm herself in case she ran headlong into trouble. A pretty smile and coy persuasion were not always effective.
To the southwest was Dumbarton and she must tread carefully and swiftly lest she run into any British patrols. By late afternoon, she should reach the outskirts of Glasgow where she hoped to find Ranald—long before any courier sent by Coire would—and make a stand to end the march to their deaths.
She patted the mare’s neck and led the horse down an embankment a few yards off the pathway to a stream that fed into the river farther downstream. Each step from the hooves stirred the moist, earthy odors from the recent rains. The poor horse needed a cool drink and her growling stomach reminded her she could use a brief respite, too. Her mouth watered for the bread and cheese she’d stolen on her way out of Malig.
Treva hated that she had been reduced to thieving, but time was not on her side and Coire refused to help further. ’Twas for the best. He was nothing but a heartache…though one she was willing to endure. Damn him!
After resting long enough, and spending much of that time thinking of a stubborn pirate captain, she gathered the mare’s reins. The snap of a twig caught her attention and she froze. Was someone there? Treva scanned the bank on both sides of the stream, saw nothing but lichen-covered rocks and ancient trees, heard nothing but the rush of the water. Being at the bottom of the embankment put her at a disadvantage. She had to get to the top and there’d be no way to do it without making noise. She had to remain still until she was certain she was alone.
She spun at the sound of another twig breaking behind her. Caught a shadow darting between trees to the left. Maybe. She couldn’t be sure. Leaves rustled to the right. But there was nothing there. Panic surged forward at what she coulnda see. Treva charged up the embankment pulling the horse behind her.
At the top, she swiveled on her heel searching for the source of the sounds. Her imagination must be playing tricks on her. There was nothing there. It was probably a pine marten or a squirrel. Yes, that was it. Treva cursed to herself for being so skittish and prepared to mount the horse. Since when was she scared of—
It came out of nowhere, the hand that covered her mouth, the strong arm that wrapped around her. Treva had no time to react as the man pulled her flush against his hard body.
“Shh.” His whisper pressed against her ear. “Dinna move.”




Chapter Nine
COIRE HAD BEEN furious when he discovered Treva was gone. Furious at Angus, furious at her, and, above all furious at himself. Why the hell did he not take her back to the ship and let her rest there? Why the hell had he been so stubborn in believing she was the enemy? Aye, he’d been enraged. Coming face to face with the man he was supposed to be beholden to for sparing his young life. It was a stark reminder of what he had lost. How men of power canna be trusted and women of every station were worse.
He’d long since stopped mourning Fenella. She was as foolish as he and danced a dangerous line. To that, he did still harbor some guilt. Had he never had the dalliance with Fenella while she was married, she might still be alive. As for his sister, well, he’d not squander any guilt on her. He couldna gather enough guilt at all for his apathy that she was dead. She was a destroyer of lives and fate had a way of slithering back around with fangs of justice.
He had no reason to trust Treva. She lied to him from the start. Yet her actions confused him, passing information the way she did. He now believed she played both sides. But to what end, that was the question. Coire was ready to be rid of her.
Except, he wasn’t.
The entire, tedious time they offloaded the ammunition, she had invaded his thoughts. Now that he would have her gone, he imagined her bright smile, her quick laugh, her sharp wit, her supple, heavenly body. And he wanted more of her. All of her.
He wasna a man given to his urges. But MacAulay was. Coire had recognized the sinister wheels working inside the man’s mind. Od’s bones, ’twasn’t enough Dread and the Royal Navy were after her. The laird would come for her for an entirely different reason—lust, with a slice of retribution. In fact, Coire immediately thought he already had when it became apparent Treva was gone. ’Twasn’t until he had been informed two pistols were gone, too, that the little fox set out on her own. On MacAulay’s lands. Alone.
’Twas nothing short of luck he found her when he did.
“Stop fighting me, Treva,” he hissed in her ear. “They’ll hear ye.”
She relaxed instantly, and he turned her around. The panic in her eyes faded into relief…and something more he couldna identify.
“Coire. What…why?”
He put a finger to her mouth to silence her. “Redcoats.” Her brow creased as she scoured the forest.
Coire led her and the mare behind a tangle of brush growing over a thick, felled tree trunk. Within moments, four British soldiers on horseback appeared. She reached for his hand and squeezed as one by one they passed by.
Once they were well out of earshot, she threw her arms around his waist. He returned the hug without hesitation.
“How did ye know?”
“I lost track of ye after crossing the river. When I came upon the patrol, I knew I must have ridden past ye and doubled back.”
She peered up at him. “Had they came upon me, they wouldna let me ride on.”
“Nay. At best, they’d have taken ye to Dumbarton. At worse, well, they may not be honorable men.” He let go and led them to where he had his gelding tied.
“We haven’t much time if we are going to warn yer friends.”
Treva’s jaw slackened as she processed what he’d said. “Ye’ll accompany me?”
He helped her mount her horse and patted the beast’s neck. “Ye gave me no choice. Riding out by yerself was foolish and dangerous. If the soldiers dinna find ye first, MacAulay’s men surely will.”
She huffed. “I have taken care of myself long before ye came along.”
Aye, she had. It upset him that she had no one at her back. It should not be that way. Coire mounted his own horse. “If ye are so hell bent to get to yer cousin that you would take so many risks, then I will help get you there.”
Her smile made it all worth it. “Thank ye, Coire.”
They set out through the trees to the trail. Back on the well-worn path, the silly grin tipping Treva’s lips finally got the better of him. “What?”
“Ye came for me.”
“Yeah…” What was she about?
Her grin grew impossibly wide. “Ye came for me. Ye must really like me.”
He chuckled. “Ye have an impossible way about you.”
“But ye do like me.”
Coire returned her grin. “Aye. A wee bit.” He winked and she laughed, that melodic laugh he’d come to adore. “But I ought to have ye strung up to the mizzen and whipped for running off like that.”
She clicked her tongue. “A pirate thing to do.”
“The thing about pirates, love, we are good about torture.”
“Ah…remember, Captain Fletcher, I, too, have pirate’s blood.” She crinkled her nose. “Torture can be pleasing when done correctly, no?”
Ho, ho! The little minx! “I think ye’ve done enough trespasses to find out.” The visions of what they could do, a passionate tangle of limbs and flesh, moans and release, crowded in his mind. He wanted nothing more than to share another night with her, maybe more.
And then what? He didna know. What he did know was that he would get them to Glasgow safely where she could warn the rebels and he could meet up with the Kelpie.
The afternoon wore on. Talk was quiet and brief out of necessity. But when Coire found himself letting Treva lead so that he could admire the way her spine rolled smoothly in the saddle with the mare’s gait, he realized how easily distracted she made him. He corrected that potential mistake by maneuvering his horse in front.
They made good time. Within a few miles from the outermost reaches of the city, the trail opened along a ridge overlooking the sea. And there, cutting through the blue-gray water, was the Kelpie. Treva gasped with excitement, standing up in the stirrups to wave at the passing ship. Coire was quite certain some of his crew waved back. He shook his head, charmed by her giddiness.
“Will they know where to go?” she asked, trotting up beside him.
“Aye. Angus is with them.”
She scowled. “Why?”
“When ye came up missing, I explained to Angus yer real purpose…and yer relation to Graer. I also strongly urged that he join us in Glasgow.”
“Ye mean you threatened him.”
That was one way to put it. “Angus believes in this cause. He is not Graer, milking what he can from the pawns. If postponing the attack will save lives and increase the possibility of success later, Angus will understand.”
She pursed her lips disapprovingly. “What did ye say when he asked why ye dinna tell him this from the beginning?”
Coire exhaled noisily and cutty-eyed her. “Never trust someone until they give ye a reason to.”
Treva sighed, her face crestfallen. “I haven’t given ye a reason to trust me.”
What could he say to that? She hadn’t. But for the first time in many, many years, he wanted to trust someone, trust her, trust in her. “Show me otherwise.”
A coy twist of her lips suggested she’d meet the challenge. He hoped so.
They hadn’t made it but a few paces inside a thick wood before they were suddenly surrounded by the tips of swords and arrows. Their horses startled, Treva’s mare threw her head back and stamped, nearly tumbling Treva off onto the ground. Coire spat a curse. How the hell did he not sense these men before they ambushed them?
“Hold, there.” A voice boomed among the trees before the man armed to the teeth stepped out from behind a trunk. His reddish-brown, coarse curls sticking out from beneath a drab tam indicated he’d been in the forest for some time. “State yer business for riding through private property.”
“Private property, my arse.”
What the devil! Had Treva lost her damn mind? The burly man pulled his sword. Shite. Coire did the same. “The lass meant no—”
“Put yer weapon away, Everd.”
The man’s thick eyebrows loosened. “Treva? That ye?” He motioned for the others to lower their weapons.
Son of a… The lass never stopped amazing him.
She slid off her horse. “That how ye welcome a friend?”
“Friend? Ye’re more like a slippery sauce box.” He laughed and pulled her in for a hug. “I dinna recognize ye.” He flipped his hand under her chopped hair. “What are ye doing here, caileag bheag?”
Coire sheathed his sword and dismounted.
“I need to find Ranald. I’ve verra important information that must reach him immediately.” She swept her hand to him. “This is my companion, Captain Coire Fletcher.”
“Glad to know ya, Fletcher.” Everd took his hand in a hearty handshake. “Any friend of Treva’s is a friend of mine. Thank ye for escortin’ the wee lass. Ye lose a bet or somethin’?”
Treva slapped him on the arm.
“Seems that way at times.”
Treva popped him on the arm, too. Together, they chuckled.
Everd and his men led them to a croft not far from the port. Treva chatted with him easily but it dinna escape Coire’s notice that she kept any relevant information to herself. Smart girl. If not for the sake of trust, for keeping people safe.
Inside the dusty home, several men sat at a long table in front of the hearth. The crackling fire warmed the room and a pot that smelled of chicken broth and leeks. A spinning wheel sat empty in a corner as a woman who probably occupied it tended to the three men at the table. As he, Treva and Everd filed into the room, Jonesy and Angus turned in their seats, relief at their arrival evident upon their vanishing frowns. The third man stood.
“Treva?”
“Ranald.”
Ranald’s astonishment in seeing her quickly shifted to a large, toothy grin. She met him in the middle of the room where he scooped her up into an embrace. “So ye’re the troublemaker these two were talking about.”
“Ah, ye are not surprised, now, are you?”
The barrel-chested man’s guffaw bounced off the stone and timber walls. “Blessed be, no.”
“’Tis why we keep plenty of whiskey and bandages at hand.”
Treva spun to the man who somehow slunk in behind them undetected. “Duncan!” She squealed and jumped into the arms of the tall lad’s arms that looked to be no older than her.
“Cousin.” He set her down and looked her over at arm’s length. “My God, ’tis good to see you.
“Ye have no idea how wonderful ’tis to be surrounded by friendly faces.” She swiped a tear off her cheek, maintaining her brave countenance. “I’ve been deprived too long of the warm comfort.”
Coire’s gut tightened as if he’d just been punched. He wanted to push Duncan aside and out of the second hug he was giving Treva. He understood loneliness, knew she battled it, too. But how very different it must feel to a woman. He’d never known one that didna have other females or children to keep company. And Treva had been running most of her life alone.
“What happened to yer hair?” Duncan asked.
Her hand instinctively went to her head. She crinkled her nose and shrugged. “Oh, ye know. Had to make quick with a disguise to fool the navy.” With a lopsided grin, she glanced at Coire. “As a slave boy indebted to a sea captain.”
Coire couldn’t hold back amusement though he shook his head as if scolding her for the rumor she had spread.
“Ye must be Captain Fletcher,” Duncan said.
“I am.” The lad had a mighty handshake but a tight stare.
“Yer quartermaster told us ye came into distress multiple times on this run.”
“Disruptions, I’d say.”
Angus guffawed. “Disruptions.” He shook his head. “Boarded by the Royal Navy twice, hounded by a scourge, and surviving a maelstrom without losing more than a few barrels of liquor…impressive.”
“Aye. Impressive.” Duncan hadn’t broken their eye contact. “How is it ye are adept in smuggling?”
What did the lad have to gain by challenging him? “That’s like asking a man about how he handles his woman.”
“Am I?” His gaze finally slid away, to Treva.
“Assumptions get a man killed.” ’Twas a tactful warning given with a civil smile that there was a line not to be crossed.
Duncan’s good-natured smirk broke the tension. “Well, if ye persisted all that and Treva, ye canna be all that bad.”
Treva pulled Coire to her other side, placing herself between him and her cousin. “Oh, stop it, Duncan. Fletcher is every bit as remarkable as ye’ve heard.”
“He’d have to be to put up with ye.”
She nudged Duncan with her arm conspiratorially while smiling up at Coire. “He is a pirate, after all.”
Duncan stilled for a flummoxed heartbeat and then threw his head back in laughter, clapping his hand upon Coire’s back. “Guess ye’d have to be, my friend. Did she tell ye she is a direct descendant of the pirate Savage MacDougall?”
“More than once, I’m afraid.” Coire looked down at Treva who still grinned up at him. What was it about the wee lass that had him so taken?
“Such a waif now.” Duncan tsked at Treva. “Have ye eaten?”
Ranald waved for the woman to ladle up food and motioned for everyone to sit at the roughly hewn table. Within moments, they all had a bowl of soup and a mug of whiskey.
“Shouldna ye be in Liverpool?” Ranald asked, after sipping on the hot broth.
“My travels determined to take me to Man.” Treva spared a glance at Coire as if to say that was where her life forever changed. For good or bad remained to be seen. “I learned the English know of the plot against Dumbarton and Dunstaffnage there. I’ve come to warn ye against it. They are fortified and waiting for the first sign of a revolt.”
Everd spoke up. “Their encampments have grown since just this morning. On both the east and west sides of Dumbarton.”
“How many?” asked Ranald.
“Hard to say. They camp on the fields and bury in the woods. But by the looks of it, four, maybe five hundred.”
“With cannons pointed at the River Clyde on the south, they will likely close their flanks behind anyone attacking in from the north.” ’Twould be a strategy Coire would apply. “But if ye have enough men to surround their flanks, you could squeeze them in and starve them out.”
Ranald looked to Angus. “What are yer numbers?”
Angus, setting down his mug, swiped the back of his hand across his lips. “Including MacAulay’s men, two hundred.”
Ranald shook his head. “I fear we are not so evenly matched.”
“But we have plenty of weapons and ammunition.” Angus tipped his head in appreciation toward Coire.
“More Redcoats could be coming.” Everd pointed out. “When riding in from Malig, I saw what looked to be smoke in the northeast, as if there was an encampment there.”
Coire had seen it, too, and made the same assumption.
Duncan pounded his fist onto the table. “But we have something the bastard English dinna have. Fire in our hearts! They fight because they are told. We fight because it is our livelihood they threaten. Our very existence. We can be victorious.”
Treva placed her hand upon her cousin’s forearm. “Nay. We must abort. ’Twould be a massacre. We must be smart. Save our men and our gunpowder for a better fight.”
“She’s right.” Coire interjected, though he had no stake. “There’s an English frigate at Taylough, another nearby. They are prepared to win.”
“With Taylough out, there is no dual attack to work to our advantage,” Ranald said. “We need to be responsible with our lives and weaponry.”
Coire suddenly had a moment of nostalgia. He missed sitting around a mahogany table riddled with knife nicks and empty bottles in an open-air tavern, a brisk Caribbean breeze crossing through the windows, while drinking rich rum and plotting the next piratical venture with his cohorts. ’Twas a game of strategies and the rewards were always well-won and well-spent. He was ready to get back.
“’Twould have the wretches guessing if we kept them waiting,” Angus added. “At some point they will send troops to where they are more needed.”
“We lay low and strike when they no longer believe we are a threat.” Duncan agreed, though reluctantly. The lad wanted the fight.
Coire wasna sure that would ever happen. He felt in his gut the English wouldna be so sloppy with a stronghold like Dumbarton.
“We best let the men know there’ll be no fighting tonight.” Ranald rose from his seat.
Angus stood as well. “And I need to send word back to Malig before they march. Thank ye, Captain Fletcher, for yer commitment to the cause.”
“And for bringing Treva back,” Ranald added. “Without her, we all may have ended up dead.”
The only commitment Coire and his men had was to fulfill what they were commissioned to do. A means to an end, which was plenty of profit to sail home on and enough left over to last until he secured their next venture. There was a woeful awareness with what that meant. He’d not only be leaving Scotland behind again, but Treva, too.
Handshakes and partings were brief, but the alliances would be lasting. He had no use for returning to Scotland, but in his occupation, one could never have too many allies.
After Angus and Ranald departed, and the woman left with the empty bowls, only four remained standing in the room. ’Twas two too many.
“My dear cousin,” Duncan said. “We’re lucky ye made it here in time.”
Treva beamed. “I couldna have done it without Coire.”
Duncan’s brow crept high. “Coire?”
“I’ve naught to do with it.” Coire would not take the praise. Doing so suggested he accepted responsibility for her in the way her familiar use of his name suggested. They were not courting, were not meant to be together. “’Twas solely her determination.”
“But he and Jonesy…” She reached across the distance to touch Jonesy’s arm. “…they ensured my safety and aided in getting me here. For that I am eternally grateful.” Jonesy’s stoic façade he wore for her finally cracked and he took her hand to place a chaste kiss upon her knuckles.
“As am I.” Duncan swiped up his mug from the table and lifted it to them. “Thank ye both.”
Under normal circumstances, thanks came with an exchange of money. How awkward this felt. He dinna know the appropriate response. But he did know he was grateful for his part in Treva’s quest…and the brief moments shared with her. “Ye are welcome.”
Coire inclined his head. “We must be on our way. ’Tis a long way back to Skye.”
Treva’s face fell. “Skye?”
“We will be preparing for our journey home to the West Indies.”
“Home…” Treva’s overwrought whisper tugged upon Coire. This wasna going to be easy. Especially as she turned away. He wanted to pull her into his arms, hold tight until the world faded away. But that was not to be. Their course ended here. And here was not where he belonged.
A few more words of appreciation and handshakes and he and Jonesy headed for the door.
“Wait!”
Coire spun just in time to catch Treva as she threw herself into him. She hugged tight. Sweet merciful heaven, what was he to do? What was he to say? Nothing came to mind but to kiss her atop her head and leave.
As he stepped out the door, he heard Duncan say, “Come. Sit, Treva. We’ve much to catch up on, including this story on cutting yer hair to become a lad.”
A brilliant pink and orange glow set the sky ablaze, a grandiose end to the long day. Night would soon trek across with glittering stars in its wake. He was fairly certain he would miss the spectacular display as he hit the bottom of a bottle in his cabin while dreaming of a pixie.
They made it as far as the rear of the barn before Treva called out to him. She was definitely not going to make this easy.
“I’ll see ya back at Kelpie.” Jonesy gave him a pitied nod and left Coire alone to wait for her to catch up.
A myriad of emotions skipped across her face as she wrung at her skirts. “I…I dinna want ye to leave this way.”
“What way would ye have me leave, lass?”
“I dinna know.”
“Ye are safe now, with yer cousin. The plot has been halted. There is nothing more for me to do.”
“Isn’t there?” She gazed up through her lashes with the sad attempt at appearing coy while on the verge of despair. Despair he shared.
“What do ye have in mind?”
Treva gripped his arms and rose on her tiptoes. “Kiss me, Coire. Give me something more of ye to cherish.”
Her beguiling green eyes dropping upon his lips were more than he could handle. He granted her wish and seized her mouth.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and fed greedily from him. He succumbed to the haze of desire, to the woman who would forever torment his dreams. Tongues swirled and lapped, so desperate to taste more. They stumbled into the barn’s rear door. He fumbled for the handle and once inside, still locked in a heated kiss, he spun her around and backed her against the door. Coire indulged until he was forced to break away for air, breathing in the sharp odor of fresh hay and horse dung.
Dust floated in the dying sunlight slanting through the seams of the barn’s walls. The faint light cast Treva in a mysterious, enticing glow. Her swollen lips parted to draw in a hitched breath.
“More.” Her robust whisper filled his soul.
Fire and brimstone, that one word was a temptress’s call.
He captured her mouth hard and fast. Hands frantically grappled for purchase of their own volition, finding smooth, warm flesh beneath her bodice, under her skirts. He ached to be inside her, his shaft straining against the coarse fabric of his trousers heightened the friction.
Treva mewled as his lips skimmed down her throat. Her palms caressed his back, circling to his chest, skimming down to his cock. His hips bucked into her hand, a growl vibrated from deep within him. He was near unloading just from her palm rubbing up and down over him.
“Treva,” he rasped against her neck. “Stop. We must stop. I dinna want to take ye like this.”
“Please, Coire. Dinna do this.” Desperation was thick in her tone.
“Ye deserve so much more than a prig against a filthy barn door.”
“Dinna deny me…us… Doesna matter how we enjoy it, so long as we do. Tomorrow has no guarantee. We…deserve the pleasures of now.” She squeezed his cock through his trousers. “Give me more of you before ye leave me.”
She made him weak, rationale scrambled around in his head. He wanted her more now than ever before. More than his next breath. Damn the consequence!
“What have ye done to me.” He descended upon her mouth, snatching away her gasp.
Driven by sheer animalistic need to become one with her, he bunched up her skirts, tossed aside the weapons she hid there, all the while she worked to free him from his trousers.
“Coire. Now.”
He drove inside her, smacking her hard against the door. Her satisfied cry was drowned in his kiss. He needed to be deeper, needed to feel her wet warmth all the way to his hilt. Coire grabbed her thighs and hoisted her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist, rode him as he pounded into her.
She threaded one hand into his hair tied back at his nape, her nails from her other hand scored his back, driving him mad. So good. She was so good. Her neck tasted salty, delicious. And her feminine moans prodded him to thrust urgently, relentlessly.
Treva’s breath labored, her nails dug deeper. As she stiffened in his arms, Coire cupped his palm over her mouth to muffle her cries. Someone had entered the barn through the front. But that wasna enough to stop him from his final thrust, he’d already fallen over the edge. He threw his head back, biting back his own growl, as he pulled out, releasing his seed.
Coire held her close, repressing their pants, hoping to maintain her dignity, as the intruder put away the horses he and Treva rode in on. After the man left, she relaxed in his embraced and giggled. Music to his ears.
He grinned down at her. “Christ, woman. That was incredible.”
“Aye, it was.”
But her smile faded with his as the obvious became clear again. ’Twas time for him to go. He packed himself into his trousers while she smoothed her skirts. “I must weigh anchor in a few hours, leave before we become hemmed in by the British.”
She nodded, though she would not meet his gaze. “I understand.”
He put his knuckle under her chin and tilted her head up. “Treva, mo sionnach àlainn, ye have given me a great gift to cherish.” He thumbed away a lone tear slipping down her cheek. “I will always remember you.”
She leaned into his palm. He had to get away. Had to go now. To lessen the pain. He kissed her forehead, quietly opened the door, and stepped over the threshold.
“I regret nothing, Coire Fletcher.”
Neither did he.




Chapter Ten
TREVA DINNA KNOW what to do. Her mission was accomplished. She stopped a massacre from happening. Was reunited with Duncan and surrounded by the few people who cared about her. But she felt…wrong. And ’twas all because of Coire. Her thighs still quivered for him and surely, even now as she sat at the table across from her cousin recounting the days since escaping Peel Castle to him, she was still flush. The pirate captain obliterated her world. Nay, this was willfully her fault. She fell for him and would suffer for it the rest of her days. Gladly. So why was she so sad?
“I’ve known ye yer whole life, Treva.” Duncan refilled her mug but the whiskey wasna strong enough. “Ye are bold, strong, courageous. Ye have survived the unthinkable, stood up for what is right, for others, for you. I’ve never seen ye afraid. Until now.”
“I’m not afraid.”
He sat beside her, put his hand upon her wrist to stop her from taking a sip. “Ye are. Because ye are in love.”
“I winna deny it.” Her vision blurred and Duncan pulled her into a hug. She hated for him to see her this way. It harkened back to when she was young, homeless, crying, when he waved goodbye to her from behind a tree on the bluff as the boat she was put on sailed from Oban.
“What is next? What are ye going to do now?”
She shrugged. “Go back to Liverpool, continue to pass secrets.”
“Are ya now? Ye are a wanted fugitive.”
He was right. She wouldna last long before someone spotted her and outed her to the authorities. “I could go to Paris.”
“Too dangerous. France is rife with traitors.”
What was she to do? Her options were few. “I will stay here. Help ye and Ranald plot another raid.”
“Or ye could follow yer heart. Yer tenacious heart is a match for his.”
Her chest hurt. ’Twas an impossible hope. “Coire winna want me.”
“Dinna be so sure. I saw the way he looked at you. A man doesn’t look at a woman that way out of desire alone. And he sure as hell doesna look at another man like he would rip his arms off and beat him with them for hugging ye unless he has strong feelings for you.”
“He dinna.”
“He did.” Duncan’s grin tilted one side of his mouth. “I reckon he loves you.”
Her heartbeat picked up rhythm, though she tried to will it to stop. “But he dinna ask me to come with him.”
“Maybe he believes that a woman who jeopardized her life daily for her country wouldna want to leave.”
She would not have thought of that. Could Duncan be right? “He’s a pirate. I’ll only be baggage.”
He shook his head. “And ye are a pirate at heart and by blood.” He noisily released a tiresome exhale. “Cripes, Treva. Ye are a risk-taker. Take a risk now. Go to him. Board his ship. Tell him ye love him. Ye love him, right?”
More than life itself. “With all I have.”
He opened his palms like she had the answer in front of her. “Tell him ye want to go with him to Skye, to the West Indies.”
“And if he refuses?”
“Since when do ye accept a no? Worry upon that if it comes to that.”
Duncan was right. She had nothing to lose. Well, her pride. And her heart. But was it not better to try rather than steep in regret wondering what could have been? Every day she had spent with Coire was a chance taken. What was one more?
“What would I do without ye?”
Duncan grinned and she hugged him again, thankful for the one relative who never turned his back on her.
“Come. I’ll walk ye to the docks.”
She downed her mug, in some small part to ward off the evening chill. But mostly to give her the courage to stand up to Coire, make him agree to take her with him. She had done it before, she’d do it again.
They walked down the hill and weaved through the buildings leading to the wharf. Through the thatched roofs of the squat structures, she could make out the masts of a handful of ships bobbing in the water. They reached the road to the docks lit with a handful of torches and Kelpie was within view. Her veins thrummed with anticipation. Soon she’d be up to her old tricks and convince Coire they belonged together.
In a blink, someone slapped a cloth over her mouth and grabbed her from behind. Treva cried out but the sound was muffled behind the caustic, sweaty rag. She struggled uselessly against the solid band wrapped around her.
“Hey!” Duncan’s shout was cut short with a grunt and was followed by a thud.
Treva thrashed about in the hold of the brute pinning her to him, caught sight of Duncan scrambling from the ground and tackling a Redcoat. Fists connected with flesh. Dust swirled about their feet as they shuffled in to strike. Duncan got in a good clip, spinning the soldier. But a third soldier attacked him from his left and the other recovered quick enough to bash him in the side of his head. The hits were coming too fast for Duncan. He was unable to get more than a punch or two in while being pummeled.
She fought against her attacker, tried to scream through the rag. Duncan didna have a chance against the two soldiers. She heard a crack as one of the men landed a square blow. Blood flung from Duncan’s mouth, trickled from his nose, as he landed in the dirt. The Redcoats kicked him in his ribs, kidney, over and over, even after he stopped trying to protect himself, stopped moving.
“Filthy rebel.” A soldier rubbed his chin where Duncan had managed to hit true.
Hot tears burned from her eyes. Weakened from fighting to get free, from wracking sobs for which she could not breath in enough air, Treva’s knees buckled.
“Ah, no. Don’t make this hard on yerself, missy.” Stale breath mingled with the rancid stench of the cloth under her nose. “Ya better walk, lest ya end up like yer friend, here. Captain Pullings didn’t say what condition ya have to be in when we bring ya to ’im.”
She was placed in shackles and dragged away from Duncan’s broken body. Within minutes, she was rowed out to a familiar English frigate. She entertained the idea of throwing herself overboard for one brief moment, but the fire inside her over Duncan’s death burned out of control. She would not go down without a fight. ’Twould be what Duncan would do. ’Twould be what Coire would do.
Captain Pullings met her on the deck of the Invictus, an unamused smile upon his cleanly shaven face. “Miss MacDougall. You are a sly, enterprising young woman. What a thrill it is to have finally captured you.”
She smiled politely. “And what a feat it must have been. I do hope yer superiors dinna harangue you too much for the lost time.”
His upper lip twisted. “Indeed. Dare I say that I at least have time, whereas you do not. The noose awaits you at Man, traitor.”
He spun on his heel, stiff as a pole, and marched away. “Take her below.”
Treva was forcibly tossed into a wet, crusty cell. The door clanged shut, and she sank to the hard plank that would be her bed. She buried her face into her hands, letting the tears flow freely. A sob cleaved from deep inside. Then another and another. She couldn’t stop the weeping. She’d spent a lifetime scoffing at the injustices that lined up against her, incessantly battering her like the waves that would carry her to the hangman. Now she cried all the unshed tears of her life. Cried for what was taken from her—her parents, her youth, Duncan, her chance at happiness with Coire.
Coire. Thank God for him. She had no remorse for what led to this moment. For if she hadn’t escaped Peel Castle and coerced her way onto his ship, she would never have had a taste of love. Oh yes. She loved him. She had fallen, that she knew. But she hadn’t known how far until he shut the barn door behind him. She’d felt so fulfilled, yet so empty. He had her heart, wholly and truly. She’d hold onto that until her final breath, whether from getting her neck stretched or attempting an escape.
On that thought, Treva regained control. She swiped angrily at her damp cheeks and sat a little straighter. She’d been in this predicament before. ’Twasn’t likely she could make a second escape from the prison, but she had to try. She would spend her dwindling hours scheming, watching for opportunities, going over scenarios of getaways between the ship and the gallows. And she would spend her final night dreaming of a handsome captain and all the ways he made her feel.
Fate had a strange sense of humor. Treva had always been proud of being a descendant of the almighty pirate Savage MacDougall, even as she was condemned for displaying too much picaroon behavior. Yet she had been terrorized by the nasty Captain Dread, had believed he would be the death of her. Now she would cast her lot blindly with a blue-eyed brigand for all eternity.
Fight for freedom like a pirate or die like a pirate trying.

“BLAZES! WHAT THE hell happened?” Coire helped Mr. Shaw clear the table as Jonesy and Redd carried Duncan inside Kelpie’s galley. The fellow was a grisly sight—blood coated his tunic, dried in rivulets from his nose and mouth. Contusions darkened around his bloodshot eyes, his left temple, his knuckles. Dirt caked his hands and nails.
“Jonesy and I found the lad dragging himself to the docks.” Redd held Duncan’s legs as he and Jonesy hoisted him onto the table. “He was askin’ for you.”
Duncan cried out as Redd moved one leg too quickly. His eyelids fluttered as he tried to remain awake.
“Hang it. The pain’s getting to him.” Coire swung out his arm to Mr. Shaw. “Rum.”
Mr. Shaw shoved a flagon into his outstretched hand.
He lifted Duncan’s head and put the bottle to the lad’s swollen lips. “Drink.”
Duncan swallowed and promptly sputtered from the rum’s potent strength. But the liquor did its job. He heaved as if his lungs were on fire. “Shite,” he groaned, gripping his side and cringing.
“What happened, man?” Coire asked again.
“They took her.” Duncan seethed through his teeth at the pain.
Coire met Jonesy’s troubled gaze, looked to the other lads. His blood iced. “Who took her? Who took Treva?”
“Soldiers.” He coughed, blood tainting his spittle. “To someone named Pullings.”
“Sod it!” The English captain had found her! “He’ll take her back to Man to hang.” He spun and planted his fist into a beam. The sting splintered across his knuckles further angering him.
“Pullings must be anchored further up the coast,” Jonesy offered. “There are no English buckets here.”
“How long ago did they take her?”
Duncan shook his head. “I…dinna know. We came to the wharf about an hour after ye left.”
That was nearly three hours ago. Invictus would be sailing down the Clyde by now. Coire closed his fists again, coiled to bloody his knuckles more.
“We must go after her.” Duncan toiled to sit up, growling against his pain.
“Nay, Duncan.” Coire gripped his shoulder to keep the lad from rising.
He addressed Redd and Jonesy. “Get word to Ranald to come fetch Duncan. We sail immediately.”
“No!” Duncan floundered under Coire’s hold, but Coire held him firmly pinned in place.
“Handsomely!” he barked at his men. The boys hurried from the galley. The sooner they returned, the sooner they could leave.
“She’s my cousin,” Duncan pleaded. “I’ve got to help.”
“Ye are no good to us, mate. ’Tis clear ye’ve broken ribs, probably yer leg, too.”
Coire waggled his fingers for Mr. Shaw to hand him the rum again. “Drink more of this, help numb the pain. We’ll get ye back on the docks and fetch ya a healer.”
Duncan’s head fell back on the table. “Ye have to save her.”
“I will.” There was no other option. He’d been busying himself with his stash of arrack in the dark of his cabin since he left her earlier, slowly drowning himself in pickled self-pity. Weighing if he was making the right decision leaving her behind. He’d be taking her from her Scotland, from her cause. And for what? Because he wasna ready to give her up? Because his body craved hers? Because he might care for her more than anyone he’d ever cared for before? Hell, he didna know what he was feeling, though was familiar…and somehow more profound.
But now… Now what he was feeling was terrified. What was happening to her? Was she hurt? Had Pullings or any of his men touched her? Coire growled, slammed his fist into the beam again. He cursed the pain away. By his deathless soul, he would kill anyone who laid a hand on her.
Duncan gripped Coire’s wrist. “She was coming to you.”
“What?”
“She was going to persuade ye to take her with you.”
“I dinna understand. To where?”
“Wherever ye go.” His frown deepened with austerity. “If ye know anything about Treva, ye know she will do anything it takes for what she believes in. She was coming to you, gamble on what she feels for you. She loves you, Fletcher.”
He flopped back into the beam, taken aback. Coire should not be surprised. Her actions toward him were as clear as the waters off the Barbados shore. But to hear the words spoken tilted his world off its axis. Suddenly, what was an immediate need to save a girl flipped to a critical demand. He had to know if it was true, hear the words from her lips, see it in her verdant green eyes. And he would do whatever it took for that chance.
“She will feel the warmth of the Caribbean sun. This I promise.”
“A pirate. The irony…” Duncan chuckled, and he paid for it. But his grin gave way to seriousness. “Ye save her, ye take good care of her. She has been hunted for too long. Treva needs someone to look after her. To tame, or the very least, match her. Are ye the man to do it?”
Coire would make a pact with the devil to be that man.

“THE BASTARD!” COIRE marched down the Kelpie’s deck now wet from sea spray. They had set their course south down the Firth of Clyde halfway between Malig and Taylough when they were intercepted by another ship. When the Damned Jewel was within range, she fired a shot. It missed his ship by a mere few feet. ’Twas enough to indicate that was no warning shot. Captain Dread had meant a direct hit.
“Mr. Shaw!” Coire called. “Clear the lashing from the guns. Prepare for battle.”
Mr. Shaw nodded and raced off to give orders to the bosuns.
Coire pointed to the helmsman. “Keep her steady. Broadside.”
Jonesy strode up and handed him a long gun and gunpowder. “What’s he doing?”
“Starting a fucking war.” He quickly loaded, set it down, and checked his pistols.
“To what end? He’ll make an enemy of many. Not just here, but of our Caribbean brethren.”
“Dinna think he cares. Eliminate us, prove a point—he and his followers rule these waters.”
“Sod that.” Jonesy leaned another primed long gun against the bulkhead. “Let’s prove ’em wrong.”
Coire was not wasting time on proving anything. His woman was in danger. But he wasna going to cut and run, either. “We aim to disable him.”
Jonesy scrunched his face.
“’Twould be an insult he’d have a hard time overcoming,” he explained. “Make it known he can be defeated.” Sound reasoning, but really he needed to get to Treva. And Dread was keeping him from doing just that.
“He may be feared here, but we’ve experience on our side.” A true fact attested from years of smuggling, privateering, and overall survival in the warmer waters near the equator. “If we sink him in the process, so be it.” Coire snapped up his long rifle, peering at the rapidly closing distance between the ships. If he got a clear shot between the bastard’s deadlights, he sure as hell would take it. “Let’s make quick work of it.”
The air shook from a shot taken by the Damned Jewel. A spray of water rose near mid-ship. Coire hollered up to Jacob. “Three points starboard, then back!” He called out to Mr. Shaw. “On the up-roll, fire one, fire three!”
Kelpie swung out and as she rose up on a lofty swell, Mr. Shaw gave the order. The ship rocked from her powerful guns. Smoke from the ports caught on the breeze. One shot landed off the Jewel’s prow, the other smashed across her forecastle.
Spent gunpowder filled Coire’s lungs. The fiery excitement of battle coursed through his veins. He would never tire of it.
Dread fired again but just missed Kelpie as she angled back toward him, the shot whizzing past the stern.
“Bring her broadside! Two and four, fire at the waterline!”
The deck shivered under his feet as the guns unloaded. A direct hit blasted a hole into the other ship well above the waves. ’Twouldn’t sink it, but was enough to put the Jewel in danger in high seas.
Coire marched down the railing, watching for the captain he longed to take aim at, giving orders to pick off pirates of rank. Shot from the enemy ruptured the gunwale to his right, splinters exploding in every direction. “Shite!” Coire flinched, turning away from the deadly projectiles.
“Fire at will!”
He nabbed a passing bosun. “Give ’em grenados. Set that bucket aflame.”
The bosun nodded with an emphatic grin and ran off delivering orders over the relentless booms of the two ships’ guns.
Coire scanned the Damned Jewel’s decks through the rising smoke until he found her captain. Dread whipped around, pointing and shouting at his grisly men. As if he sensed Coire’s stare, he stopped and turned to look directly at him. Time seemed to slow with the smirk creeping across his greasy, scraggly, bearded face. Coire returned the smile before raising up his long gun and pulling the trigger. The wood of the mast beside the louse’s head shattered. Dread snapped his head back with a glower that could reach across the span between them and rip out his heart. Coire lowered his gun and cocked his chin, a promise he’d do better with the next shot.
Pops of gunfire, booms from shipboard guns, and shouts from men rent the air. Smoke thickened, could be tasted on the tongue. Wood creaked and rattled. The cacophony was quickening, a thrilling reminder of life and death.
As the ships passed midway, several grenados landed upon Dread’s deck and burst into explosions of fire. The Damned Jewel’s crew raced around in a futile effort to put out the fires as more fireballs were launched onto the decks. Within moments, flames licked up the ship’s sails.
Attack from the Jewel died as the pirates concentrated on saving their ship. Kelpie’s crew erupted in cheers. Coire saluted to Dread as the captain gripped the railing of his faltering ship with a gruesome snarl. If the arsehole made it out alive, he’d seek revenge. Coire would welcome it. But not before he made sure Treva was rescued, safe from anymore danger.
Jonesy sidled up beside him. “Made quick work of it, we did.”
“The men?” Coire tore his gaze away from the Jewel to assess the damage of his own ship.
“A few injuries that I know of. Mostly from flying shivers.”
Coire kicked at a piece of railing and scanned the masts and yards. “The hull?”
“We took a few direct hits. Nothing we can’t repair.” Jonesy tucked a pistol in his waistband. “Nothing that will slow us from reaching Man.”
“Any spare man not working the sheets should report to Nicolas. Shore up and repair as much as can be done. I want no weaknesses. We dinna know what we’ll be up against once we get to Man.”
“Aye.” Jonesy jogged off just as Mr. Shaw appeared.
“Lash the guns, but be prepared to meet more resistance.”
“We gonna see more hot action?” The barrel-chested old sea tar scratched at his graying chin with a serpentine grin.
“No pompous poxed labberneck will stop me from saving the lass.”
Mr. Shaw’s grin split to show his nubby teeth. “I reckon not.”
“What?”
“Nuthin’.”
“Why are ye still grinning at me, then?”
“Just ain’t never seen ye in love before.”
Coire groaned. “Piss off.”
Mr. Shaw guffawed and slapped him on the shoulder as he passed by to see to the guns.
Coire took one last look at the Damned Jewel. Burning sails had been cut and fluttered to the sea, gray smoke spiraling into the sky. The wretch’s crew was acting quickly. They had a fair chance at saving the pirate ship from being destroyed. Coire hoped this would be the last time he saw Dread. But he doubted it.
He spun on his heel and retreated back to his empty cabin and unfinished bottle of arrack. By this time tomorrow, if not sooner, they’d reach Man and he’d launch a rescue mission. There was nothing to do now but wait out the rest of the journey and pray he made it in time.

“I’M SORRY, MA’AM. Captain Pullings said you were to stay in this cell until they were, uh, ready for ya in the mornin’.” The British soldier squirmed on the stool which was placed directly across from her cell door. The poor lad was a mere summer younger than she, which made her wonder if he’d been pressed into service. He would have to be ambitious to climb any rank. By the way he worried his fingers around the barrel of his musket standing between his legs, he wasna that aspiring. And he was probably scared of what Pullings could do to him.
“I understand, Lansing. Yer captain would not have put ye in charge of such an important duty as to watch over a helpless woman behind a locked door if you weren’t up for the challenge.” Treva should be ashamed of herself. Lansing had been welcome company, and here she was blistering him with vaguely masked affronts. She’d been trying to trick him into letting her out of her cell so that she might feel the sunlight on her face one last time with a stroll on deck. Of course, she’d meant to earn his trust and get an idea of where they were anchored so she could make a plan of escape.
“I’m sorry,” he repeated.
“Me, too.” She dropped her head and sighed. “Me, too.”

COIRE DROPPED OVER the Invictus’ railing into a crouch, landing with a soft thud. A quick glance up to the topsails revealed his arrival hadn’t alerted the watchman. Gentle creaks of plank and taut rope and the whispers of the slumbering sea were the only sounds. He looked over the edge to the jollyboat bobbing in the black water. Though he couldn’t see their faces in the dark, he signaled to Jonesy and Redd. They’d remain close. But if spotted, they had been ordered back to Kelpie anchored just out of sight around the small isle’s rocky breakwater.
He slunk along the shadows. Took the ladder below deck with slow steps. Having been acquainted with the inside of a Royal Navy frigate after an unfortunate mishap of getting caught, Coire had an idea where he would find Treva. He made his way to the rear. Voices carried down the companionway. Footfalls neared. Coire ducked behind a twenty-four pounder gun. He couldn’t be discovered. He couldn’t fail. His grip tightened on the hilt of his sword. Two men walked past unawares. As they climbed the steps to a higher deck, he crept deeper into the ship’s belly.
Voices, one female, lead him to a closed door. Treva was in there, but how many others were in there with her? His entry would have to be swift, precise. Coire drew his pistol from the brace strapped across his chest and burst inside. It took a mere heartbeat to assess only one man guarded his lass. The soldier startled from his stool and found himself staring down the barrel of Coire’s gun. He was fairly certain the poor lad soiled himself.
“Hello, again.” Coire managed a polite grin, though it might have seemed malicious to the man. “Lansing, is it?”
The soldier nodded, his affirmation stuck in his throat.
Coire spared a glance at Treva gripping the bars. She appeared unscathed, and just as shocked as Lansing.
“Well, Lansing, ye would like to stay alive, yes?” Another near imperceptible nod. “Put down yer weapon. Good man.” He ticked his head toward the cell, his pistol still trained on the soldier. “Unlock it.”
Lansing did as he was told and freed Treva.
Coire handed the pistol to her. She needed no instruction to keep it pointed at the fellow. He snatched off a pair of shackles from a hook and clapped them on the man. “Let’s get ye inside.” He snapped up the man’s musket and followed him into the cell.
“I’m sorry, Lansing.” By Treva’s tone, she sincerely meant it. “Take care of yerself.”
“Good luck.” More sincerity. ’Twas the last words Lansing said before Coire slammed the butt of the long gun into his temple, knocking him out.
Coire locked the cell door and when he turned she launched herself into his arms. By God, she felt good—warm, yielding, alive. He kissed her thoroughly and hugged her tighter. ’Twould take death to pull him away from her now. And that was a high possibility if they didna get off the ship soon.
“Ye came for me,” she said against his chest. “How did ye know?”
“Duncan.”
She peered up, sadness dragging down her frown. “Is he…?”
“He took a powerful beating, but he’ll survive.”
Treva sagged against him, a hiccup in her sigh of relief.
“We haven’t much time.” He took his pistol from her, shoved it back into his brace, and grabbed her hand. “Stay close.”
They stole from the room, down the companionway, and up the ladder. He opened the hatch and they slunk into the crisp night. This escape, it had been too easy. It shouldn’t have been this easy.
“Halt!”
Ah…there it was. And now the fun began.
He turned to an advancing pair of soldiers. ’Twould be easy enough to dispatch them with a firearm, but the last thing he needed was to awaken the entire ship full of armed men. Not yet. And he really didna want to kill the men. They were not his immediate enemy. He didna need the entire Royal Navy hunting them down before leaving Scotland. But he would do what was necessary.
Coire twirled his cutlass, a clear indication he would not surrender, but fight. “Stay behind me,” he warned Treva.
“Who the devil—”
“That’s the snake Captain Fletcher.”
Coire couldn’t give them time to sound an alarm. He drew his dagger lunged forward on the offensive, swinging his cutlass to catch upon the men’s blades as they countered with haste. The men separated, one on either side of him. His veins pumped furiously with the fire of the fight to come. Sword to sword, two on one. He loved the odds.
The first soldier swung his weapon, but Coire blocked it with his dagger and quickly followed through with a slice of his cutlass across the man’s side. The bloke hissed and stumbled back. Coire spun around to his left in time to catch the thrust of the second soldier’s weapon. He twisted his dagger, deflecting the sword down. But the soldier hopped away before he, too, could feel the sting of Coire’s cutlass. As fast as he backed away, he came forward, assailing Coire with swing after swing. Coire parried, pivoted, parried again, passed back, all while giving the soldier a false sense of besting him.
But this was no time for swordplay. The clanging of metal reverberated up his arm, up into the shrouds. Soon, the topman sounded an alarm. ’Twould be moments before the deck would be swarming with British fighters.
Coire caught the man’s next swing between his dagger and cutlass. Stepping into the soldier with his blade trapped, Coire slammed his elbow into his face. The force of the blow snapped his head back. Blood spurt from his crunched nose. Coire pushed him, kicking him hard enough in the chest to fling him across the deck onto his back.
“Coire! Look out!”
The first soldier recovered enough to answer Coire’s initial strike, swinging at his flank. Blood bloomed around the jagged edge of the tar’s shirt. Anguish pulled upon his ashen face as he darted forward, his blade pointed straight from his extended arm. Coire twirled his sword, drawing the man’s attention to the flash of steel. As he thrust forward, the man anticipated the move and blocked. But he hadn’t anticipated Coire’s simultaneous lower stab with his dagger. The shorter blade slid easily into the giving flesh of the cove’s thigh. He went down to his knees just as a hatch door flung open and soldiers filed out, including a disheveled Captain Pullings.
Coire shoved his dagger into his belt and spun to Treva, wide-eyed and frozen in place. He grabbed her arm as he raced past.
A shot cracked the night. And another. Wood splintered off the mast they darted around. Shite! Coire yanked her behind the ship’s massive wheel for cover. She cowered beside him panting wildly from near panic.
“We’re trapped!”
He shook his head, drew his pistol from his brace. He just needed to buy a few precious seconds. “Run for the gunwale. Jump overboard. I’ll cover you.”
Her jaw dropped. “Are ye mad?”
“Better mad than dead. I’ll be right behind you.” In a single powerful whack with his cutlass, he chopped the helm’s rope. The taut line snapped loose, rendering the Invictus’ wheel, tiller, and rudder useless.
“Go, now!”

TREVA BOLTED FOR the side of the ship. She trusted Coire with her every breath, which she could hardly draw for the fear lodged in her chest. Halfway to the edge, the exchange of gunfire popped rapidly. Flashes blinked at the edge of her vision. She expected to feel instant pain. None came and she pumped her legs harder.
“Spare the prisoner! Kill the pirate!” The captain’s command mingling with the echoing bursts frightened her all the more.
She reached the railing, climbed up. The dark water was so far down, a dizzying depth. Not far away, she spotted a longboat. That had to be part of Coire’s plan.
“Don’t let her jump!”
Treva glanced back. Soldiers raced toward her from the left, Coire from behind yelling for her to go.
Without a thought or prayer, she jumped off the ship feet first. Her skirts billowed wide as she fell. She closed her eyes tight waiting for impact, the plunge into the cold water snatched away the breath she held. New terrors shuffled through her mind as she plummeted deep beneath the waves—sharks, sea monsters, and drowning. Had she come full circle, back to that first night she met Coire, when she ruptured a hole into her dinghy determined to board his ship? Would she survive?
Treva broke the surface, gasping for air, coughing on the brine burning her nose and throat. She gathered her bearings, paddling to stay afloat, fighting the sting in her eyes. Jonesy called her name, a shadowy silhouette of a man in a boat not too far away waved.
Coire! She looked up in time to see him on the rail. His body jerked as he seemingly stepped overboard. My god! He had been shot! Soldiers immediately lined up at the edge and took aim. “No!”
He splashed nearby, but she couldn’t see him over the swells, couldn’t locate where to swim to find him. “Coire! Coire!” It was no use. It was too dark, the crests of water too high.
A salvo of pops echoed from the ship. A bullet plunked in the water beside her. Heaven help us!
She swam toward the sounds of Jonesy’s frantic shouts, fought against her rising hysterics. Bullets pelted the water around her. Spare the prisoner her arse! Treva threw her arms ahead of her one after the other to pull herself through the currents, kicking wildly. Damn it, she would get to that boat.
A sharp pain slashed through her calf. She yelped, thrashed about wildly. A monster, shark, something bit her! Horror shuttered her mind, her vision. Glimpses of whipping black water accompanied visions of blood, teeth, flesh. She was going to die!
Quite suddenly, the beast grabbed ahold. Tentacles wrapped around her waist. No, I’m not going to die like this. She slapped and jabbed, twisting and writhing, but it wouldna let go.
“Treva! Stop! Ye’re going to drown us both!”
Coire? Thank God. The fear drained from her. Until more pops and bullets peppered around them.
“Swim!” Coire propelled them forward.
Her leg burned as if on fire but she kicked hard. The little boat seemed so far away but and after what seemed like a lifetime, she grabbed the side, but her clothing weighed heavy. She hadn’t the strength to pull herself up. Several pairs of hands helped her and Coire inside.
“Get us outta here!”
Jonesy, Redd, and two others grabbed oars and rowed, putting their backs into it, to get out of firing range of the Invictus.
Treva flopped back on the seat to catch her breath. But the sting of her calf was too much. She gathered up her skirts to see just how much of her leg was gone from the bite as Coire knelt in front of her. “Something bit me.”
With a careful touch, Coire twisted her leg to inspect it. Blood coursed down her calf in watery rivulets. “No, love. Ye’ve been shot.”
“Shot? Oh, thank God.”
Coire chuckled, though his smile was constricted. “The bullet went clean through. Jonesy, yer shirt.”
Jonesy shed his dry tunic and handed it to Coire who ripped a strip off the bottom. “Are ye hurt anywhere else?” She winced as he wrapped the cloth tightly around her leg.
“I dinna think so.”
“What about ye, captain?” Redd asked, ducking as stray bullet splintered the edge of the boat.
“I’m fine,” he groused.
“My arse.”
“Just get us outta here. We haven’t much time before Pullings makes repairs.”
“Capt’n.”
“No more!”
Redd clamped his mouth shut and Jonesy shook his head.
The oarsmen put distance between them and Invictus apace. Each stroke of the oars loosened the grip of doom. They had a chance. As they rounded an outcropping, Kelpie loomed like a blackened devil ship. A rope ladder waited, the crew raced about on deck.
“Get the boat secure,” Coire said to the men. “We weigh anchor even before it’s on deck.”
He held out his hand for Treva. “I’ll be right behind you.”
Treva wasna prepared for the shooting pain as she put weight on her leg when she stood. She flopped back down on her arse with a grunt. Embarrassment and anger had her on her feet in an instant. She would not slow their escape because she couldn’t manage a little stitch. She hated that she needed assistance. But she didna hate Coire’s encouraging words and arm around her waist.
The climb up the rope ladder was grueling, the pain in her calf absurd. Once on board, Coire led her to a box to sit upon. She was surprised her makeshift tourniquet was soaked in blood.
“We’ll get Nicolas, the ship’s carpenter, to sew ye up.” He squatted to take a look. “Ye’ll be good as new.”
She swiped wet strands of his long hair from his eyes. “Doesna matter as long as I’m with you.”
His lips parted, ticked upward, before his tongue wet his bottom lip and his teeth bit down. Crivens, that one small action had her ready to whisk him to his cabin.
“Capt’n.” Jonesy strode over with purpose. Redd looked on with a frown as he helped with hauling the boat up.
Coire closed his eyes a moment before he stood.
Treva gasped when he turned to face his quartermaster. His tunic was dark red with stain, as was the waistband of his trousers.
She sprung to her feet, panted against the bolt of pain through her leg. Without preamble or permission, she scrunched up the shirt. Treva caught a glimpse of his weeping bullet-riddled shoulder. “Oh my God, Coire!”
He shrugged away. “’Tis all right. I’m all right.”
“No, ye are not.”
He met Jonesy with his hand out. “I am.” He hollered over Jonesy’s shoulder at Mr. Shaw. “Get this bucket under way.”
Jonesy cocked his chin at Coire, challenging him. “You can’t captain the ship dead.”
“But ye will be if you dinna get us out of here.”
Jonesy smirked, his boyish dimples deepening. “Aye, Capt’n.”
Even in what must have been acute agony, Coire commanded his ship and crew. And he was admired for it.
Coire stumbled forward as Kelpie lurched forward with the release of the sails. Jonesy caught his arm. ’Twas then Treva saw just how pallid he’d become and the beads of sweat forming upon his damp brow. Two brawny sailors rushed in, propped Coire up and, with Jonesy to lean on, she followed them to the captain’s quarters.
Nicolas bustled in after them with several younger men in tow carrying bowls of water, leather satchels, and rags.
“He was hit with fowling shot,” Jonesy announced. “At close range. By Captain Pullings, the crowing motherless bastard.”
Coire grunted. “Never liked him.”
The carpenter dominated the scene, having Coire lie on his stomach while directing his helpers to get his instruments ready.
“Her first.” His voice was gnarled in pain even as he barked this last order.
“Dinna ye dare.” She squared her jaw and slapped away the reaching hands of one of the young helpers. She plopped into a chair and propped her leg up on another. “Just get me some whiskey.”
Coire mumbled something about defiance. Lightning quick, he yanked a pistol out from under his mattress and pointed it at Nicolas. “Her first.”
Unfazed, the carpenter shook his head. “Sorry, capt’n. Your injuries are more serious. I can’t let you die.”
Coire must have been spent. He let his arm drop and the pistol slipped from his grasp. “I winna die here,” he mumbled. “My soul will be free in the lush tropics, God willin’.”
Jonesy’s troubled brow redoubled. He quickly corrected his countenance once he realized Treva watched him. He nodded to the crewmen to get topside and trailed after them, leaving her alone with Nicolas and Coire. If Jonesy was worried, this was every bit as bad as Treva thought. She fought against another deluge of panic.
For the next hour, Treva drank more whiskey than she needed. Coire’s agonizing, torturous grunts and moans as Nicolas dug out the bullets from his shoulder were unbearable. Until he lost consciousness.
Jonesy came in to check on them just as Nicolas retrieved the last pellet and dropped it into a plate with the others. The lead ball clinked into the metal dish, punctuating how lucky Coire was to be alive.
“How is he?”
“He’ll recover.”
Jonesy visibly relaxed and saw his way out when Nicolas shooed him away so he could turn his attention to her. She’d been brave for her man, hardly making a whimper as her wound was cleaned and properly bandaged.
“I’ll be back to check for fever.” Nicolas glanced at his captain, as if he just wasna sure Coire would indeed make it if fever set in.
When he took his leave, Treva crawled into bed beside Coire, facing him. Careful not to bump his mangled shoulder, she curled into him. The rise and fall of his even breathing lulled her. She traced the lines on his face, around his mouth. So beautiful, so strong, so indomitable. How had she come to this moment, this man? He had started out an infatuation. The silly bloom in her heart was just because she dallied with someone dangerous. Or so she thought. Aye, she wanted the risk, fed on it. But now she knew just what she’d done. Falling in love was one thing. But somehow, she had become completely dependent on that love. He was one half of her whole. Without him, she would be lost. Without him, she wouldna be able to breathe. Without him, she would be no one. She had been irrevocably changed, forevermore.
Though he couldn’t hear her, she whispered her first truly frail feelings aloud. “I’m scared, Coire. Please, dinna leave me. Dinna ever leave me.”
She stayed that way a long time, nestled against him, watching for any sign of fever. Blessedly, none came and she finally closed her eyes.
Treva awoke slowly, drifting away from an ethereal dream—a ship, a pirate, tender kisses. Her eyes fluttered open. Staring back at her were the most alluring blue eyes.
“Hello, mo sionnach àlainn.” Coire kissed the tip of her nose.
“A girl could get used to waking up to this.”
His returning smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Good. I intend to say it every morning.”
Her heartbeat staggered. “What does that mean?”
He lifted his good arm to cup her cheek, rub his thumb over her bottom lip. “It means I love ye, Treva Shawna MacDougall. I want to spend the rest of my days with you.”
“Truly?”
“If ye’ll have me.”
“A pirate? I dinna know…” she teased.
He chuckled. “Ye, a pot calling the pan a burnt arse.”
She good-naturedly popped him on his shoulder and he groaned. “Oh! I’m so sorry. Are ye all right?”
Coire smirked, not being able to hold in his ruse. “Aye.” He tucked her in closer. “And I’m looking forward to recovering with you, here, in my bed.” Her head spun from the sound kiss full of promise.
She snuggled into his chest, breathed in his salty warmth. “I love you, Coire Fletcher, with my heart and soul. Dinna ever leave me.”
“Never.”




Epilogue
THE DAY COIRE tired of making love to Treva would be the day he died. The way she scratched his back, tightened her legs around his waist, as he plunged into her over and over was intoxicating. The sounds she made, the breaths she took were all for him. And her taste… Blazes how he loved the way she tasted.
He hadn’t believed he was capable of love again. After Cait and Fenella, he was certain he’d never trust a woman again. Without trust, there canna be love. But Treva changed all that. He loved her more than he ever thought possible.
She was his, and he was hers.
Fugitives on the run.
Would Captain Pullings or Dread ever stop hunting for them? Let that be a worry for another day.
Treva cried out her release as he sank into her one final time. The muscles in his arse seized, and he ground out a heady groan through clenched teeth. Euphoria suspended him in time until Treva’s kiss broke the spell.
They lay together wordless as their sticky sweat cooled and the golden rays of the morning sun broke the horizon and spilled in his cabin through the nebulous window glass.
He loved this woman and couldn’t wait to share with her another love of his.
A whistle trilled on deck, rousing him from the bed. “Quickly, love. Get dressed. I want to show ye something.”
“What is it?” She languidly sat up and reached for his naked waist as he folded himself into his trousers. “Canna it wait?”
Coire pulled her from the mattress and spun her around. Blazes, her soft, bare flesh watered his mouth. “I promise ye winna be disappointed.”
“All right,” she giggled. “All right.”
Soon, she was dressed and he led her outside.
“No peeking,” he warned. “Just a little farther.”
Coire led her to the railing. He took a moment to soak in her beauty. She fairly glowed in the sunlight against the bright blue backdrop of sea and sky. Her rosy lips were still plump from his rough kiss before stepping out on deck. Strands of her honey-kissed hair, longer now than at the beginning of their journey, fluttered in the warm breeze. She was simply stunning.
“All right, open yer eyes.”
His heart swelled when her lips parted in awe.
The tropical island was indeed magnificent. Turquoise waters lapped at the blindingly white sandy beach. Black boulders dotted the shoreline. Proud palm trees danced in the wind. Where the beach gave way, deep, lush green plants with yellow and white blooms hugged the ground. The copse of trees beyond flaunted the flamboyant red and orange flowers of the flame trees here and there. Birds flit from treetops and if the wind shifted, their musical calls would be heard.
On the other side of the island, there was a port. And in that port was an establishment with some of the best saltfish dishes and finest rum in the Caribbean. He couldn’t wait to take her there. Never mind the owner had a score to settle with Coire. That should be entertaining.
Coire cast a glance over his shoulder to his crew gathering topside. By their grins, they were all happy to be back. Mr. Shaw clapped Redd on the shoulder, and Jonesy hopped upon the gunwale gripping the braces and whooped. Aye, they were home.
“’Tis…” Treva slowly shook her head at the words she seemed to not be able to form.
“Breathtaking, eh?”
“’Tis more than I imagined.” Moisture glistened upon her lashes.
“I’m glad ye like it. There are thousands more like it.”
“Like it? I love it!” She threw her arms around his neck. “Promise ye’ll show me every one of them?”
“The Caribbean is a wild and dangerous place,” he cautioned.
“Wild.” Her lips curled deviously. “I can think of no other place more fitting for the likes of a pirate.”
“Or two.” Coire pressed her closer—she’d know what she did to him—and soundly kissed her.
Treva turned back to the island. Her smile paled the scenery all around him. “I think I will love it here.”
“Good. We have many adventures ahead, love.”
THE END
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